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Humans have a remarkable capacity to be creative. No other species in the 

animal kingdom have such a varied fabrication and use of different tools, 

production of alimentary and extensive exploitation of our environment. We 

are able to genetically modify food in order to make it resistant against 

bacteria and aversive for animals to consume, we have unmanned space travels 

with robots that roam the surface of faraway planets for indicators of life, and I 

am currently writing my dissertation on a laptop weighing one kilogram that 

saves my document, checks my spelling and grammar and can connect me to 

the world wide web on which I can find the scientific articles that I use to build 

this dissertation.  

 

This dissertation is about the functionality of creativity. Why do people 

invest time and effort in being creative? Being creative is inherently risky, as 

you need to come up with something new that departs from what is already 

known, and there is a risk of ridicule, being singled out, or simply that what 

you come up with does not work. We believe that although it may be 

capricious, people have a lot to gain from being creative, and creativity can be 

functional to goal completion. You may gain praise and recognition for your 

creative output, people might gain power and climb the social hierarchy for 

their ingenious insights, and creativity may help to cope with existential 

uncertainty by offering the possibility of leaving a legacy. I will present several 

empirical studies on individual creativity and the circumstances and types of 

motives that can lead to superior creative performance.  

 

As a disclaimer, in this dissertation I studied “small c” everyday 

creativity, consisting of relatively small, incremental and mundane 

contributions, instead of “Big C” creativity, the ground-breaking and genuinely 

important discoveries and artistry (Gardner, 1993). It is significant to study 

this “small c” creativity for two reasons: first, it helps us to adapt to changing 

circumstances, to find solutions for annoying day-to-day problems, and to craft 

new opportunities (Runco, 2004). Second, “small c” creativity may operate on 

exactly the same mechanisms as “Big C” creativity (Ward, Smith & Finke, 
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1999), so the findings in this dissertation may also shed some light on the 

question why creative geniuses came up with their brilliant breakthroughs.  

 

The dissertation is organized as follows. In the remainder of this 

introduction, I will first give a short overview of product, person and process 

perspectives on creativity. Then, I will present dimensions on which creativity 

can be functional. The four empirical chapters each focus on specific 

manifestations of creative functionality. Chapter 2 is about how the way 

individuals’ creativity depends on their self-construal. For independent people 

- who define themselves in terms of uniqueness - creativity is functional to a 

positive self-image under an originality norm, while for interdependent people 

– who define themselves in terms of commonalities with others – this is the 

case under a feasibility norm.  

Chapters 3 and 4 show that creativity can be functional to gaining or 

maintaining power, depending on power stability, power legitimacy, or some 

combination thereof. Chapter 5 relates creativity to people’s unique ability to 

reflect on their own mortality, and shows that creativity can be functional in 

coping with existential threats. In Chapter 6, I will present conclusions on the 

basis of these findings, discuss theoretical implications, and come with some 

more practical ramifications of this dissertation. 

 

Product, Person and Process perspectives on creativity 

 

Say creativity, and most people will think of an astonishing artist - such 

as Pablo Picasso or Vincent van Gogh, a superb scientist – such as Isaac 

Newton or Albert Einstein, a great inventor – such as Thomas Edison, or a 

perplexing professional, such as molecular gastronomist Ferran Adrìa or 

football star Lionel Messi. Just as likely, you may think of works of excellence 

these people produced, such as Picasso’s Les Demoiselles D’Avignon, Einstein’s 

General Theory of Relativity, and Adrìan’s widely copied aerated sauces. 

Finally, when I say creativity, you may think of a creative process, such as the 

myth of the Greek polymath Archimedes who shouted ‘Eureka!’ – I found it – 

when he was struck by the sudden insight on how to measure the volume of 
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objects. Creativity can thus be seen as a multi-dimensional concept, and the 

adjective creative can refer to products, people and processes: the three P’s of 

creativity.  

 

Creative products 

Researchers generally agree that creativity is the production of ideas, 

products or problem solutions that are both original or novel and feasible or 

appropriate (Amabile, 1983, Guilford, 1967; Sternberg & Lubart, 1999; 

Woodman, Sawyer & Griffin, 1993). Originality is the Holy Grail of creativity, 

and without originality one cannot be creative. However, a striking feature of 

this definition is the tension within the concept of creativity.  

Although ideas or problem solutions may be both highly original and feasible, 

an idea that is judged to be extremely original may require some imagination 

or mental flexibility and therefore be deemed bizarre, impossible, or unrealistic 

at best, and to be not feasible. A problem solution that is judged to be 

extremely feasible may require not the least cognitive effort to grasp, and thus 

lead to perceptions of mundaneness, to be old wine in new bags, and to be not 

original. Indeed, in studies taking into account both originality and feasibility 

of ideas, these tend to correlate negatively and thus evidence a trade-off 

between originality and feasibility (Beersma & De Dreu, 2005; Manske & 

Davis, 1968; Nijstad, De Dreu, Rietzschel & Baas, 2010; Rietzschel, Nijstad, & 

Stroebe, 2007, 2010; but also see Runco, Illies & Eisenman, 2005).  

 

Creativity norms. Although both originality and feasibility are crucial 

underpinnings of creative products, considerable variance exists among 

individuals, social groups and cultures as to what is deemed desirable in 

creativity (De Dreu, 2011; Morris & Leung, 2010). Individual preferences, 

group settings and cultures that favor individualism seem to create norms that 

drive people towards originality, while those that favor collectivism drive 

people towards feasibility (Bechtoldt et al., 2010; Bechtoldt, Choi & Nijstad, 

2012; De Dreu, 2011; Goncalo & Staw, 2006; Hofstede, 1980; Morris & Leung, 

2010). Moreover, in individualistic societies, originality is more closely tied to 

perceived creativity of ideas, while feasibility is more tied to effectiveness and 
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quality of ideas (Rietzschel, Nijstad, & Stroebe, 2010; Runco & Charles, 1993). 

In other words, what is considered creative may crucially depend on cultural 

norms. 

 

What is deemed desirable, creative, and thus original and feasible or 

appropriate, may also change over time. The best way to illustrate this point 

may be the case of the Dutch post-impressionist painter Vincent van Gogh. 

During his life, Van Gogh managed to sell only one painting: The Red 

Vineyard (la vigne rouge). He died a poor man, and it is assumed he committed 

suicide. However, after his death, his fame started to rise quickly. Van Gogh’s 

paintings posthumously had a considerable influence on painting styles such as 

Expressionism, Fauvism and Abstract Expressionism. During Van Gogh’s life, 

his paintings were perceived to be bizarre, weird and inappropriate. Nowadays, 

they sell for numerous millions of dollars; for his Portrait of Dr. Gachet, a 

paper tycoon paid more than 80 million dollars in 1990. Again, changes in the 

evaluation of (creative) products over time suggest that what is deemed 

creative largely depends on prevailing cultural norms. 

 

Measurement of creativity. Creative ideas, products or problem solutions 

thus need to be original and feasible, but what is deemed original and feasible 

may differ among individuals, social groups and cultures, and this may change 

over time. In the scientific literature, several ways to measure creativity have 

been developed. These include indices of the quality of scientific articles by 

means of how often they are cited (Simonton, 1992; 1997) and quality ratings 

of classical music (Simonton, 1977; Weisberg, 1994). Moreover, in order to 

conduct well-controlled experiments, numerous tests have been developed to 

measure creativity (Duncker, 1945; Guilford, 1950; Runco, 1994; Schooler & 

Melcher, 1995; Torrance, 1966; Ward, 1994).  
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The operationalization of creative performance is typically done with a 

consensual assessment technique (Amabile, 1983). Several people are asked to 

rate how creative, or original and feasible, an idea or product is. When there is 

considerable convergence in judgments, one can speak of a relatively reliable 

estimate of creativity. In this way, it is possible to measure the creativity of 

buildings, collages, poems and stories (Hocevar & Bachelor, 1989; Simonton, 

2003). The most well known way to measure creative performance may be to 

have participants do a brainstorm about a certain topic - for example, how to 

improve the environment - and subsequently to count the number of ideas 

generated and rate idea originality and feasibility (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987; 1991; 

Lamm & Trommsdorf, 1973).  

 

Finally, researchers have used creative insight problems with only one 

correct solution, and counted the number of correct solutions participants can 

generate. Typically, people are stuck, do not see the solution, have to 

restructure information to discover the correct solution, and suddenly are 

struck by the correct solution in a ‘Aha’ moment (Schooler & Melcher, 1995; cf. 

Archimedes’ Eureka!). For example, in the Remote Associates Test (Mednick, 

1962), participants are presented with three words and have to find the fourth 

word that binds the other three together (i.e., black, beans, break).  

Usually, one first finds common associations but only between two of the 

words, and has to identify shared attributes and relationships among all three 

words to get at the correct solution (i.e., coffee). Another example of a test of 

creative insight is the Snowy Pictures Test (Ekstrom, French, Harman & 

Dermen, 1976). In this test, people are presented with a picture hidden in a 

complex pattern of visual noise. They have to detect the correct picture by 

restructuring information into a coherent picture.  

 

Creative persons 

The study on creative personalities has mainly been fuelled by a quest 

for the creative genius. What distinguishes Pablo Picasso, Albert Einstein and 

Thomas Edison from their less creative counterparts? Research on the creative 

person has shown that the most important predictor of scientific eminency is 
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sheer production (Simonton, 1997; 2003). The theoretical rationale is that it is 

a matter of chance that work will be impactful, and that thus the probability to 

produce something valuable is simply higher with a high production 

(Simonton, 1999). Indeed, Pablo Picasso made more than 20.000 painting, 

drawings and sculptures, Albert Einstein published more than 300 scientific 

articles, and Thomas Edison had 2.332 patents on his name. Hence Edison’s 

famous quote that creativity is 1% inspiration and 99% perspiration. 

 

There seem to be some specific personality characteristics that are 

conducive to creativity. For example, people that are open to new experiences 

(Baas, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2008; Feist, 1998; McCrae, 1987), extraverted 

rather than introverted (Furnham & Bachtiar, 2008; McCrae, 1987), or highly 

autonomous show superior artistic or scientific creativity (Feist, 1998; McCrea, 

1987). Moreover, it seems that creative people are relatively intelligent 

(Barron & Harrington, 1981; Batey & Furnham, 2006; Nusbaum & Silvia, 2011; 

Oberauer, Süss, Wilhelm, & Wittmann, 2008; Silvia, 2008) and have high 

working memory capacity (De Dreu, Nijstad, Baas, Wolsink & Roskes, 2012). 

Additionally, it may be that people who are unable to filter out irrelevant 

information (low latent inhibition) are more creative as they are better able to 

use a wide variety of information (Carson, Peterson & Higgins, 2003; Eysenck, 

1993). Finally, people with an active Behavioral Approach System – the system 

responsible for pursuing rewards and benefits – or scoring high on Positive 

Affectivity (Ashby, Isen & Turken, 1999; Baas et al., 2008), are relatively 

creative (De Dreu, Nijstad & Baas, 2011). 

 

Creative process 

Creativity has for centuries been surrounded by an aura of religiosity 

and mysticism. We would only need to be in touch with daemons – benevolent 

spirits in Greek mythology, God, or unleash our chakras to get an infinite flow 

of creative outbursts. The creative process has thus for long time been 

associated with divine inspiration (Albert & Runco, 1999). The common view 

on the creative process nowadays is more mundane, and links it to normal 

human cognitive functioning (Ward, Smith & Finke, 1999). One important 
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notion in the creative process approach is that of incubation. During 

incubation, one thinks of something else than a certain problem at hand, so 

that irrelevant associations fade out; this increases the likelihood of ‘seeing’ the 

right solution (Duncker, 1945; Sio & Ormerod, 1999).  

 

Recently, a model has been developed that posits that creativity is a 

consequence of cognitive flexibility, persistence, or some combination of the 

two (Baas et al., 2008; 2011; De Dreu et al., 2008), the Dual Pathway to 

Creativity Model (DPCM). People can flexibly switch between cognitive 

categories, combine and recombine information from these categories, and 

through this combinatorial process come to a high number and highly original 

ideas. As being creative means at the minimum to depart from a common 

approach, idea or problem solution, it is important to have a broad outlook, 

switch between mental categories, and use different strategies and approaches 

(e.g., Guilford, 1950; Torrance, 1966; also see Baas et al., 2008; De Dreu, et al., 

2008; Nijstad, De Dreu, Rietzschel, & Baas, 2010).  

In other words, one needs to think ‘out-of-the-box’. Alternatively, people can 

engage in persistent probing, and produce a large number of ideas within one 

category. At first, these ideas may be mundane, ordinary and normal, but the 

longer one remains in one category, the higher is the chance that an idea 

within this category is creative. Moreover, people can first engage in more 

flexible thinking, combining several perspectives and ideas, and subsequently 

engage in persistent probing to produce the most creative ideas within this 

combination.  

 

DPCM has received considerable support, and has proven useful in 

explaining previously inconsistent findings. For example, a meta-analysis 

(Baas et al., 2008) has examined the relationship between different moods and 

creativity. Some studies found a positive (negative) relationship among positive 

(negative) moods and creativity, sometimes a reverse pattern, and sometimes 

failed to find a meaningful relationship between mood and creativity. Results 

from the meta-analysis showed that the relationship among mood states and 

creativity critically depends on hedonic tone, activation and regulatory focus. 
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Mood states that are activating and positive (e.g., happiness) lead to higher 

creativity than deactivating positive moods (e.g., relaxed) as they associate 

with an approach motivation and promotion focus – both related to achieving 

positive ends. Moods that are that are activating and negative (e.g., fear) lead 

to lower creativity than deactivating negative ones (e.g., sadness) as they 

associate with an avoidance motivation and prevention focus – both related to 

avoiding negative ends. Moreover, positive activating moods or approach 

motivation lead to creativity through the flexibility pathway, whereas negative 

moods or avoidance motivation do so through the persistence pathway (De 

Dreu et al., 2008; De Dreu et al., 2011; Roskes, De Dreu & Nijstad, 2012). 

 

DPCM also serves as a framework for understanding (some of) the 

results obtained in my dissertation research. Although DPCM was not 

developed to predict and explain when and why individual’s creativity is 

functional and helps to satisfy motivational goals, the processes identified 

within DPCM may help to further our understanding of the results in the 

empirical chapters. I will review DPCM in relation to the empirical chapters in 

more detail in Chapter 6.  

 

The empirical chapters of this dissertation take an integrative 

perspective on the three P’s of creativity. Human behavior stems from a 

combination of personality characteristics and situational factors (Lewin, 

1951). We thus take into account aspects of the personality structure in 

combination with the specific situation a person is in, to assess the extent to 

which people can come up with ideas, products and problem solutions that are 

both original and feasible (Amabile, 1983). In the next section, I will outline 

the functionalities that creativity has, and under what circumstances and why 

people are creative. I invoke Darwin’s evolution theory, and propose that 

creativity provides humans with evolutionary fitness. 
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The Functionality of Creativity 
 

 So why do people show creative behavior? An assumption in a lot of 

previous research is that people spontaneously engage in creative activities, 

and the creative task is embedded in a context that people will do a task “just 

for the sake of it,” “to play around with concepts,” “because it is fun to do,” or 

just for the purpose of the experiment (Friedman & Förster, 2001, 2005; De 

Dreu, Baas & Nijstad, 2008; Nijstad, Stroebe & Lodewijkx, 2002; Ward, 1994). 

In contrast, in many real life settings, creative production has substantial 

significance for one’s prestige and status position within a group or 

community, one’s material (financial) earnings, or both. Grades of students’ 

papers and essays are at least in part determined by an evaluation of the 

creativity of their work, creativity plays a role in whether people are promoted, 

scientists receive grants on the basis of the originality of their work, and 

businesses win bids on the basis of the creativity of their proposal and pitch.  

  

In a broader sense, creativity enhances inclusive fitness - the transfer of 

genes to future generations of offspring or genetic relatives (Miller, 2000; 

Haselton & Miller, 2006). Creativity has led to new ever more sophisticated 

ways to protect oneself and one’s social group and to acquire essential 

resources. However, these developments have led to new problems, such as 

intergroup conflicts, overpopulation and resource shortages.  

Creativity has subsequently helped to overcome these problems, by employing 

new conflict strategies and novel ways to secure clean water, alimentary and 

energy production. Even though engaging in creative activity is inherently 

risky and outcomes may be uncertain, the benefits of a new approach outweigh 

the risks of it not working. For example, humans at a certain point started to 

hunt larger game as a consequence of the invention of new tools (Buss, 2011). 

There used to be a big risk here; a new tool may not work, and just at the 

moment you would go for the kill, your newly invented bow breaks and the 

alpha male buffalo wounds you so severely you die after a couple of days of 

agonizing pain.  
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Similarly, Socrates – the renowned Greek philosopher credited as one 

of the founding fathers of Western philosophy – created a new type of 

philosophy. Socrates did not debate from his own assumptions, but tried to 

advance the truth by constantly asking the ‘why’ question to reveal the 

assumptions of his discussion partner. Socrates questioned everything, 

including the way the Athenian democracy was working, which was to a large 

extent based on a might makes right principle, leading to corruption and 

power play.  

At that time, Athens had just lost the Peloponnesian war against Sparta and its 

allies, and Athens’ powers were in decline. Socrates’ questioning of the status 

quo thus did not charm the power-holders and they felt threatened by it. In 

399 BC, he was prosecuted in a mock trial on two fabricated charges - 

corrupting the youth and impiety – and sentenced to death. Although he 

received amnesty and could exchange his death sentence for a life-long 

banishment from Athens, Socrates decided to accept his fate and emptied a 

lethal goblet. 

 

These two examples illustrate that engaging in creative activity can 

have far-reaching negative personal consequences, in these cases death or 

social exclusion. However, at a group or species level, both examples testify to 

the possibility that creativity enhances inclusive fitness. While there may have 

been casualties among hunters using tools and weapons to hunt larger game, it 

has been necessary to do so to feed more mouths and to have sufficient food for 

weeks with a single kill. And although Socrates paid the ultimate price for his 

creative thinking, he paved the way for epistemology and logic, and arguably 

thus also for modern science, in which it is central to know the assumptions 

you work from to come to solid theorizing, and to gather data to falsify the 

theoretical framework. This ultimately has led to a thorough understanding of 

how the world around us works and how to manipulate this environment, to 

sustain population growth and find even more sophisticated ways of producing 

alimentary, to travel space and to invent personal technology.  
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So if creativity is functional in terms of evolutionary fitness and if such 

evolutionary functionality motivates creativity, we should see that people 

become more creative if it helps them to achieve evolutionary goals. For 

example, creative displays seem to enhance attractiveness to the opposite sex 

(Griskevicius, Cialdini & Kenrick, 2006). Indeed, humans desire creativity in 

their romantic partner (Buss & Barnes, 1986; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & 

Linsenmeier, 2002), and become more creative when confronted with a 

potential partner (Griskevicius et al., 2006). As creativity leads to enhanced 

evolutionary fitness, potential mates value creativity, which subsequently leads 

to more creativity.  

Similarly, people with high power or status have greater access to scarce 

goods, such as material resources, mating opportunities and extended social 

alliances (De Waal, 1996; Fiske, 1991; Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003). 

Creativity can help enhance (perceptions of) power and status, social 

recognition and praise by showing that a person is able to invest time and 

energy in his appearance, for example by having a lot of ornaments, hair in a 

new model, and a new type of footwear, and thereby increase the chances of 

creative offspring. 

 

From an evolutionary perspective, there are two important motives: the 

motive to fit in with a social group because this enhances survival chances, and 

the motive to obtain status and power because this leads to having a privileged 

position within the group. These two motives conflict to some extent. For 

example, power struggles within the group undermine cooperation, which may 

put the individual at risk, but the individual that wins the struggle will acquire 

more resources. At the individual level, this translates to a tendency to fit in 

and follow the norms and customs of the group (avoiding to be socially 

excluded), but a concurrent tendency to stand out and be in a better position 

than others in the group (achieving more individual resources). Individuals 

should be concerned with both motives, and depending on the situation or on 

personality one of them may be more prominent. In this dissertation I examine 

three factors that influence the extent to which the motive to fit in or to stand 
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out becomes more prominent, and the way in which creativity can be 

functional to satisfying either one of these motives.  

 

In Chapter 2, I examined the role of self-construal, an individual 

differences variable that is rooted in cultural backgrounds and determines the 

extent to which people derive self-esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image 

from fitting in (interdependent) or standing out (independent). I hypothesized 

that creativity would be functional to interdependent (independent) people’s 

motive to fit in (stand out) but only under a feasibility (originality) norm, as 

this norm maps onto their goal to show similarity to (uniqueness from) others. 

Moreover, I hypothesized that this functionality of creativity should be 

especially pronounced under high task significance, and in that case would 

translate into high creative performance.  

 

In Chapters 3 and 4, I assessed role of power motives, the role of the 

stability and legitimacy of power, and the functionality of creativity to a power 

position. Threats to one’s power position may arouse a tendency to fit in and 

be accepted by the social group, while an opportunity to gain power may 

enhance the tendency to stand out from the group. We hypothesized that 

people high rather than low in power would be less creative under power 

instability, but only when creativity would be functionally relevant to power. 

Moreover, we hypothesized that the motive for people high in power to fit 

would be activated by either power instability, illegitimacy, or some 

combination thereof, and that this would subsequently lead to lower creativity. 

 

Finally, in Chapter 5, I scrutinized humans’ unique ability to reflect on 

their own mortality, and the way in which creativity can be functional in 

coping with this existential threat. Mortality salience may increase both the 

tendency to fit in, and the tendency to leave something unique and thereby 

create a special position within a group. I hypothesized that mortality salience 

would decrease creativity, unless people could leave a legacy through their 

creative production and reach symbolic immortality. Moreover, I expected this 

to be especially pronounced for individualistic rather than collectivistic people. 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!20 

Overview 

 

Chapter 2 – Self-construal and Creativity. Chapter 2 focuses on the 

relationship between self-construal and creativity. A growing body of research 

suggests that independent as opposed to interdependent self-construal leads to 

higher creativity, as independent people are more motivated to distinguish 

themselves from others and creativity is a means toward showing their 

uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 2006). People with an interdependent self-

construal, in contrast, primarily derive self-esteem, self-worth and a positive 

self-image from fitting in, being similar to others and guarding one’s 

connections to family, friends, their community and society as a whole 

(Kitayama et al., 1995; Kim & Markus, 1991).  

As a consequence, they may not be motivated to distinguish themselves from 

others through creative activity, as this may lead to ridicule of others and 

falling outside of the safe parameters of their group. Moreover, interdependent 

people may be more susceptible to conformity pressure (e.g., Bond & Smith, 

1996; Kim & Markus, 1999). In short, as generating unique and original ideas 

necessarily implies deviation from what is common, well-trodden, and normal 

(also see Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), interdependent people 

may be less inclined to be creative than independent ones. 

 

However, we expected that the extent to which independent rather 

than interdependent people are both willing and able to engage in creative 

activity depends on whether creativity can be functional to their goal of 

distinguishing themselves positively from others. We predicted that for 

individuals with an independent self-construal, an originality norm would be 

motivating and would lead to higher creativity, as an originality norm allows 

for the expression of uniqueness. In contrast, a feasibility norm leaves fewer 

possibilities for being different from others, the stage to shine may be smaller 

and dimly lit, and consequently may lead to lower motivation to engage in 

creative activity. For interdependent people, a feasibility norm aligns more 

with fitting in and being similar to others, and they should thus produce more 

feasible ideas when asked to do so. Finally, we predicted these patterns to 



Chapter 1 - Introduction 

! 21 

emerge especially when task significance was high, and ideas would be used 

outside of the realm of the research setting. 

 

As hypothesized, we showed that under an originality norm 

independent rather than interdependent people produced more and more 

original ideas when task significance was high rather than low. We also 

showed that under a feasibility norm, interdependent rather than independent 

people produced more feasible ideas especially when task significance was high. 

Surprisingly though, results also showed that interdependent as opposed to 

independent people produced more and more original ideas under an 

originality norm when task significance was low. It may thus be the case that 

also interdependent people have an evolved capacity to be creative, but that are 

only willing to do so when there is no risk that it will set them apart from their 

social group.  

 

Chapter 2 thus shows that when creativity is functional to the goal of 

positive distinction or fitting in, people become more creative. 

  

Chapter 3 – Power, Stability of Power, and Creativity. Chapter 3 is about 

the way power influences people’s creative capacities. Power - the ability to 

influence others (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) - derives 

from a variety of power bases, such as someone’s position in the hierarchy 

within a group or organization, or the possession of valuable resources, such as 

knowledge and expertise (French & Raven, 1958; Lee & Tiedens, 2001; 

Podsakoff & Schriescheim, 1985; Yukl & Falbe, 1991). As power is an 

important predictor of resource acquisition, we hypothesized that when 

creativity is functional to gaining power, people should become more creative.  

  

People high in power generally are less influenced by the situation, are 

more likely to act (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Galinsky, Gruenfeld 

& Magee, 2003) use ideology, such as stereotyping (Jost & Banaji, 1994) and 

legitimizing myths (Chen & Tyler, 2001), choose those jobs that forward their 

interests (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Sears, 1997), and consequently, 
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accumulate more resources and influence. One way to do this is to be creative. 

We showed that indeed powerful people are more creative than powerless 

people. However, when power positions are unstable, and powerful people can 

lose while powerless people can gain power, we hypothesized that this pattern 

would flip. Here, powerful people are afraid to lose their privileged position, 

while powerless people are motivated to gain power. Across three experiments, 

we show that when power positions are unstable, low power individuals are 

more flexible thinkers, are less avoidant and process information more 

globally.  Consequently, they achieve more creative insights, especially when 

being creative is functional to gaining power.   

 

Chapter 3 thus shows that when creativity is functional to 

evolutionarily advantageous power gains, powerless people are more able to be 

creative, while powerful people have a tunnel vision to prevent a power loss 

and are thus less creative. 

 

Chapter 4. Illegitimacy undermines leader creativity only under stable power. 

Chapter 4 is an extension of chapter 3, which showed that powerful people 

become less creative under power instability as they may fear to lose their 

privileged position. In Chapter 4 we looked at illegitimacy of power as an 

additional factor in determining the creative potential of high power people. 

Legitimacy of power refers to the perception that power differences are fair 

and just, or that the procedures that have been used for assigning power are 

fair and just, or a combination of the two (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 

1992).  

Legitimate power hierarchies are characterized by cooperation and 

coordination (Lammers & Galinsky, 2008). Force and resistance characterize 

illegitimate power hierarchies, as the low power people rise up against the high 

power people in the hierarchy and power struggles may arise (Greer & Van 

Kleef, 2010; Martorana, Galinsky & Rao, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). 

Under illegitimate high power, people may inhibit themselves as they are less 

inclined to exert their undeserved power or because they are caught up in 

protecting their power position (Lammers et al., 2008). Indeed, under 
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illegitimate power, high power people have been shown to be less approach-

motivated (Lammers et al., 2008; Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010) and more 

threat-oriented (Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya & Yzerbyt, 2000), in broad strokes 

paralleling the findings of instability of power. 

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

to perceptions of instability (Tajfel, 1981; Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya, & Yzerbyt, 

2000), this proposition has yet to be tested. Additionally, (il)legitimacy and 

(in)stability do not necessarily co-vary. A dictator, for example, who came to 

power by an illegitimate coup, can have a very stable position and rule a 

country for decades. To provide an example of a legitimate but unstable power 

position, consider a political incumbent. He may have legitimate power as the 

people chose him, but his position may be unstable as a consequence of 

economic turmoil. In Chapter 4 we show that under power instability, 

legitimacy did not alter the creativity of high-power individuals. Under power 

stability, however, more creative insights were achieved when power was 

legitimate rather than illegitimate.  

 

Chapter 4 thus adds that when powerful people face a threat to their 

position, they may be caught up in protecting their evolutionarily 

advantageous position, which impairs their creative performance. 

 

Chapter 5 - Leaving a legacy neutralizes negative effects mortality salience on 

creativity. Humans have the unique ability to reflect on their own death. 

Research has shown that people typically respond in two complementary ways 

to a potential paralyzing terror evoked by this mortality salience. First, they 

may engage in worldview defense, which manifests itself in adhering more 

strongly to the cultural worldview and associated standards and values. 

Second, they may bolster their self-esteem by reinforcing the belief that one is 

meeting up to the standards and values within a worldview (Rosenblatt et al, 

1989). Worldview defense and bolstering self-esteem presumably serve to give 

a sense of immortality and leaving a legacy through one’s dominant group, as 

this group will continue to exist over and beyond a single life. Indeed, people 
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seem to have a higher desire for offspring under mortality salience (Fritsche et 

al., 2007; Wisman & Goldenberg, 2005). 

 

We hypothesized that creativity may be an alternative to achieve a 

sense of immortality and leaving a legacy.  When people come up with a new 

idea, product or solution that is both original and feasible (Amabile, 1983), this 

can lead to existential reassurance. Creativity has the potential to exert a 

profound influence on society, and ideas, products and solutions to pressing 

problems can outlive the conceiver by far (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). As 

mortality salience leads to conformity and narrow mindedness, we predicted 

that mortality salience would lead to lower creativity, unless creativity itself 

can lead to leaving a legacy and thus symbolic immortality. We show that this 

is the case, but only when creativity is socially valued. Moreover, it seems that 

the possibility to leave a legacy under mortality salience may make death less 

threatening. Finally, especially independent people were more creative under 

mortality salience when they can leave a legacy than when they cannot. 

 

Chapter 5 thus shows that creativity can be functional to achieve 

existential reassurance, possibly averting a state of paralyzing terror and 

inaction, and that the possibility to leave a legacy may be an important 

motivator to reach symbolic immortality. 

 

 Chapter 6 – General Discussion. Chapter 6 presents a general discussion 

of this dissertation. First, I summarize the main findings of the empirical 

chapters and discuss their implications. Second, I provide theoretical 

implications and discuss avenues for future research. Third, I examine 

limitations of the empirical work presented in this dissertation. Fourth and 

finally, I end with concluding remarks. 
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Chapter Two 
 

Self-construal and Creativity: The role of task significance 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!26 

Creativity, commonly defined as the production of ideas, products or problem 

solutions that are both original and feasible (Amabile, 1982, Guilford, 1967; 

Sternberg & Lubart, 1999; Woodman, Sawyer & Griffin, 1993), is the 

quintessence of human progress. It is vital to the economic success of countries 

and companies by ensuring growth through new innovations and higher 

efficiency, and essential for scientific breakthroughs and artistic inventions. A 

growing body of research suggests that the cultural dimension of 

individualism – collectivism is related to creativity.  

More specifically, research at both the individual level (Ng, 2003) and at the 

group level (Bechtoldt, Choi, & Nijstad, 2012; Goncalo & Kim, 2010; Goncalo 

& Staw, 2006) suggests that creativity relates to self-construal: people with an 

independent self-construal, who define themselves in terms of uniqueness, 

generate more and more original ideas than people with an interdependent 

self-construal, who define themselves in terms of commonalities and relations 

with ingroup members. This effect pertains to differences in self-construal that 

are rooted in cultural backgrounds as well as those that are experimentally 

induced. For example, Ng (2003) found that cultural individualism (vs. 

collectivism) positively related to independent self-construal, which in turn 

positively related to creativity. Others found that priming individual identity 

or uniqueness leads to higher idea originality on a subsequent task than 

priming collective identity or commonalities (e.g., Bechtoldt et al., 2012; 

Beersma & De Dreu, 2005; Goncalo & Staw, 2006). In the present study, we 

seek to further our understanding of when and why this effect occurs. 

 

Two reasons have been suggested why an independent self-construal is 

more beneficial for creativity than an interdependent one. First, people with an 

independent self-construal primarily derive self-esteem, self-worth and a 

positive self-image from being different and by distinguishing themselves 

positively from others (Kitayama, Markus & Lieberman, 1995; Markus & 

Kitayama, 1991). This creates a motivation to be creative, because creativity 

allows for the expression of one’s uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 2006). 

People with an interdependent self-construal, in contrast, primarily derive self-

esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image from fitting in, being similar to 
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others and guarding one’s connections to family, friends, their community and 

society as a whole (Kitayama et al., 1995; Kim & Markus, 1991). As a 

consequence, they are not motivated to distinguish themselves from others 

through creative activity.  

Second, individualists may be less susceptible to conformity pressure than 

collectivists (e.g., Bond & Smith, 1996; Kim & Markus, 1999). As generating 

unique and original ideas necessarily implies deviation from what is common, 

well-trodden, and normal (also see Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), 

interdependent people are less inclined to be creative than independent ones. 

For example, people with an interdependent self-construal may suffer more 

from evaluation apprehension: They may fear a negative evaluation of their 

ideas because their ideas run counter to group norms, and this would interfere 

with their ability to be creative (Camacho & Paulus, 1995; Diehl & Stroebe, 

1987). 

 

Although both explanations may be valid and co-exist, they lead to 

divergent predictions when the role of creativity norms is considered (also see 

Goncalo & Duguid, 2012; Goncalo & Staw, 2006). Creativity is often 

decomposed into (i) originality, novelty, and uniqueness, and (ii) feasibility, 

practicality, and usability (with products being creative when they meet both 

standards; Amabile, 1983). Different cultures emphasize different norms and 

practices, and it has been proposed that individualistic cultures, which nurture 

independent self-construal, emphasize originality and novelty whereas 

collectivistic cultures, which nurture interdependent self-construal, emphasize 

feasibility and practicality.  

According to the first explanation, an explicit norm to be original should be 

highly motivating for people with an independent self-construal (because it 

allows them to express their uniqueness), but should be de-motivating for 

people with an interdependent self-construal (because they are not motivated 

to express their uniqueness). As a result, people with an independent self-

construal should be more creative than those with an interdependent one 

under an originality norm, and this indeed what has been found in studies of 

group creativity (Goncalo & Staw, 2006; also see Beersma & De Dreu, 2005). 
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Interestingly, however, if the second explanation holds, interdependent people 

should conform to norms, regardless of the content of those norms. Under an 

originality norm interdependent people should thus become more original than 

under a feasibility norm, and perhaps become as original as or even more 

original than individualists.  

 

Which of these mechanisms is more important may depend on a critical 

yet heretofore largely ignored feature of the setting within which individuals 

perform creative tasks – the significance of the creativity task. Most research 

on individual creativity has focused on low-significance settings -- ideas and 

problem solutions are being generated “just for the sake of it,” “to play around 

with concepts,” “because it is fun to do,” or just for the purpose of the 

experiment (Friedman & Förster, 2001, 2005; De Dreu, Baas & Nijstad, 2008; 

Nijstad, Stroebe & Lodewijkx, 2002; Ward, 1994). In contrast, in many real life 

settings, creative production has substantial significance for one’s prestige and 

status position within a group or community, one’s material (financial) 

earnings, or both. Grades of students’ papers and essays are at least in part 

determined by an evaluation of the creativity of their work, creativity plays a 

role in whether people are promoted, scientists receive grants on the basis of 

the originality of their work, and businesses win bids on the basis of the 

creativity of their proposal and pitch.  

Even in cases where one cannot gain recognition and praise (or criticism) for 

one’s ideas, generated ideas may in fact be implemented and consequently have 

some impact on one’s own life or that of others. In all these and related 

situations, engaging in creative production has high task significance. It 

largely is an open question what consequences such task significance has for 

creative performance. On the one hand, significant tasks may be more 

motivating and lead to higher creativity than insignificant tasks (for indirect 

evidence, see De Dreu & Nijstad, 2008; Griskevicius, Cialdini & Kenrick, 2006; 

Roskes, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2012; Sligte, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2011). On the 

other hand, it has been found that people tend to be less original on realistic 

than on unrealistic problems (Dillon, Graham & Aidells, 1972; Harari & 

Graham,) and working on significant tasks may increase evaluation 
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apprehension, which undermines creativity (e.g., Camacho & Paulus, 1995; 

Diehl & Stroebe, 1987). 

 

We propose that the effect of task significance on creativity depends on 

both people’s self-construal and the predominant creativity norm present in 

the situation. To start out with people with an independent self-construal, we 

noted that they derive self-esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image from 

being different and by distinguishing themselves positively from others 

(Kitayama, Markus & Lieberman, 1995; Markus & Kitayama, 1991). To them, 

an originality norm is more motivating than a feasibility norm, and this should 

be particularly so when there is high task significance. In this case, there is a 

regulatory fit: a motivation to be unique fits the goal of being original on a 

significant (rather than insignificant) task (Higgins, 2000, 2005). Regulatory fit 

has been shown to lead to higher task enjoyment and performance (Freitas, 

Liberman & Higgins, 2002; Plessner, Unkelbach, Memmert, Baltes & Kolb, 

2009) and enhances goal pursuit (Spiegel, Grant-Pillow & Higgins, 2004).  

In contrast, a feasibility norm leaves fewer possibilities for being different from 

others, the stage to shine may be smaller and dimly lit, and for people with an 

independent self-construal this consequently may lead to a regulatory misfit 

and thus lower motivation to engage in creative activity regardless of task 

significance. Put differently, we expected to replicate earlier work showing 

that independent people produce more and more original ideas under an 

originality than a feasibility norm (Bechtoldt et al., 2010; Goncalo & Kim, 

2010; Goncalo & Staw, 2006), but also expected this effect to emerge especially 

when task significance is high rather than low.  

 

We expected a quite different pattern among people with an 

interdependent self-construal, whose concern with fitting in and being similar 

to others aligns more with a feasibility norm, and is at odds with an originality 

norm. There may be a regulatory misfit between the goal to fit in and the 

norm to be original, leading to low motivation (Higgins, 2005). Moreover, an 

originality norm may amplify evaluation apprehension especially when 

creativity is significant and ideas may be evaluated on their originality (Diehl 
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& Stroebe, 1987). Evaluation apprehension impairs creative performance 

(Amabile, 1979; Bartis et al., 1988; Collaros & Anderson, 1967; Harkins, 2006; 

Szymanski & Harkins, 1992), in part because it leads people to generate 

prepotent responses (Jamieson & Harkins, 2007). Accordingly, under an 

originality norm, collectivistic people may generate unoriginal responses that 

come to mind easily. Evidence for this line of reasoning would fit earlier work 

showing that socially anxious groups produce fewer ideas as they inhibit 

themselves (Camacho & Paulus, 1995) and that people afraid of violating social 

norms are less creative (De Vet & De Dreu, 2007; Rietzschel, De Dreu & 

Nijstad, 2007; Silvia & Philips, 2004).  

However, a feasibility norm may be motivating for people with an 

interdependent self-construal. Their goal to fit in and be similar to others 

matches a norm to produce ideas that are feasible, practical and useful. This 

regulatory fit may then lead to high task engagement and a high number of 

feasible ideas. Moreover, we should see these tendencies to be even stronger 

when task significance is high rather than low: People with an interdependent 

self-construal become more feasible when a feasibility rather than originality 

norm is promoted, especially when the creativity task is significant rather than 

not.  

 

 To synthesize, we predicted that for individuals with an independent 

self-construal, an originality rather than feasibility norm would be motivating 

and would lead to more, and more original, ideas especially when the creativity 

task was significant. Conversely, we predicted that for individuals with an 

interdependent self-construal, a feasibility rather than originality norm would 

be motivating and would lead to more, and more feasible, ideas especially 

under high task significance. 
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Method 
Design and Participants. Students (N= 197; age: M = 19.85, SD = 2.77; 

51 male) participated for course credit and were randomly assigned to the 

conditions of a 2 (self-construal: independent vs. interdependent) by 2 (task 

significance: high vs. low) by 2 (creativity norm: originality vs. feasibility) 

between-participants factorial design. Dependent variables were creative 

fluency, originality, and feasibility. 

 

Procedures and Independent Variables. Upon arrival at the laboratory, 

participants were seated in front of a computer with keyboard. Instructions 

and measures were given on the computer.  Participants were asked to 

generate ideas on how to improve education at their university. In the 

condition of high task significance, we told participants that their ideas would 

be provided to the dean and the directors of education. In the condition of low 

task significance, we told participants that their ideas would be used solely for 

the purpose of this research. 

 

After the manipulation of task significance, we informed participants 

that brainstorming benefits from a so-called incubation period, and asked them 

do an unrelated task first. This was our manipulation of self-construal. To 

manipulate in(ter)dependent self-construal (see Bechtoldt, Choi & Nijstad, 

2012; Goncalo & Staw, 2006; Sligte et al., 2012), we asked participants to write 

down three statements why they were different (similar) to most other people, 

and to provide three reasons why it can be advantageous to stand out from 

(blend in with) other people.  

Upon completion of this task, we manipulated creativity norms. As we wanted 

our participants specifically to focus on originality vis-à-vis feasibility (see also 

Litchfield et al., 2011; Runco et al., 2005), we told participants in the 

originality condition that it was important that they would come up with as 

many original ideas as possible. We furthermore stated that it was thus 

important to come up with as many rare and unique ideas as possible. In the 

feasibility condition, we told participants it was important that they would 

come up with as many feasible ideas as possible. We furthermore stated that it 
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was thus important to come up with as many frequent and common ideas as 

possible. In both conditions we emphasized that they did not have to elaborate 

on their ideas but to describe them in catchwords. After a brainstorm of six 

and a half minutes on ways to improve the educational system 1 , and 

manipulation checks, participants were informed the experiment was over and 

debriefed. 

 

Dependent Measures. The number of non-redundant ideas was counted 

per participant to come to a measure of creative fluency. We had two 

independent coders rate originality and feasibility (both 1= not at all, 5= very; 

see Rietzschel et al., 2006). Interrater agreement was satisfactory following 

criteria of Cicchetti and Sparrow (1981; intraclass correlation, ICC = .77 for 

originality and ICC = .70 for feasibility) and we used the aggregation across 

raters as indicators of originality and feasibility.  

To check our manipulation of task significance, participants were asked to tick 

the correct box for the question: “The ideas that I came up with during the 

brainstorming task will be offered to the dean and directors of education” 

(1=yes, 2=no, 3 = don't know). To check our manipulation of creativity norms, 

participants were asked to tick the correct box for the question: “During the 

brainstorming task, it was important to come up with…” (1 = original ideas; 2 

= feasible ideas; 3 = don't know). Five participants failed the manipulation 

check on task significance, and eight other participants failed the manipulation 

check on creativity norms. Excluding these participants did not change the 

results.  

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1!This experiment was part of a larger set of experiments. The time limit for this experiment 

was ten minutes, including the manipulations, brainstorm, manipulation checks, and 

debriefing. Therefore, the time for brainstorming was limited and maximized at six and a half 

minutes. 
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Results and Discussion 
Creative Fluency. We submitted creative fluency to a 2 (self-construal) x 

2 (task significance) x 2 (creativity norm) Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). 

Results showed a main effect of task significance, F (1, 189) = 4.16, p = .043, 

partial η2 = .02. Participants came up with fewer ideas in the condition of high 

(M = 6.64, SD = 4.88) rather than low task significance (M = 8.03, SD = 5.24). 

This main effect was qualified by a significant two-way interaction among task 

significance and creativity norms, F (1, 189) = 6.63, p = .011, partial η2 = .03. 

Analyses of simple effects showed that under a feasibility norm, participants 

were less fluent in the condition of high (M = 5.33, SD = 3.63) rather than low 

task significance (M = 8.52, SD = 5.25), F (1, 189) = 11.26, p = .002, partial η2 

= .05, and not under an originality norm, F < 1.  

 

Third, a three-way interaction among task significance, creativity 

norm, and self-construal qualified this pattern, F (1, 189) = 12.25, p = .001, 

partial η2 = .06. Simple interaction effects showed a significant two-way 

interaction among self-construal and task significance under an originality 

norm, F (1, 189) = 12.57, p < .001, and not under a feasibility norm, F < 3. As 

predicted, under an originality norm participants with an independent (M = 

9.52, SD = 6.47) rather than interdependent self-construal (M =6.44, SD = 

4.19) produced more ideas when task significance was high, F (1, 189) = 4.75, p 

= .031. Unexpectedly, this pattern reversed under low task significance. Here 

participants with an interdependent self-construal (M = 9.22, SD = 6.37) 

produced more ideas than those with an independent one (M = 6.00, SD = 

3.39) under an originality norm, F (1, 189) = 4.90, p = .028 (See Figure 2.1).  
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Figure 2.1. Creative fluency as a function of task significance, self-

construal and creativity norm. Bars indicate +one standard error. 

 

Originality. Originality was submitted to a 2 (self-construal) x 2 (task 

significance) x 2 (creativity norm) ANOVA. Results showed a main effect of 

creativity norms, F (1, 189) = 4.99, p = .023, partial η2 = .03. An originality 

norm produced higher originality (M = 2.20, SD = .69) than a feasibility norm 

(M = 2.01, SD = .52). Crucially, results also showed the predicted three-way 

interaction among task significance, creativity norm and self-construal, F (1, 

189) = 15.33, p < .001, partial η2 = .08. No other main effects or two-way 

interactions were significant, Fs < 2.   

Simple interaction effects showed a significant two-way interaction among 

self-construal and task significance under an originality norm, F (1, 189) = 

4.18, p = .042, and not under a feasibility norm, F < 4. As predicted, under an 

originality norm participants with an independent (M = 2.34, SD = .64) rather 

than interdependent self-construal (M = 1.99, SD = .48) were more original 

when task significance was high, F (1, 196) = 4.18, p = .042. Unexpectedly, this 

pattern reversed under low task significance. Here participants with an 

interdependent self-construal (M = 2.49, SD = .86) were more original than 
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those with an independent one (M = 1.97, SD = .65) under an originality 

norm, F (1, 189) = 8.65, p = .004 (See Figure 2.2). 

 
Figure 2.2. Originality as a function of task significance, self-construal 

and creativity norm. Bars indicate +one standard error. 

 

Feasibility. A 2 (self-construal) x 2 (task significance) x 2 (creativity 

norm) ANOVA on feasibility showed that under an originality norm, 

participants produced less feasible ideas (M = 3.28, SD = .56) than under a 

feasibility norm (M = 3.47, SD = .55), F (1, 189) = 5.66, p = .018, partial η2 = 

.03. As predicted, participants with an interdependent self-construal (M = 3.46, 

SD = .57) produced more feasible ideas than those with an independent self-

construal (M = 3.28, SD = .54), F (1, 189) = 5.45, p = .021, partial η2 = .03. 

Moreover, a planned simple effect did show that under a feasibility norm, 

participants with an interdependent self-construal (M = 3.58, SD = .53) were 

more feasible than those with an independent self-construal (M = 3.22, SD = 

.56) when task significance was high, F (1, 189) = 5.51, p = .020. No other 

effects were significant, F < 3 (see Table 2.1). 
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Table 2.1  
Means (standard deviations) of originality, feasibility and creative fluency, as a 

function of task significance, self-construal and creativity norm. 

 

Mediation Analysis. We also tested if the effects on originality were 

mediated by creative fluency. We computed a hierarchical regression with 

originality as the dependent variable, and the main effects of dummy coded 

independent variables self-construal, task significance and creativity norm and 

their interaction terms. Creative fluency was added as a control variable.  

Creative fluency significantly predicted originality, B = .026, t = 3.133, p = 

.002. And when controlling for creative fluency, the interaction effect among 

task significance, self-construal and creativity norm (B = -1.32, t = -3.915, p < 

.001) on originality became weaker (B = -1.11, t = -3.23, p = .001). A Sobel test 

(see Sobel, 1986) showed that this partial mediation was significant, Z = -2.00, 

p = .045. 

 

  

 

    
           Originality norm Feasibility norm   

   
In-

dependent 
Inter-

dependent 
In-

dependent 
Inter-

dependent 

Originality 

High 
significance 2.34a (.64) 1.99b (.48) 1.99b (.51) 2.19b (.56) 

Low 
significance 1.97b (.65) 2.49a (.86) 2.06abc (.46) 1.81c (.49) 

Feasibility 

High 
significance 3.32a  (.58) 3.23a (.51) 3.22a (.56) 3.58b (.53) 

Low 
significance 3.18a (.53) 3.39a* (.64) 3.41ab (.49) 3.65ab* (.53) 

 Fluency 

High 
significance 9.52a (6.47) 6.44b* (4.19) 4.72b (1.90) 5.92b (4.71) 

Low 
significance 6.00b (3.39) 9.22a* (6.37) 9.63a (6.19) 7.42ab (3.92) 
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These results first replicate the findings in the Goncalo and Staw 

(2006) study: under an originality norm, people with an independent self-

construal produce more, and consequently more original, ideas than people 

with an interdependent self-construal. Second, we show here that this is 

especially the case under high task significance and not so much under low 

task significance. Third, we showed that under a feasibility norm, people with 

an interdependent self-construal produce more feasible ideas than those with 

an independent self-construal, especially when task significance is high. 

Fourth, and surprisingly, under an originality norm people with an 

interdependent self-construal produced more, and more original, ideas than 

those with an independent one when task significance was low. It may be that 

here those with an interdependent self-construal are completely freed from 

evaluation apprehension and conformity pressures, and do not withhold ideas. 

  

General Discussion 

 

 A growing body of research suggests that independent as opposed 

interdependent self-construal leads to higher creativity, especially when 

originality is emphasized. Two explanations have been offered for why this 

effect occurs. First, independent people may be more motivated to distinguish 

themselves from others through creative activity, as they define themselves in 

terms of uniqueness. Second, interdependent people may be less susceptible to 

evaluation apprehension than interdependent people – who define themselves 

in terms of their relations with others (e.g., Bond & Smith, 1996; Kim & 

Markus, 1999), which in turn leads to higher creativity as being creative means 

deviating from what is seen as normal.  

As hypothesized, we showed that under an originality norm independent 

people produce more and more original ideas when task significance is high 

rather than low. We also showed that under a feasibility norm, interdependent 

rather than independent people produce more feasible ideas especially when 

task significance is high. Surprisingly though, results showed that 

interdependent as opposed to independent people produced more and more 

original ideas under an originality norm when task significance was low.  
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Both explanations for why previous research has found that 

independent rather than interdependent people are superior creative 

performers –high motivation and less evaluation apprehension - may thus be 

valid. People with an independent self-construal, who are less susceptible to 

conformity pressures, experience a regulatory fit (Higgins, 2000, 2005) when 

they engage in ideation under an originality norm, especially when task 

significance is high. Interdependent people may experience such a regulatory 

fit when they are asked to produce feasible ideas, especially when task 

significance is high. This regulatory fit may lead to high motivation and 

engagement in the task, and consequently to highly original for independent 

and highly feasible ideas for interdependent people. People with an 

interdependent self-construal may suffer from evaluation apprehension when 

they are asked to produce ideas under an originality norm, especially under 

high task significance.  

Evaluation apprehension leads them to generate prepotent responses, 

unoriginal ones in the case of interdependent people, and to withhold 

potentially creative ideas as they are afraid these ideas will set the apart from 

their peers. However, under low task significance, it seems that interdependent 

people are freed from evaluation apprehension, and that they do not withhold 

ideas anymore. Indeed, when task significance was low, they produced more 

and more original ideas than independent people under an originality norm. 

Future research will have to establish the robustness of this finding. 

 
Most research on idea generation focuses on either a quantity (Diehl & 

Stroebe, 1987; Reinig & Briggs, 2008; Rietzschel et al., 2010) or an 

undifferentiated creativity norm (Bartis et al., 1988; Chen et al., 2005; Goncalo 

& Staw, 2006; Rietzschel et al., 2007; Shalley, 1991; Szymanski & Harkins, 

1992). This research shows that it is important to know on which dimension of 

creativity the focus is. A focus on idea effectiveness and thus feasibility may 

lead to lower creativity in more individualistic cultures or minds, while a focus 

on idea originality may lead to lower creativity in more collectivistic cultures 

or minds. Likewise, in practice, at times people may have a tendency to be 

focused on a solution for a pressing problem. Companies may try to find a 
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solution for the fact that customers turn to the main competitor, governments 

may look for suitable solutions for the fact that citizens do not involve 

themselves in politics, and sport coaches may be looking for solutions to turn a 

losing into a winning streak. A solution focus (i.e., focusing on practical and 

feasible ideas) may lead to an emphasis on effectiveness and feasibility, and 

thus in independent minds lead to inferior creativity, while this solution focus 

may be more effective and fit for interdependent minds. 

 

Additionally, in both practice and research, people or participants may 

think they are completely anonymous, and that their creative output will not 

be significant. For example, people may go on a company outing and have a 

‘fun’ brainstorm without referring to the possible significance of their creative 

output. This free-floating, non-significant type of brainstorming may lead to 

inferior creative outcomes when independent people need to come up with 

original ideas, as they do not see the benefit of being original and standing out 

from the crowd when this cannot benefit their goal of being unique and having 

an impact on others. Conversely, under an originality norm, a focus on low 

significance may be beneficial for more interdependent people, as they do not 

fear evaluation, to be different from others, and thus not to fit in – and this 

may then lead to higher creativity. 

 

That creativity can be functional to goal pursuit – in this case, the goal 

of distinguishing oneself positively from others or to the goal to fit in – and 

that such functionality is beneficial for creativity follows from several recent 

studies. For example, men confronted with an attractive potential sexual 

partner become more creative (Griskevicius, Cialdini & Kenrick, 2006; Miller, 

2000), people expecting a hostile negotiation are more effective in conceiving 

creative tactics to win the conflict (De Dreu & Nijstad, 2008), and low power 

people become more creative when this can serve their goal of gaining power 

(Sligte, de Dreu & Nijstad, 2011).  

Similarly, when reminded of their own mortality, people become more creative 

when the resulting product can leave them a legacy and provide existential 

reassurance, making the thought of death itself less threatening (Sligte, Nijstad 
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& De Dreu, 2012). Finally, people with an avoidance motivation become more 

creative when this serves goal progress (Roskes, De Dreu & Nijstad, 2012). 

These studies all suggest that creativity is motivated behavior and that people 

are willing to put in the necessary effort to be creative to the extent that this 

serves their salient goals. In the present study, we similarly find that task 

significance motivated people to exert effort to reach their goals and that task 

significance is only motivating to people when salient goals (to be different vs. 

to blend in) align with situational creativity norms (i.e., to be original vs. to be 

feasible). 

 

To conclude, independent people are not always superior creative 

performers. They are when they can show their uniqueness and that they are 

different from others. When, however, creativity is has low significance and/ 

or a feasibility norm is at operation, independent people seem unwilling or 

unable to be creative. Interdependent people seem especially apt to produce 

feasible ideas when the norm is to be feasible and there is high task 

significance. Moreover, we found here that under low task significance, 

interdependent people produced more and more original ideas than 

independent people, especially when originality was emphasized. In sum, 

independent people are more apt at original while interdependent people are 

more apt at feasible ideation especially under high task significance.  
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Chapter Three  

 

Power, Stability of Power, and Creativity 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This chapter is based on: Sligte, D.J., De Dreu, C.K.W., & Nijstad, B.A. (2011). 

Power, Stability of Power, and Creativity. Journal of Experimental Social 

Psychology, 47, 891-897. 
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Power hierarchies are so pervasive across both animal species and humans, 

that it appears a fundamental feature of social organization. Apart from 

behavioral manifestations ranging from abuse to benevolence and generosity 

(e.g., Handgraaf, Van Dijk, Vermunt, Wilke, & De Dreu, 2008), possessing 

power in and by itself fundamentally influences individuals' information-

processing and behavioral tendencies (Fiske, 1993 and Keltner et al., 2003). 

However, mixed findings emerge for creative performance, with some studies 

demonstrating that power leads to higher creativity (Galinsky et al., 

2008 and Smith and Trope, 2006) while others point to an opposite pattern 

(Kuhl & Kazen, 2008).  

In this article we show that the relationship between power and creativity 

critically depends on both the stability of the power hierarchy and the 

relevance of creative efforts to power. When the power hierarchy is unstable, 

individuals with low power employ a global and flexible processing style and 

become more creative especially when being creative is functional to climbing 

the ladder. 

 

Power leads to higher creativity 

Power refers to the ability to influence others (Bacharach and Lawler, 

1981 and Kelley and Thibaut, 1978), and derives from a variety of power bases, 

such as someone's position in the hierarchy within a group or organization, or 

the possession of valuable resources, such as knowledge and expertise (French 

and Raven, 1959, Lee and Tiedens, 2002, Podsakoff and Schriesheim, 

1985 and Yukl and Falbe, 1991). Power hierarchies create social order and 

stability, and because having power yields control over one's environment and 

resources to survive and prosper, individuals are motivated to climb the 

hierarchical ladder. 

 

Recent work in psychological science revealed that power has 

metamorphic effects on power holders (Fiske, 1993 and Keltner et al., 2003). 

Powerful individuals process information more abstractly and flexibly 

(Guinote, 2007a, Guinote, 2007b, Smith and Trope, 2006 and Förster, 2009), 

use less diagnostic and more confirmatory strategies (De Dreu and Van Kleef, 
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2004 and Leyens et al., 1998), and are less influenced by situational cues 

(Galinsky et al., 2008) and emotional expressions of others (Van Kleef, De 

Dreu, Pietroni, & Manstead, 2006). Behaviorally, the powerful take more risks 

in their decisions (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006), they act more swiftly when 

facing an annoying obstacle (Galinsky, Gruenfeld, & Magee, 2003) and behave 

more in a goal-consistent manner (Guinote, 2007a and Guinote, 2007b). 

 

The key explanation for these effects proceeds on the basis of the 

assumption that powerful individuals think and act so as to maintain and 

increase power (Bruins and Wilke, 1992, Maner et al., 2007 and Maslow, 

1937); powerless individuals, in contrast, think and act to protect against 

possible threat (in part coming from powerful others). As a result, having 

power leads to approach motivation with its concomitant global attentional 

focus (Förster, Friedman, Özelsel, & Denzler, 2006). Having power frees one 

from influence from others, and leads to feelings of safety and security 

(Friedman & Förster, 2010).  

Lacking power, in contrast, triggers avoidance motivation, a focus on potential 

losses, and a narrow attentional focus (Keltner et al., 2003 and Förster et al., 

2006). Because both approach motivation (Baas et al., 2008, Friedman and 

Förster, 2001, Friedman and Förster, 2002 and Friedman and Förster, 2005) 

and global attentional focus (De Dreu et al., 2011, Förster and Higgins, 

2005 and Förster et al., 2006) promote cognitive flexibility, set-breaking and 

abstract thinking, it follows that powerful individuals also are more creative 

than their powerless counterparts (Förster, 2009 and Galinsky et al., 

2008; Smith & Trope, 2006; but see Kuhl & Kazen, 2008). 

 

An interesting implication of this socio-functional perspective on power 

and cognition is that cognitive processes operate in the service of the 

underlying motivation to maintain and increase power. Put differently, the 

tendency among powerful individuals to think globally and display cognitive 

flexibility should be particularly pronounced when doing so serves the goal of 

maintaining or expanding power. When creative performance is functionally 

relevant to one's power position, we would thus expect more creativity than 
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when creative performance is functionally irrelevant. An example of such 

functionally relevant creativity is when a middle manager of a company is 

facing decreasing revenues, and new and creative ideas are needed to turn the 

situation around. By solving the company's problems in creative ways (e.g., 

through introducing new products or services, or by increasing market share 

through creative marketing) a manager can show high competence and may as 

a consequence be promoted to a higher position. 

 

Psychological science provides some support for the idea that creative 

performance can be boosted when it is functionally relevant. Recent work 

shows that in addition to costs and risk, being original and creative accrues 

desirable benefits. For example, being creative increases individuals' 

attractiveness as a potential mate (Griskevicius, Cialdini, & Kenrick, 

2006; Miller, 2000), and helps individuals winning a conflict (De Dreu & 

Nijstad, 2008). 

 

Unstable power and creativity 

A socio-functional perspective on power further implies that individual 

power is not a given and that power is not necessarily a stable feature of the 

situation within which the individual operates. Rather, power positions may 

change: powerful individuals may become powerless, and powerless people 

may become powerful (Tajfel, 1984). In an unstable power hierarchy, the 

powerful can be expected to be motivated to maintain their privileged position 

(Tetlock, 1981), especially when their position is directly disputed. They may 

become threat-oriented (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2008), leading the powerful to 

become risk averse and more focused on preventing that someone takes over 

(some of their) privileges (Lammers et al., 2008 and Maner et al., 2007).  

Moreover, subtle cues signaling a potentially dangerous environment may lead 

to attentional focusing and less creativity (Friedman & Förster, 2010). When 

power becomes unstable, the intricate link between being powerful, approach 

motivation and global attentional focus may thus break down. Those having 

and valuing high power may become afraid of losing power, and powerless 

individuals face the prospect of moving up the hierarchy, thus realizing greater 
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safety (Higgins, 1997). Those with low power may therefore become approach 

motivated and beget a broad attentional focus (Friedman & Förster, 2010; see 

also Kuhl & Kazen, 2008). 

 

Indirect evidence for our thesis that the stability of the power hierarchy 

matters comes from work manipulating the legitimacy of the individual's 

power position. When the power position is legitimate, powerful individuals 

are more action-oriented, use more flexible strategies to attain their goals and 

are more persistent in the face of obstacles than powerless individuals. When 

the power position is illegitimate, however, the pattern reverses and powerless 

individuals display greater action-orientation and cognitive flexibility than 

powerful individuals (Willis, Guinote, & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2009). Illegitimacy 

may undermine the perceived stability of the power hierarchy, and increases 

the likelihood of losing power (among powerful individuals) and gaining power 

(among powerless individuals). 

 

Accordingly, we expected that when the power hierarchy is stable, 

powerful individuals have stronger approach motivation, engage in more 

global rather than local processing, and therefore are more creative than 

powerless individuals. We furthermore hypothesized that when the power 

hierarchy is unstable, these general tendencies reverse: powerful individuals 

facing the possibility of power loss become avoidance oriented, engage in more 

local rather than global processing and become relatively more rigid and less 

creative in their thinking than powerless individuals facing the possibility of 

power gains. We finally hypothesized that the latter tendency for powerless 

individuals to be more creative than powerful individuals under unstable 

conditions is particularly pronounced when creative performance is 

functionally relevant, rather than irrelevant, to the goal of gaining power. 

 

 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!46 

We tested these predictions in three experiments in which power roles 

were assigned and stability of power and functionality of creativity were 

manipulated. Experiment 3.1 was a first test of our predictions using a 

creativity test of conceptual insight. Experiment 3.2, a brainstorm study, 

focused on unstable power positions and was designed to test if low power 

individuals would be cognitively more flexible and consequently more creative 

especially when creativity was functionally relevant. Experiment 3.3 was 

designed to uncover the mediating process: it assessed whether it is approach 

(vs. avoidance) motivation, global (vs. local) attentional focus, or some 

combination of the two that explains why powerless individuals in unstable 

hierarchies are more creative than powerful individuals. 

 

Experiment 3.1 

 

Experiment 3.1 was designed to test if under stable power high power 

individuals would be more creative than low power individuals especially when 

creativity was functionally relevant to power. Moreover, we tested if these 

effects would reverse under unstable power, making low power individual 

more creative than high power individuals. Our measure of creativity was the 

Remote Associates Test (RAT; Mednick, 1962), a test in which people have to 

break set to find one word that relates to three other words. The RAT benefits 

from flat associative hierarchies and seeing interrelationships between 

concepts, which is generally beneficial to creativity. 

 

Method 

Design and participants. One hundred thirty nine students 

(age M = 21.3, SD = 4.2; 51 male) participated for €7 (approximately U.S. 

$9.50) or partial course credit. Participants were randomly assigned to the 

conditions of a 2 (power position: high vs. low) × 2 (stability of power position: 

stable vs. unstable) × 2 (functionality: relevant vs. not relevant) between-

participants factorial design, with creative insight performance as the 

dependent variable. 
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Procedures and manipulations. Upon arrival at the laboratory, 

participants were seated in front of a computer with keyboard. Instructions 

and measures were given on the computer. Participants were told that they 

would engage in a task in which they had to work with another participant. 

Power position was manipulated by assigning participants randomly to the 

position of high or low power. Participants were told that the high power 

individual would be in charge of the division of labor, monitor progress and 

assess performance of the low power individual after completion of the joint 

task (see e.g., De Dreu & Van Kleef, 2004). The rewards of the low power 

individual would be contingent on this assessment.  

Stability of power position was manipulated by telling participants that power 

positions were assigned randomly and that power positions would remain 

unchanged during the experiment (stable power condition), or that power 

positions might be switched later on in the experiment (unstable power 

condition). Before participants did the joint task, they were asked to do a task 

that putatively measured verbal intelligence, the Remote Associates Test 

(RAT; see under “Dependent measures”). Relevance was manipulated by 

telling participants (or not) that research had shown that verbal intelligence 

was relevant to effective functioning in high power positions. We did not 

directly state, however, that performance on the RAT could change the power 

hierarchy. After completing the RAT, participants were informed that the 

experiment was over, were debriefed, paid and dismissed. 

 

Dependent measures. The RAT consisted of 10 moderately difficult items 

(see De Dreu et al., 2011; Harkins, 2006; Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987) in 

which participants have to find the correct word that connects three other 

words (e.g. black-beans-break → coffee). We coded the number of correctly 

solved RAT-items (ranging from 0 to 10). We also included manipulation 

checks for power, stability and functionality. For the power manipulation, 

participants were asked to tick the correct box for the question: “In the joint 

task, I will have:”. The options were: 1 = low power; 2 = high power; 3 = don't 

know. For the stability manipulation, participants were asked to tick the 

correct box for the question “The power differences in the joint task:”. The 
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options were: 1 = can change; 2 = cannot change; 3 = don't know. Finally, to 

check our manipulation of relevance, participants answered on a 5-point Likert 

scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very): “How relevant is verbal intelligence to effective 

functioning in high power positions”? 

 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks. All participants correctly answered the 

manipulation check on power. All but nine participants correctly answered the 

manipulation check on stability of power. Excluding these participants from 

analyses did not change the results. Participants in the functionally relevant 

condition (M = 4.74, SD = .75) indicated that verbal intelligence was more 

important to effective functioning in high power positions than in the 

functionally irrelevant condition (M = 3.09, SD = 1.36), F (1, 

144) = 50.78, p < .01, partial η2 = .26. 

 

Creative performance. We submitted the number of correctly solved 

RAT-items to a 2 (Power Stability) × 2 (Power Position) × 2 (Functionality of 

Creativity) Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Results showed a significant two-

way interaction among power position and power stability, F (1, 

138) = 7.05, p < .05, partial η2 = .05. Simple effects analyses showed that when 

power positions were stable, individuals with high power tended to outperform 

individuals with low power (M = 4.74, SD = 1.94 

vs. M = 3.92, SD = 1.86, F (1, 138) = 3.18,p < .10) while the opposite trend 

emerged when positions were unstable (M = 3.79, SD = 2.05 vs. 

M = 4.85, SD = 1.87; F (1, 138) = 3.53, p < .10). 

 

More importantly, this effect was qualified by a significant three-way 

interaction among power, stability and relevance, F (1, 138) = 3.95, p < .05, 

partial η2 = .03. Analyses showed that when creative performance was 

functionally irrelevant to power, no significant effect occurred, F (1, 

138) < 1, p = .64, and creative performance was generally low (see Figure 3.1). 

When creative performance was functionally relevant to power, there was a 

significant two-way interaction among power position and power 
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stability, F(1, 138) = 10.47, p < .01. As predicted, when creative performance 

was relevant and positions were stable, individuals with high power 

outperformed individuals with low power, F (1, 138) = 6.19, p < .05. The 

opposite pattern occurred when positions were unstable, F (1, 

138) = 4.28, p < .05, thus supporting our predictions. 

 

 
Figure 3.1. Creative insight as a function of power, stability and 

functional relevance. Bars indicate + one standard error. 

 

Taken together, results support the prediction that under stable power, 

high power individuals are more creative than low power individuals. Under 

unstable power, however, low power individuals are more creative, but only 

when creativity was relevant to power. This adds to the important role the 

relevance of creative endeavors seems to play. Experiment 3.2 was designed to 

replicate these findings with a different creativity task. 

 

Experiment 3.2 

 

In Experiment 3.2 we used an idea generation task to test our 

hypothesis that under unstable power, people low in power are more creative 

than those high in power, especially when creative efforts are relevant to one's 

power position. Because the most interesting results occurred in the unstable 

power position, where – unlike in previous work – the low power individuals 

were more creative than the high power individuals, we focused on unstable 
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power conditions in this experiment. More than creative insight tasks, an idea 

generation task allows one to examine an important predictor of creativity, 

namely cognitive flexibility. This was achieved by coding ideas into semantic 

categories, the idea being that cognitive flexibility shows up in the use of many 

rather than few different categories of ideas (e.g.,Guilford, 1950 and Torrance, 

1966; also see De Dreu et al., 2008 and Nijstad et al., 2010). 

 

In addition to cognitive flexibility, we also assessed the number of ideas 

generated (fluency) and the average originality of ideas. Using these different 

indices of performance allows one to gain some insight into the cognitive 

processes that underlie our effects. The number of ideas (fluency) is generally 

highly dependent on effort, but this is less true for average originality 

(although fluency and originality may be positively correlated; see e.g., De 

Dreu et al., 2008, Diehl and Stroebe, 1987, Nijstad et al., 2010 and Osborn, 

1953) and flexibility. We expect that power position and the relevance of 

creativity not only affect effort, but also one's motivational orientation 

(approach vs. avoidance) and attentional focus (broad vs. narrow). Therefore, 

we predict that – given unstable power – cognitive flexibility would be higher 

for people low in power than for people high in power, especially when 

creativity is relevant to power. Furthermore, analogous effects on fluency and 

originality are expected. 

 

Method 

Design and participants. Participants were 55 undergraduate students 

(age M = 21.8, SD = 5.0; 17 male) at the University of Amsterdam and they 

received either €7 (approximately U.S. $9.50) or partial course credit. The 

design was a 2 (power position: high vs. low) × 2 (brainstorming relevant vs. 

not relevant) factorial design. All power positions were unstable. Dependent 

measures were flexibility, creative fluency and originality of generated ideas. 
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Procedures and manipulations. These were largely the same as 

in Experiment 3.1. Power and relevance were manipulated as before. 

Participants then proceeded with a four-minute brainstorming task about ways 

to protect and improve the environment. They were told that they had to come 

up with as many ideas as possible, refraining from self-criticism and evaluation. 

Additionally, we told them that they did not have to elaborate on the ideas but 

to describe them in catchwords. Thereafter participants filled out manipulation 

checks and were debriefed, paid and dismissed. 

 

Dependent measures. To get at cognitive flexibility, we counted the number 

of cognitive categories participants drew their ideas from. These 10 categories 

were imposed on the data and used to guide the coding. The 10 categories 

relate to the goal of intervention to protect and improve the environment (e.g. 

reducing pollution, improving use of energy sources), adapted from Nijstad, 

Stroebe, and Lodewijkx (2002). A second rater coded a random subset of the 

ideas (N = 340, 30%) into one of the ten categories with good agreement 

(Cohen's κ = .79). The number of non-redundant ideas was counted per 

participant to come to a measure of creative fluency. Finally, originality was 

coded by two independent raters on a 5-point scale (1 = not original, 5 = 

highly original; see Rietzschel, Nijstad & Stroebe, 2006). Interrater agreement 

was satisfactory following criteria of Cicchetti and Sparrow (1981); intraclass 

correlation, ICC (2) = .71) and we used the aggregation across raters as an 

indicator of originality. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks. All but two participants correctly answered the 

manipulation checks on power and stability. Excluding these participants did 

not change the results. Participants in the functionally relevant condition 

(M = 4.75,SD = .52) indicated that verbal intelligence was more important to 

effective functioning in high power positions than in the functionally irrelevant 

condition (M = 4.07, SD = .86), F (1, 54) = 14.13, p < .01, partial η2 = .21. 
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Flexibility, originality and fluency. We tested the effects of power and 

relevance on flexibility by submitting flexibility to a 2 (Power position) × 2 

(Functionality of Creativity) ANOVA. Recall that all power positions were 

unstable. Results showed a significant two-way interaction, F (1, 

54) = 7.32, p < .01, partial η2 = .13. As shown in Figure 3.2, analyses of simple 

effects showed that low power individuals were more flexible 

(M = 3.79, SD = 1.25) than high power individuals (M = 2.36, SD = 1.55) but 

only when the brainstorming task was relevant to power, F (1, 

54) = 6.25, p < .05. This is in line with our predictions. We also tested the 

effects of power and relevance on originality and fluency with a 2 × 2 ANOVA. 

The two-way interaction among power and relevance on originality was not 

significant, F (1, 54) < 1, p = .34. The two-way interaction on fluency was also 

not significant, F (1, 54) < 1, p = .49. 

 

Taken together, results provide a conceptual replication of our earlier 

finding. Specifically, under unstable power, low power individuals displayed 

higher cognitive flexibility (but not greater originality). That we did find 

predicted effects on cognitive flexibility, but not on originality may be due 

greater measurement error in the ratings of originality and to the fact that 

average ratings of originality were rather low overall (i.e., a floor 

effect; M = 1.80, SD = .50). Future research is needed to clarify this. 

 

 
Figure 3.2. Cognitive flexibility as a function of unstable power and 

functional relevance. Bars indicate + one standard error. 
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Experiment 3.3 

 

Experiment 3.3 was designed to further insight into the underlying 

processes responsible for the effects of power position and functionality of 

creativity on creative insight performance (see Experiment 3.1) and cognitive 

flexibility (see Experiment 3.2). At the outset, we identified two such 

mechanisms. One possibility is that under unstable power conditions, those 

with low power adopt an approach motivation. In fact, when power is 

illegitimate, low power individuals become more approach and less avoidant 

motivated, have greater risk preferences (Lammers et al., 2008), are more 

action-oriented, persistent and more flexible in attaining their goals (Willis et 

al., 2009).  

It is thus conceivable that – when power differences are unstable – low power 

individuals become more approach and less avoidant motivated than high 

power individuals and that this leads them to become more creative. A second 

possibility is that under unstable power, low power individuals beget more of a 

global attentional focus, think more abstractly and therefore are more creative 

than those high in power. Following Construal Level Theory (Trope & 

Liberman, 2003), high power people – more than those low in power – tend to 

adopt a global helicopter view of their environment and focus on the gist of a 

situation rather than losing themselves in details (Smith & Trope, 2006). 

However, when power differences are unstable, this pattern may reverse 

causing low power individuals to focus on the big picture to be able to seize 

power. Abstract thinking and a global focus generally benefit creativity 

(Förster, Friedman, & Liberman, 2004). 

 

We designed Experiment 3.3 to disentangle the two possible mediating 

mechanisms. We included a word completion task (Roskes et al., in press) to 

measure approach vs. avoidance motivation and the Navon task (Navon, 1977) 

to assess global vs. local attentional focus. To measure creativity, we used the 

Snowy Pictures Test (SPT; Ekstrom, French, Harman, & Dermen, 1976). The 

SPT consists of 24 pictures hidden in a complex pattern of visual noise and 

measures perceptual insight. To get at the correct solution, people typically 
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have to restructure information to discover the solution (Schooler & Melcher, 

1995), and such restructuring also benefits creativity. 

 

Method 

Design and participants. Fifty four undergraduate students (21 males) at 

the University of Amsterdam participated for either €7 (approximately U.S. 

$9.50) or partial course credit. The design was a 2 × 2 factorial design, with 

power position (high vs. low power) and relevance (yes vs. no) as between-

subjects factors. All power positions, again, were unstable. Participants were 

randomly assigned to experimental conditions. 

 

Procedures and manipulations. Procedures and manipulations were 

largely the same as in Experiment 3.2. We manipulated relevance of creativity 

by making the SPT relevant to power or not. When the SPT was relevant, 

participants were informed that to function effectively in power positions, it is 

important to have well-developed spatial abilities. When starting the SPT, 

participants were informed that they were about to do a test that measured 

spatial ability and reminded of the importance of this quality for functioning 

well in power positions. After instructions and assignment to experimental 

conditions, participants were asked to do two supposedly unrelated tasks: the 

Navon task (Navon, 1977) and a Word Completion Task (Roskes et al., 2012). 

Participants were then asked to do the SPT. The items in this task followed in 

random order. Once participants had finished the SPT, they were informed 

that the experiment was over and the joint task would not take place. They 

filled out manipulation checks and were debriefed, paid and dismissed. 

 

Dependent measures. We coded the number of correct solutions to the 

SPT-items (range between 0 and 24). To measure global vs. local processing, 

we used the Navon task (Navon, 1977). In this task, participants are asked to 

respond as quickly as possible to letters shown on screen. These letters are 

large letters composed of small letters that always differed from the large 

letters, for example an A made up of small T's. Participants did one hundred 

trials. The task was to press a key as fast as possible when they saw a specific 
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letter. In half of the trials these were small letters composing a large letter, in 

the other half of the trials this was a large letter composed of small letters. 

Only correct trials were included in the analyses. After an outlier analysis, the 

average reaction time (in seconds) on the large and small letters was computed. 

We subsequently computed a composite measure by subtracting the reaction 

time on the large letters from the small letters. A positive score on this 

measure thus evidenced a global processing style (seeing the large letters 

faster than the small letters), a negative score a local processing style. 

 

To measure approach vs. avoidance motivation, we used a Word 

Completion Task. Participants were presented with words from which one or 

two letters were missing. They were asked to complete these words. Seven of 

these words could be completed relating to avoidance (e.g. 

VERM…DEN → VERMIJDEN; to avoid) or neutral (VERMOEDEN; to 

suspect), and seven could be completed relating to approach 

(BEREI.EN → BEREIKEN; to achieve) or neutral (BEREIDEN; to prepare). 

We coded the number of words completed as approach or avoidance. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks. All participants answered the manipulation check 

on power correctly. Participants in the functionally relevant condition 

(M = 4.37, SD = 1.01) indicated that verbal intelligence was more important to 

effective functioning in high power positions than in the functionally irrelevant 

condition (M = 2.81, SD = 1.49), F (1, 53) = 19.55, p < .01, partial η2 = .26. 

 

Creative insight. We submitted the scores on the SPT to a 2 (Power 

position) × 2 (functionality of creativity) ANOVA. We found an interaction 

effect among position and functionality, F (1, 53) = 4.03, p < .05, 

partial η2 = .08. As shown in Figure 3.3, analyses of simple effects showed that 

low power individuals had higher performance on the SPT than high power 

individuals when the SPT was functional to position (M = 10.79,SD = 3.02 

vs. M = 7.85, SD = 2.91, F (1, 53) = 6.86, p < .05) while there were no 

differences when the SPT was nonfunctional (M = 9.00, SD = 3.21 
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vs. M = 9.29, SD = 2.64; F (1, 53) = .06, p > .05), lending additional support to 

our predictions. 

 

 
Figure 3.3 Creative insight as a function of unstable power and 

functional relevance. Bars indicate + one standard error. 

 

Processing style and approach/avoidance. There was a significant two-way 

interaction among position and functionality on performance on the Navon 

task, F (1, 53) = 5.87, p < .05, partial η2 = .12. Simple effects analyses showed 

that low power individuals were more globally focused than high power 

individuals when the SPT was functional to their position 

(M = .027, SD = .064 vs. M = −.017, SD = .054; F (1, 53) = 4.99, p < .05) while 

no differences were found when the SPT was nonfunctional 

(M = −.009, SD = .034 vs. M = .015, SD = .050; F (1, 53) = 1.50, p > .10), 

see Table 3.1. 

No significant interactions were found on the approach measure. We did, 

however, find a significant interaction among position and functionality on the 

avoidance measure, F (1, 53) = 6.69, p < .05, partialη2 = .12. Inspection of 

simple effects showed that low power individuals were less avoidant than high 

power individuals when the SPT was functional (M = 1.86, SD = .77 

vs. M = 2.85, SD = 1.21; F (1, 53) = 5.64, p < .05) while no differences were 

found when the SPT was nonfunctional (M = 2.77,SD = 1.24 

vs. M = 2.21, SD = 1.12; F (1, 53) = 1.72, p > .10), see Table 3.1. Moreover, 

processing style and the avoidance measure correlated negatively 

(r = −.34, p < .05). 
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Table 3.1. 

Processing style, avoidance motivation and creative insight as a function of unstable 

power and functional relevance (Experiment 3.3).  

 Relevant        Not relevant   

 High power Low power High power Low power 

Creative insight    7.85a (2.91)   10.79b (3.02)    9.29ab (2.64)   9.00ab (3.21) 

Processing style     -.017a(.054)    .027b (.064)    .015ab (.050)  -.009ab (.034) 

Avoidance    2.85a (1.21)    1.86b (0.77)    2.21ab (1.12)   2.77ab (1.24) 

Note. Means (SD) with different superscripts in one row differ at p < .05 

 

Mediation of processing style on creative insight. We conducted a 

hierarchical regression analysis to test if the effects of position and 

functionality on performance on the SPT were mediated by either processing 

style (Navon) or avoidance (Word Completion). We first entered the main 

effects of dummy coded independent variables position and functionality, then 

the interaction effect of position × functionality, and finally scores on the 

Navon or Word Completion Task. The Word Completion Task did not 

mediate the effects on the SPT. Scores on the Navon significantly predicted 

SPT-performance, B = 2.40, t = 3.35, p < .01. And, when controlled for the 

effect of the scores on the Navon task, the interaction effect among position 

and functionality on the SPT disappeared, B = 1.84, t = 1.15, p = .26. A Sobel 

test (see  Sobel, 1986) showed that the mediation of processing style was 

significant, Z = 1.99, p < .05 (see Figure 3.4). 
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Figure 3.4.  Effects of unstable power and functional relevance on 

creative insight are fully mediated by processing style. Z = 1.99, p < 

.05. 

 

In short, low power individuals outperformed high power individuals 

on creative insight when doing was functional to position because they had a 

global processing style. The reason for the fact that processing style and not 

avoidance motivation mediated the effects of unstable power on creativity may 

be twofold. First, processing style is a more proximate predictor of behavior, as 

it relates to the scope of perceptual and conceptual attention. In fact, approach 

motivation may lead to global processing (Förster et al., 2006). Second, small 

differences in the reliability of measurement may have consequences for the 

ability to show mediation. Our measure of processing style was very accurate, 

using a measure of reaction times accurate at the level of milliseconds. Our 

measure of avoidance motivation may have been less reliable, and this may 

explain the weaker effects for this variable. 
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General Discussion 
 

The current research tested the hypothesis that under stable power, 

high power individuals would be more creative than low power individuals 

especially when creativity was functionally relevant to power. Moreover, we 

hypothesized that under unstable power this pattern would reverse, making 

low power individuals more creative than high power individuals when 

creativity was functionally relevant to power. These predictions were 

confirmed in Experiment 3.1.  

We further showed that under unstable power, low power individuals were 

more flexible thinkers than high power individuals, especially when creativity 

was relevant to power (Experiment 3.2). Finally, we found that under unstable 

power, low power individuals were less avoidant and had a global attentional 

focus compared to high power individuals, again, when creativity was relevant 

to power. A global attentional focus (but not reduced avoidance orientation or 

increased approach orientation) in turn led to higher creativity (Experiment 

3.3). This research underscores the importance of the relevance of creativity to 

the goals and motives people have in a certain situation. In this research, 

people could show competence in exerting power by being creative. When the 

possibility existed to gain power – instead of the possibility of losing power – 

by being creative, this boosted creative performance, but only on those tasks 

that were functional to gaining power. 

 

New research on power should take into account the importance of the 

stability of power positions. Most research on power assumes power positions 

are stable and secure, and no possibilities exist to loose the privileged position. 

Often, however, power positions are all but stable: managers leading 

international companies, dictators ruling a country, or leaders of a soccer team 

all face the possibility of losing their position. Once company results 

dramatically decline, support from the people collapses, or the game is lost 

once too often, leaders can be – and often are – replaced. Interestingly, one 

could presume that for low power individuals, power instability in itself is 

empowering, leading them to act and behave as high power individuals. 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!60 

Subjectively, they may feel as if they have high power in this situation. This is 

an interesting question future research could address. 

 

Moreover, a more distal mediating mechanism for our findings may be 

that having unstable low power leads to feelings of confidence and self-efficacy, 

especially when low power individuals can gain power by being creative. They 

may be more confident about their abilities and also perceive that they have the 

‘power’ to change their situation. Conversely, when high power individuals 

have the idea their power basis is disputed, they may perceive their actual level 

of power to be lower.  

Additionally, for high power people, instability of power creates unsafety and 

insecurity, which may narrow attentional focusing and lower creativity 

(Easterbrook, 1959). For low power people, instability of power and thus the 

possibility to gain power, may lead a broad attentional focus as a gain in power 

can concurrently lead to more safety and less dependency on others (Friedman 

& Förster, 2010). In the paper by Kuhl and Kazen (2008), power was 

operationalized as a chronic personality motive. People with such a motive may 

be more afraid of losing power. This may explain why it was found that power 

leads to lower creativity. In Smith and Trope, 2006 and Förster, 2009, power 

was operationalized as “having power over others”, which may have reminded 

people of situations in which they had relatively stable power over others. 

 

A different but compatible mechanism may also explain the pattern of 

results that emerged. Recently, it has been suggested that the global 

information processing system is activated when people are confronted with 

novel information, but only when novelty is not potentially dangerous (Förster 

& Dannenberg, 2010). Under instability of power, low power people see a 

beneficial potential for change, and this opens up a broader conceptual and 

perceptual scope. For high power people, however, novelty in this situation 

signals the possibility of losing their privileged position, is perceived as a 

threat, and leads to the activation of the local processing system — lo-sys 

(Easterbrook, 1959). 
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Whereas in the current experiments a change in the power hierarchy 

was not directly contingent on creative performance, new research could 

examine what happens when people lacking power can actually seize power by 

being creative. One possibility is that powerful individuals facing the risk of 

losing their position, are more prone to subversive and (c)overt aggression to 

secure their position, while low power individuals find creative ways of 

tackling problems, thereby coming into the picture and forwarding their 

interests. Moreover, under unstable power, powerful individuals may engage 

in deceit and plagiarize ideas of others they are competing with to forward 

their interests. 

 

Perverse manifestations of power hierarchies come to mind quickly, 

such as domination and corruption, but hierarchy can create social order and 

coordination, and individual incentives to climb the ladder (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). One interesting feature of power hierarchies is that they appear self-

reinforcing; powerful individuals are more likely to act (Keltner et al., 

2003 and Galinsky et al., 2003) use ideology, such as stereotyping (Jost & 

Banaji, 1994) and legitimizing myths (Chen & Tyler, 2001), choose those jobs 

that forward their interests (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Siers, 1997), and 

consequently, accumulate more resources and influence.  

Taken to its extreme, power hierarchies should result in a monopolistic 

‘winner takes all’ power constellation (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). We know 

that this is rarely the case; external changes, fairness and legitimacy and fierce 

competition over standing in the hierarchy can attenuate the self-reinforcing 

powers of hierarchies. Among those lacking power being creative may be 

another way to change the power hierarchy. When power positions are 

unstable, low power individuals are more flexible thinkers, are less avoidant 

and process information more globally. Consequently, they achieve more 

creative insights and generate more original thoughts, especially when being 

creative is relevant to (gain) power. As such, when the power hierarchy is 

unstable, those lacking power hold the power to creativity. 

�
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Chapter Four 
 

Illegitimacy undermines leader creativity only under stable power 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This chapter is based on: Sligte, D.J., Greer, L.L., & De Dreu, C.K.W. (2012). 

Illegitimacy undermines leader creativity only under stable power. Revista de 

Psicología Social, 27, 347-354. 
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Power hierarchies are an essential ingredient of social life. With power being 

the capacity to modify others’ states (French & Raven, 1959; Keltner, 

Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Keltner et al., 2008), people high in power lead 

and people low in power follow (Lammers, Galinsky, Otten & Gordijn, 2008). 

Accordingly, power hierarchies can improve behavioral coordination, social 

order and efficiency, as there is a clear division of roles and distribution of 

responsibilities (De Dreu, 2010; Keltner, Van Kleef, Chen & Kraus, 2008). 

However, hierarchies are not always functional. They can be illegitimate or 

unstable, and may lead to dysfunctional interpersonal power struggles and 

conflict (Greer, Caruso, & Jehn, 2011; Greer & Van Kleef, 2010). 

 

When hierarchies are stable and legitimate, possessing power activates 

the behavioral approach system and consequently leads to an approach 

motivation (Keltner et al., 2003; Lammers, Stoker & Stapel, 2010), better self-

regulation (Guinote, 20071; Van Kleef, De Dreu, Pietroni & Manstead, 2006), 

the use of more confirmatory strategies (De Dreu & Van Kleef, 2004), 

cognitive flexibility (Guinote, 20072), global attentional focus (Förster, 2009) 

and higher creativity (Galinsky, Magee, Gruenfeld, Whitson, & Liljenquist, 

2008; Sligte, De Dreu & Nijstad, 2011).  

However, when power positions are illegitimate (Lammers et al., 2008; Willis, 

Guinote & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2009; Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010; 2011) or 

unstable (Sligte et al., 2011) these general patterns reverse, making the 

powerful avoidance-motivated, less flexible, locally focused and consequently 

less creative. Yet, how legitimacy and stability of interpersonal power 

differences interact to influence the creative performance of high power people 

remains unclear. Clarifying this was the main goal of the current paper. 

 

Legitimacy and stability of high power 

Legitimacy of power refers to the perception that power differences are 

fair and just, or that the procedures that have been used for assigning power 

are fair and just, or a combination of the two (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & 

Lind, 1992). Legitimate power hierarchies are characterized by cooperation 

and coordination (Lammers & Galinsky, 2008). Force and resistance 
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characterize illegitimate power hierarchies, as the low power people rise up 

against the high power people in the hierarchy (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986; 

Martorana, Galinsky & Rao, 2005). Under illegitimate high power, people may 

inhibit themselves as they are less inclined to exert their undeserved power or 

because they are caught up in protecting their power position (Lammers et al., 

2008). Indeed, under illegitimate power, high power people have been shown 

to be less approach-motivated (Lammers et al., 2008; Willis & Rodríguez-

Bailón, 2010), to be more threat-oriented (Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya & Yzerbyt, 

2000) and to be morally less hypocritical (Lammers, Stapel & Galinsky, 2010).  

 

Research on the stability of power differences shows a convergent 

pattern of findings. Most research on power implicitly or explicitly assumes 

that power differences are a stable feature of the situation and that no 

possibility exists for the hierarchy to change. Often, however, power positions 

are anything but stable. Under power instability, high power people have been 

shown to be risk-averse (Maner, Gaillot, Butz & Peruche, 2007), to fear highly 

qualified group members (Maner & Mead, 2010), and to have an avoidance 

motivation, a local attentional focus and consequently lower creativity (Sligte 

et al., 2011). Similarly, under unstable status differences, high status people feel 

threatened (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2005; Scheepers, 2009). 

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

to perceptions of instability (Tajfel, 1981; Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya, & Yzerbyt, 

2000), this proposition has yet to be tested. Additionally, (il)legitimacy and 

(in)stability do not necessarily co-vary. A dictator, for example, who came to 

power by an illegitimate coup, can have a very stable position and rule a 

country for decades. To provide an example of a legitimate but unstable power 

position, consider a political incumbent. He may have legitimate power as the 

people chose him, but his position may be unstable as a consequence of 

economic turmoil.  
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Research on the effects of legitimacy and stability of status differences 

at the intergroup level point to some patterns of particular interest. It has been 

shown that members of high status groups exhibit greatest in-group favoritism 

when status differences are legitimate but unstable (Turner & Brown, 1978). 

Moreover, high status groups seem less sensitive to possibilities to gain more 

status, irrespective of the stability of these differences (Ellemers, Van 

Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990). It is important to note, however, that the 

operationalization of status stability depended either on the ability of groups 

members to conform to a certain performance standard (Turner & Brown, 

1978), or to the extent that there were possibilities to gain more status 

(Ellemers et al., 1990). In the first instance, one is very dependent on other 

group members to perform at a high enough standard. In the second instance, 

one could speak of a ceiling effect; the possibilities for members of high status 

groups to gain more status are less numerous.   

 

When considering interpersonal power differences, we believe stability 

of power differences plays a more important role. Under power instability, 

high power people can lose power, which can lead to loss aversion (Kahneman 

& Tversky, 1979) and threat reactions (Scheepers, 2009). Moreover, under 

interpersonal power differences, there is no possibility of hiding in the crowd 

and blaming other group members for a possible loss in power. Under power 

instability, legitimacy of power may thus be less important, as people will be 

caught up in avoiding the possible loss of power and becoming narrowly 

focused on that - generally not conducive to creativity (Sligte et al., 2011). 

Under stable and legitimate power, people are secure of their position, think 

they deserve their position and are able to exert power. When, however, power 

is stable but illegitimate, people may think they are less suited and able to 

exert power, and become reluctant to do so. This may thus translate into an 

avoidance motivation and lower creativity (Baas, De Dreu, & Nijstad, 2008). 
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Building upon past research on legitimacy and stability of interpersonal 

power differences, we provide a first empirical investigation of the 

orthogonally manipulated effects of legitimacy and stability on high-power 

individuals. We hypothesized that when power is unstable, high power people 

will be afraid to lose their position (Scheepers, 2009) and thus legitimacy of the 

power position will not exert an effect on creative performance.  As an 

illegitimate high power position leads to a lower approach motivation 

(Lammers et al., 2008), and approach motivation generally leads to higher 

creativity (Baas et al., 2008), we conjecture that under power stability, 

possessing a legitimate power position leads to higher creativity than an 

illegitimate power position.  

 

To test these predictions, we conducted an experiment that 

manipulated legitimacy of power dyadically on the basis of presumed 

competence (Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010). In western society, the 

legitimacy of power positions is at least partially determined by the extent to 

which the power holder is seen as competent (Johnson, Dowd & Ridgeway, 

2006).  As a consequence, if power is not assigned on the basis of merit, people 

tend to see the power role and the benefits associated with it as illegitimate 

(Tyler & Lind, 1992). Power stability was manipulated on the possibility for 

power positions to change within the experimental context (Maner et al., 2007; 

Sligte et al., 2011). 

 

To measure creative performance, we used the Remote Associates Test 

(RAT; Mednick, 1962), a test in which people have to break set to find one 

word that relates to three other words. The RAT benefits from flat associative 

hierarchies (Nijstad, De Dreu, Rietschel & Baas, 2010), seeing 

interrelationships between concepts, and cognitive flexibility (Baas et al., 2008; 

De Dreu, Baas & Nijstad, 2008). The RAT typically leads to the feeling of 

being stuck on a word that combines only two of the other words. People 

consequently get the feeling they are in an impasse, until they finally have an 

eureka moment in which they have a creative insight and can identify the 

correct solution.  
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Method 

 

Participants and design. Sixty students (38 females, Mage = 22.55, SD = 

6.52) were randomly assigned to a 2 (legitimacy: legitimate vs. illegitimate) x 2 

(stability: stable vs. unstable) between-participants factorial design in which all 

participants were assigned to a position of high-power. They received €3.50 or 

partial course credit for participation.  

 

Procedure and manipulations. The research was ostensibly about ways to 

improve the quality of the educational system at the University of Amsterdam. 

Participants were told they would discuss ideas to make educational 

improvements in dyads. However, one person would have discretionary 

control over selection of the ideas that would be offered to the dean, providing 

this person with power. In our experiment, all participants were assigned the 

role of high power. We then manipulated legitimacy and stability of this high 

power position. Based on bogus feedback on a leadership questionnaire, 

participants were told: “you  are suitable to exert power and will have power in 

this experiment” (legitimate), or that “you are less suitable to exert power, yet 

you will get power in this experiment” (illegitimate).  

Additionally, to manipulate stability of power, we told participants: “power 

differences will be maintained during the experiment, there is no possibility 

you will lose your power position” (stable), or that “power differences will not 

necessarily be maintained during the experiment, there is a possibility you will 

lose your power position” (unstable). After assignment to experimental 

conditions we measured the manipulation checks and dependent variable. 

 

Manipulation checks. To ascertain whether participants correctly felt 

they were in a high power position, participants ticked the correct box to the 

question: “I will have power in the advisory trajectory”. To check our 

manipulation of legitimacy, participants answered on a 7-point scale (1 = 

totally disagree, 7 = totally agree) to what extent they agreed with the 

following statement “On the basis of your profile, you are qualified to exert 

power during the advisory trajectory”. Finally, to check our manipulation of 
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stability, participants answered on a 7-point scale (1 = totally disagree, 7 = 

totally agree) the extent to which they agreed with the following statement 

“My power position can change during the advisory trajectory”. 

 

Dependent variable. The RAT consisted of 10 moderately difficult items 

(see De Dreu, Nijstad & Baas, 2011; Harkins, 2006; Isen, Daubman, & Nowicki, 

1987) in which participants have to find the correct word that connects three 

other words (e.g. black-beans-break→coffee). There was no time limit per 

item. We coded the number of correctly solved RAT-items (ranging from 0 to 

10).  

 

Results 

 

Manipulation checks. All but three participants correctly indicated they 

would have power during the experiment. Excluding these participants did not 

change the results. Additionally, participants in the condition of legitimate 

high power indicated they were more suited to exert power (M = 5.59, SD = 

0.98) than in the condition of illegitimate high power (M = 4.41, SD = 1.68), F 

(1, 56) = 10.72, p < .01, η2 = .18. Finally, participants in the stable power 

condition indicated to a lesser extent that their position could change (M = 

3.21, SD = 1.93) than participants in the unstable power condition (M = 5.90, 

SD = 1.05), F (1, 56) = 44.41, p < .01, η2 = .46. Moreover, the manipulation of 

stability did not affect the manipulation check on legitimacy and vice versa, nor 

were there any interaction effects. This shows that the manipulations were 

successful.  

 

Creative performance. A 2 (legitimacy: legitimate vs. illegitimate) x 2 

(stability: stable vs. unstable) ANOVA showed no significant main effects (F (1, 

56) = .76, p = .39 for legitimacy and F (1, 56) = .38, p = .54 for stability). It did 

show the predicted two-way interaction, F (1, 56) = 4.00, p = .05, η2 = .09. As 

expected, an analysis of simple effects showed that in the stable high power 

conditions, participants achieved more creative insights in the legitimate (M = 

5.71, SD = 2.09) rather than in the illegitimate condition (M = 4.20, SD = 
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1.78; F (1, 56) = 4.11, p < .05, η2 = .08). Also in line with predictions, in the 

unstable high power conditions, legitimacy of the positions did not matter 

(legitimate: M = 4.33, SD = 1.80 vs. illegitimate: M = 4.93, SD = 2.34;, F (1, 

56) = .67, p = .42 (see Figure 4.1). These results support our prediction. When 

examining the simple effects of stability of power in (il)legitimate conditions, 

we found a trend that under stable legitimate power, people were more 

creative than under unstable legitimate power (F (1, 56) = 3.37, p = .07), while 

we found no such effect under illegitimate power (F 1,56) = 1.00, p = .32). 

 
Figure 4.1. Creative insight as a function of legitimacy and stability of 

high power. Bars indicate +one standard error. 

 

 As we measured the manipulation checks before the main dependent 

variable, we regressed the number of creative insights on both perceived 

legitimacy and stability of power. The extent to which participants saw their 

position as legitimate did not predict creative performance, B = .04, t (56) = 

.26, p = .80. Results did show, however, a trend that the more the position was 

perceived to be unstable, the lower the creative performance was, B = -.21, t 

(56) = -1.73, p = .09. Interpreted with some caution, it thus seems that 

perceptions of power instability can lead to lower creativity. Yet, no 

interactions were found on power instability of the independent variables. 

Moreover, regressing creative performance on perceived power instability 

together with the independent variables made the two-way interaction of 
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legitimacy and stability slightly weaker, but the effect of perceived power 

instability on creative performance disappeared (B = -.11, t (56) = -1.37, p = 

.18. It thus seems that the combination of legitimacy and stability of power 

predicts creative performance of high power people, and not perceptions of 

power legitimacy nor power instability alone. 

 

General Discussion 

 

In this study we tested the hypothesis that under power instability, 

legitimacy of high power positions does not impact creative performance 

whereas under power stability, illegitimacy deteriorates creative performance. 

Results supported these predictions. Moreover, we found a trend that 

perceptions of power instability lead to lower creativity, but that this effect 

disappeared when accounting for legitimacy and stability of power.  

 

This study was a first step at examining how legitimacy and stability of 

power influence behavior and more specifically creative performance of high 

power people. At this moment, these results need to be interpreted with some 

caution. First, we used a single dependent variable. Second, we currently do 

not have a replication of the effect reported here. Third, it is yet unclear what 

is the exact underlying mechanism for our results. The findings would be 

corroborated by using a different operationalization of creativity, by 

replicating the pattern we found in this study, and by examining potential 

mediators, such as a fear to lose power, lowered approach motivation, cognitive 

inflexibility and local attentional focus.  

 

We experimentally disentangled the effects of the stability and 

legitimacy of interpersonal power differences on creative capacities of high 

power people. An interesting avenue for future research is to assess directly 

when and how perceptions of illegitimacy lead to perceptions of instability on 

the part of high power people and how this affects their creative performance 

and, more broadly, the behaviors they exhibit and their information processing 

tendencies. One possibility is that illegitimacy leads to instability, but only 
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when a majority of a low power people converges on the view that the position 

of the high power person is unjust.  

 

Under legitimate and stable high power, people are more focused on 

gains (Anderson & Galinsky, 2006), rewards and opportunities (Guinote, 

20071), behave in a risk-seeking fashion (Maner et al, 2007), act more swiftly in 

the face of nuisances (Galinsnky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 2003), and are more 

approach-oriented (Keltner et al., 2003; Lammers et al., 2010). Ceteris paribus, 

high power people acquire more power and resources (Lammers et al., 2010), 

and taken to its logical extreme, then, power structures should result in a 

monopolistic power constellation (Magee & Galinsky, 2008). However, this is 

rarely, if ever, the case. We propose that the key to understanding when and 

why high power people become risk-averse, avoidance-motivated and less 

creative, and ultimately lose power lies at the intersection of the legitimacy and 

stability of their position. 

 

To conclude, delving into the dynamic interplay between legitimacy 

and stability of interpersonal power differences may greatly advance our 

knowledge and understanding of why, when and how power hierarchies 

change. The creative capacities of high power people appear to be impaired 

when their position is stable but illegitimate. 
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Chapter Five  

 

Leaving a legacy neutralizes negative effects of  

mortality salience on creativity 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This chapter is based on: Sligte, D.J., Nijstad, B.A., & De Dreu, C.K.W. (2013). 

Leaving a legacy neutralizes negative effects of mortality salience on creativity. 

Personality and Social Psyvhology Bulletin, 39, 1152-116 
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“Death is the real inspiring or musagetes of philosophy, and for 

this reason Socrates defined philosophy as thanatos melete 

(rehearsal for death). Indeed without death there would not 

have been any philosophizing (Singh, 2007; p. x)”  

 

As the quote from Schopenhauer on Socrates illustrates, the driving force 

behind philosophy may be the awareness of our own death.  Awareness of 

death impels one to overcome a fragmentary vision of reality and it arouses 

wonder and deep thinking. As so, awareness of death can lead to ruminating 

about the big questions of life, and thus may be a fundamental driver of 

inventing novel theories on existence.  The ability to reflect on our own death 

arguably is one of the unique defining features of mankind and may have 

functional aspects, as we can anticipate life-threatening events and thus avoid 

these (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997).   

 

Research on how people respond to reminders of their own death has 

been conducted from the perspective of Terror Management Theory (TMT; 

Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986). The rationale behind TMT is that 

people have an innate drive for existence, and that reminders of death can lead 

to a paralyzing terror.  To cope with this potential terror, people rely on a 

cultural anxiety-buffer that leads to both worldview defense and bolstering 

self-esteem (Gaillot, Stillman, Schmeichel, Maner & Ashby Plant, 2008; 

Halloran & Kashima, 2004; Van den Bos, Poortvliet, Maas, Miedema & Van 

den Ham, 2005).   

Worldview defense manifests itself in adhering more strongly to the cultural 

worldview and associated standards and values, while bolstering self-esteem 

reinforces the belief that one is meeting up to the standards and values within a 

worldview (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Lyon, 1989). 

Worldview defense and bolstering self-esteem presumably serve to give a 

sense of immortality through one’s dominant group, as this group will 

continue to exist over and beyond a single life. Indeed, people seem to have a 

higher desire for offspring under mortality salience (Fritsche et al., 2007; 

Wisman & Goldenberg, 2005).  
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The work of Otto Rank (1936) has been an important inspiration for 

TMT. According to Rank (see also Lifton, 1979), an important route to 

achieve a sense of immortality is by being creative and thereby potentially 

leaving a legacy. Creativity–the production of ideas, products or solutions that 

are both original and feasible (Amabile, 1983)–has the potential to exert a 

profound influence on society, and ideas, products and solutions to pressing 

problems can outlive the conceiver by far (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). Creativity 

could thus, in addition to worldview defense and bolstering self-esteem, be 

another route to reaching existential reassurance and symbolic immortality.  

However, research on the effects of mortality salience (MS) on creativity is 

both sparse and equivocal, with some studies showing that MS can increase 

creative performance (Routledge, Arndt, Vess, & Sheldon, 2008) and some 

reporting no effects (Routledge, Arndt & Sheldon, 2004). Here we conjecture 

that the extent to which people can leave a legacy is crucial in the relationship 

between MS and creativity and can explain previous inconsistent findings. We 

propose that creativity can be functional in coping with existential threats as 

long as it can lead to leaving a legacy and thus to a sense of immortality. We 

further propose that this should be the case only if creativity is culturally 

valued and holds especially for people to whom being unique and standing out 

is an important value. 

 

Terror Management and Creativity 

 When reminded of the fact that they will die, people typically respond 

in one of two complementary ways: they adhere more strongly to cultural 

worldviews or bolster self-esteem. According to TMT, worldviews are 

culturally shared conceptions of reality that set standards for values and 

morals for members of a cultural group (Kashima, Halloran, Yuki & Kashima, 

2004).  People have an individualized version of this cultural worldview that 

provides a set of concepts that grants a sense of order, permanence and 

meaning; a set of standards that can lead to a sense of personal value; and the 

promise of literal or symbolic immortality to those who live up to the 

standards and values in the worldview. Self-esteem, according to TMT, is 
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based on the extent to which a person thinks he or she is living up to the 

norms and values embedded in the cultural worldview.   

 

 When confronted with reminders of death, people thus react by 

clinging more strongly to their cultural worldview by rejecting people with 

views that oppose dominant norms and values, or by boasting their self-

esteem. For example, under MS, people react with higher levels of nationalism, 

prejudice and intergroup bias (Greenberg et al., 1990; Hayes, Schimel, Arndt & 

Faucher, 2010), and they tend to become more extreme in their political 

convictions (Burke, Martens & Faucher, 2010; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski & 

Sulloway, 2003; Kosloff, Greenberg, Weise & Solomon, 2010). In addition, 

boosting self-esteem leads to less negative reactions to reminders of death 

(Greenberg et al., 1992), people high in self-esteem react to MS with 

worldview defense to a lesser extent (Harmon-Jones et al., 1997), and 

Australians low in self-esteem become more while Japanese become less 

individualistic under MS (Kashima, Halloran, Yuki & Kashima, 2004; also see: 

Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, Arndt & Shimel, 2004).  

 
MS thus leads to conformity and rigidity, and therefore may negatively 

impact creativity. However, at the core of terror management theory is the 

notion that MS threatens people’s sense of self, triggering the motivation to 

achieve literal or symbolic immortality, and being creative can be a pivotal 

route to such a goal. Creative products can last very long and have a profound 

influence on society. Creativity could thus lead to feelings of literal or symbolic 

immortality and leaving a legacy, alleviating people from potential terror.  

From the perspective of evolution, life is ephemeral and death reminders can be 

an impetus for creation, leaving a legacy, and getting a sense of meaning and 

immortality. Indeed, a recent study suggests that mortality salience can lead to 

enhanced intergenerational solidarity as people want to have a lasting impact 

on significant others in the future (Wade-Benzoni et al., 2012). Our basic 

hypothesis therefore is that MS undermines creativity when it is not possible 

to leave a legacy, but that this effect disappears or reverses when it is possible 
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to leave a legacy and achieve symbolic immortality through one’s creative 

achievements.  

 

The argument so far suggests that there are two routes to existential 

reassurance under MS: conforming to a cultural worldview (potentially leading 

to conformity and low creativity) and leaving a legacy through one’s creative 

achievements. Which of these routes is taken may further depend on the extent 

to which engaging in creativity threatens connections to one’s social group. 

Consistent with this, research shows that people were less creative under MS 

(vs. control) when creativity would benefit themselves, but were as creative 

under MS as under control when their creativity would benefit their 

community (Routlegde, Arndt, Vess & Sheldon, 2008). Similarly, under MS 

people are less creative when they are asked to use cultural objects in 

inappropriate ways (e.g., to use a crucifix as a hammer; Greenberg, Simon, 

Porteus, Pyszczynski & Solomon, 1995).  

Moreover, MS has been found to lead to feelings of guilt after creative activity, 

but this effect disappears when people’s connections to others had been 

confirmed (Arndt, Routledge, Greenberg & Sheldon, 2005). Finally, when 

creativity was culturally valued, people showed less worldview defense under 

MS after creative activity, presumably because this granted them with the 

feeling they are living up to the standards in their cultural worldview 

(Routlegde & Arndt, 2009). Regardless of the opportunity to leave a legacy, 

MS may thus demotivate creativity when one’s social group does not value 

creativity, and being creative sets one apart from the social group. MS may not 

undermine creativity if one’s social group values creative acts and 

achievements. In the case that creativity is valued, we expect that people under 

MS are creative especially when they can leave a legacy through their creative 

activities. 
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This line of reasoning also suggests that MS may not undermine 

creativity of those individuals who derive their self-esteem and self-worth from 

being different from others by, for example, competitive acts of achievement 

(Kitayama, Markus & Lieberman, 1995), and want to remain independent. 

Compared to such individualistic personalities, collectivistic people tend to be 

more concerned with acts that set them apart from their social group and tend 

to conform strongly to norms and values of their group (Davidson, Jaccard, 

Triandis, Morales & Diaz-Guerrero, 1976).  

Indeed, when creativity was valued, individualistic groups were more creative 

than collectivistic groups (Goncalo & Staw, 2006), and groups of people who 

are mainly motivated by self-interest were more creative than groups of pro-

social people (Beersma & De Dreu, 2005). Regardless of the opportunity to 

leave a legacy, MS may thus lead to conformity and low originality of people 

who score low on individualism. However, MS may stimulate creativity of 

individuals high in individualism, especially when their creative achievements 

can lead them to leave a legacy. 

 

Taken together, we conjecture that under MS, being creative can be an 

alternative route to either clinging to one’s cultural worldview or bolstering 

self-esteem. Adhering more strongly to a worldview or enhancing self-esteem 

give some feeling of permanence, immortality and a legacy. However, because 

creative products can last very long and have a profound influence on society, 

creativity could thus also lead to feelings of literal or symbolic immortality and 

leaving a legacy. We thus hypothesized that mortality salience reduces creative 

performance, unless the creative products have the capacity to leave a legacy, 

i.e. will be long lasting.  

Moreover, we expected this to occur only when creativity is socially valued, 

and being creative thus does not set people apart from their social group. 

Finally, we predicted that this pattern holds for individualistic people, and not 

for those with more collectivistic tendencies. We tested these predictions in 

three experiments. In all experiments our main focus was on originality, 

generally considered to be the hallmark of creativity. We also looked at 

creative fluency in an exploratory manner (fluency is generally more 



Chapter 5 – Mortality Salience and Creativity 

!

! 79 

dependent on effort and not necessarily correlated with originality; Nijstad, De 

Dreu, Rietzschel & Baas, 2010). 

 

Experiment 5.1 

 

 Experiment 5.1 was designed to test the hypothesis that the possibility 

to leave a legacy leads to higher creativity under mortality salience as opposed 

to a situation in which no such possibility exists. We used a newly developed 

task in which participants had to come up with names for an animal that would 

either live short or long. Only the latter incorporated the possibility that once 

a person would not live anymore, the animal would still live on and could thus 

provide the participant with a sense of symbolic immortality.  

 

Method 

Design and participants. Students (N=125, age M=20.7, SD=5.0; 31 

male) participated for partial course credit and were randomly assigned to the 

conditions of a 2(mortality salience: yes/no) by 2(legacy: yes/no) between 

participants factorial design.  

 

Procedures and manipulations. In the laboratory, participants were seated 

in front of a computer with keyboard. Instructions and measures were given on 

the computer.  Participants were told that in this experiment, they would 

engage in a name-giving contest written out by Artis, the Amsterdam Zoo. 

They would have to come up with names for a newly discovered iguana that 

Artis zoo had recently acquired. A committee of Artis employees would choose 

the best names and the best name would appear on the information sign at the 

animals’ cages together with the name giver.  In the legacy condition, we told 

participants that this iguana could live up to one hundred years, while in the 

no legacy condition, we told them the iguana could live up to one year. 
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To manipulate MS, we told participants that research had shown that it 

is conducive to coming up with many and original names to have an incubation 

period. In the mortality salience (control) condition, participants were asked to 

write down a) what emotions they experienced thinking about and b) what 

would physically happen to them once they were dead (when they would go to 

the dentist). Thereafter, participants completed a 29-item mood scale (De 

Dreu, Nijstad & Baas, 2008; adapted from Watson, Clark & Tellegen, 1988) 

that served as a delay task between the MS manipulation and the subsequent 

task. Both the 10-item positive (α=0.80) and the 19-item negative (α=0.89) 

affect subscales had good reliabilities, and ratings were coded so that higher 

(aggregate) scores reflected more negative or positive mood (range 1-5). After 

coming up with names for the iguana for 2.5 minutes, participants were 

debriefed and dismissed. 

 
Dependent measures. We used statistical infrequency (see Guilford, 1967; 

Torrance, 1966) of the names to assess originality. For all names, we counted 

how many participants had given the same name. We initially operationalized 

originality as the average uniqueness of responses, by using the formula (125 – 

number of participants giving the same name)/125. However, because the 

majority of responses was unique (i.e., generated by only one participant), this 

resulted in extremely high scores on this measure, restrictions of range, and a 

negatively skewed distribution of the measure2. We therefore decided to use 

the proportion of unique responses (i.e., names generated only by a single 

participant) as our dependent measure of originality. Originality was calculated 

by the following formula: number of unique responses of a participant/ total 

number of responses. We also counted the number of names generated by each 

participant to index creative fluency. 

 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2!The total number of unique responses was 1403 (81%). The reported effects are thus 

driven by the 19% non-unique responses. 24 participants (19%) produced only unique 

responses. However, when we analyzed our initial measure of originality (statistical 

infrequency), results were similar and conclusions identical. Details of this analysis 

may be obtained from the first author. 
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To check our manipulation of MS, participants had to check the correct 

box to the question: “In the previous research, I thought about: a) my own 

death; or b) a painful visit to the dentist”. To check our manipulation of legacy, 

they had to check the correct box to the question: “The iguana for which I’ve 

produced names can become up to: a) one hundred years old; or b) one year 

old”.  After having given the names, we asked participants to answer three 

questions on the importance of giving the name to the iguana (e.g., “To what 

extent was the task in which you had to give names to the iguana important to 

you?;” 1=not at all, to 5=very; α=0.74). It may be the case that perceived task 

importance varies as a function of mortality salience, legacy or some 

combination thereof.  

 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks. All but eight participants correctly answered the 

manipulation check on mortality salience. All but two participants correctly 

answered the manipulation check on legacy. Excluding these participants did 

not change the results.  

 

Originality and creative fluency. Due to the large proportion of unique 

responses (see footnote 2), originality was negatively skewed and 

transformations to normalize the distribution were unsuccessful. We decided 

to do a rank transformation to cope with the non-normal distribution of 

originality. We then submitted rank-ordered originality to a 2(Mortality 

Salience) x 2(Legacy) Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Results showed the 

predicted interaction among mortality salience and legacy, F(1,122)=6.90, 

p=0.01, partial η2 =0.05. Under MS, participants were more original when they 

could leave a legacy (M=77.23, SD=31.62) than when they could not 

(M=54.02, SD=34.24), F(1,122)=6.69, p=0.01, partial η2 =0.05, while in the 

control condition, we found no such effect (Legacy: M=60.00, SD=38.74 vs. No 

Legacy: M=70.15, SD=36.77; F<2, n.s.). Moreover, under legacy participants 

were slightly more original in the MS than in the control condition, 

F(1,122)=3.59, p=0.06, while under no legacy they were slightly less original 

under MS than under control, F(1,122)=3.28, p<0.07 (Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1. Rank-ordered originality scores as a function of mortality 

salience and legacy (Experiment 5.1). Bars indicate +one standard error 

 

The same analysis on creative fluency showed no main effects, but did 

show a significant two-way interaction among MS and legacy, F(1,122)=3.82, 

p=0.05, partial η2 =0.03. Under both MS and control participants were as 

fluent in the legacy as in the no legacy condition, Fs<2. Results did show that 

under no legacy, participants were more fluent in the control condition 

(M=17.31, SD=13.73) than in the MS condition (M=11.78, SD=6.67), 

F(1,122)=4.12, p=0.05, while under legacy, they were as fluent in the control 

(M=13.03, SD=11.13) as in the MS condition (M=14.94, SD=10.05), F<1. 

Creative fluency and rank-ordered originality did not correlate, r=-0.10, 

p=0.27. 

 

Additional measures. Studies manipulating MS generally show no effect 

on mood measures, as MS initially leads to the suppression of death related 

thoughts (Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, & Simon, 1997; but see 

Van den Bos & Miedema, 2000). Here too we found no effects on positive and 

negative affect, Fs<1, n.s. 
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An explanation for our effects could be that under MS, people become 

more selective as to what they want to invest their time and effort in—after 

having been reminded of their own death as opposed to the dentist, people 

potentially thought that being creative under legacy was more important than 

under no legacy (Carstensen, Isaacowitz & Charles, 1999). If true, we should 

find an interaction among MS and legacy on the importance people assigned to 

the task, but this was not the case, Fs<1, n.s. Task importance did not 

correlate with creativity (see Table 5.1). Experiment 5.1 thus showed that 

under MS, the possibility to leave a legacy makes people more original, but not 

more fluent, than when no such possibility exists. 

 

Table 5.1.  

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for all dependent variables in 

Experiment 5.1. 

Variable       M       SD 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Originality 65.05 36.21 - -.10 .17^ .15^ .20* 

2. Creative fluency 14.18 10.69  - -.12 .11 .21* 

3. Task importance 2.68 .95      - 14  .10 

4. Positive Affect 2.90 .64    - -.17^ 

5. Negative Affect 1.44 .45        - 

^ p < .10 * p < .05 
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Experiment 5.2 

 

 Experiment 5.1 confirmed our basic prediction that the possibility to 

leave a legacy would boost creativity under mortality salience as opposed to a 

situation in which no such possibility exists. However, we hypothesized that 

this would mainly be true when creativity is socially valued. Under MS, people 

are very concerned with their connections to others, and they seem 

particularly motivated to maintain an optimal balance between fitting in and 

sticking out (Simon et al., 1997). In Experiment 5.1 we found that creativity 

was not undermined under MS when people could leave a legacy. It is 

conceivable that people implicitly assumed that creativity and its individuating 

nature were socially valued, as these are highly valued in western society 

(including in The Netherlands, where Study 5.1 was conducted; see e.g., 

Bechtoldt, De Dreu, Nijstad, & Choi, 2010). In Experiment 5.2, we 

manipulated whether creativity was socially valued or not. We hypothesized 

that the possibility to leave a legacy would boost creativity under MS, but only 

when creative efforts would be socially valued, and would thus not set one 

apart from one’s social group.  

 

Method 

Design and participants. Sixty-three students (age M=22.3, SD=4.9; 20 

male) participated for €3.50 (approximately 5 USD) or partial course credit.  

Participants were randomly assigned to the conditions of a 2(mortality 

salience: yes/no) x 2(culturally valued: yes/no) between-participants factorial 

design with a 2(legacy: yes/no) within-participants factor.  

 

Procedures and manipulations. Participants were asked to come up with 

names for two animals that would soon be born in Artis. A committee of Artis 

employees would choose the best names and the best name would appear on 

the information sign at the animals’ cages together with the name giver for as 

long as the animal would live. Participants were shown a picture of an elephant 

and of a fly and were told these were the two animals for which they would 

have to come up with names.  
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MS was manipulated as in Experiment 5.1 and was followed by the 

PANAS (positive affect, α=0.88; negative affect, α=0.85). Thereafter 

participants were told they would start with giving as many names as possible 

to the elephant and the fly. To manipulate social valuation, we told participants 

that the Artis employees were very happy (not so happy) that students would 

come up with names for the animals and that they really liked (not so much 

liked) this initiative. To manipulate legacy, participants were told that an 

elephant could become as old as one hundred years (legacy), while a fly could 

become only one year old (no legacy). We did not counterbalance the 

manipulation of legacy, as it would be implausible that an elephant would live 

only one year. Participants had 2.5 minutes for each animal and the order of 

presentation was randomized. We found no order effects. Then, participants 

were paid and debriefed. 

 
Dependent measures. We used statistical infrequency to assess originality. 

We counted the number of times a specific name had been given by all 63 

participants to the elephant or the fly. The originality of names was calculated 

by the following formula: (63-number of people mentioning the same 

name)/63. We averaged the originality scores for both animals per participant. 

We removed duplicate names that had been given by the same participant to 

either the elephant or the fly, and counted the number of unique names to 

index creative fluency. 

 

Manipulation of MS was checked as in Experiment 5.1. To check our 

manipulation of social valuation, we asked participants to indicate on a 5-point 

Likert scale: “To what extent did the Artis employees value the name-giving 

contest?” The importance of giving animals a name was assessed as in 

Experiment 5.1 (α=0.67 for the elephant; and α=0.65 for the fly). 
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Results and discussion 

Manipulation checks. All but one participant correctly answered the 

manipulation check on mortality salience. Excluding this participant did not 

change the results. ANOVA showed that participants in the positive valuation 

condition (M=4.69, SD=0.81) thought ideas for the animal names were socially 

valued more than participants in the negative valuation condition (M=2.09, 

SD=1.40), F(1,59)=76.27, p<0.01, partial η2 =0.57. There was no main effect of 

mortality salience or an interaction effect among MS and social valuation, 

Fs<1, n.s. Thus, manipulations were successful. 

 

Originality. As legacy was manipulated within participants–and 

participants generated names for two different animals—we first standardized 

the originality scores under legacy and no legacy in order to pit these against 

each other. We then submitted originality to a 2(Mortality Salience) x 2(Social 

valuation) x 2(Legacy) mixed-model ANOVA with Legacy within-subjects. 

Results showed no main effects or any two-way interactions, Fs<1, but did 

show the predicted interaction among MS, social valuation, and legacy, 

F(1,59)=15.94, p<0.01, partial η2 =0.21.  

When creativity was socially valued, MS and legacy interacted, F(1,59)=9.75, 

p<0.01, so that people under MS were less creative under no legacy (M=-0.61, 

SD=1.37) than under legacy (M=0.22, SD=0.66), t(15)=2.44, p=0.03, while in 

the control condition, we observed a non-significant reversal (M=0.33, 

SD=0.56 versus M=-0.31, SD=1.03, t(16)=-1.88, p=0.08). When creativity was 

not socially valued, MS and legacy also interacted, F(1,59)=6.56, p=0.01, this 

time so that there were no differences under MS between no legacy (M=0.24, 

SD=0.67) and legacy (M=-0.26, SD=1.23), t(16)=-1.56, p=0.14. However, 

when creativity was not socially valued, people in the control condition were 

more creative under legacy (M=0.48, SD=0.71) than under no legacy (M=-

0.10, SD=1.09), t(16)=2.22, p=0.04 (see Figure 5.2).  
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Figure 5.2. Standardized originality scores as a function of mortality 

salience, social valuation and legacy (Experiment 5.2). 

 

Approached differently, results showed an interaction among MS and 

social valuation both under legacy, F(1,59)=6.80, p=0.01, and under no legacy, 

F(1,59)=6.97, p=0.01. Under legacy, participants in the positive valuation 

condition were as original under MS as in the control condition, F<3, but less 

original under negative social valuation, F(1,59)=5.02, p=0.03. Under no 

legacy, participants in the positive valuation condition were less original under 

MS than in the control condition, F(1,59)=6.77, p=0.01, but not under 

negative social valuation, F<2.  

 

Creative fluency. We submitted creative fluency to a 2(Mortality 

Salience) x 2(Social valuation) x 2(Legacy) mixed-design Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA) with the last factor as within-subjects. First, results showed a main 

effect of Legacy, F(1, 59)=8.35, p<0.01, partial η2 = .12.  Participants produced 

more names under legacy (M=10.83, SD=6.16) than under no legacy (M=9.44, 

SD=5.91). Second, results showed a two-way interaction among MS and 

legacy, F(1, 59)=4.86, p=0.03, partial η2 = .08. Analyses of simple effects 

showed that under legacy, people were as fluent under MS (M=10.29, 

SD=5.99) as in the control condition (M=11.43, SD=6.39), F<1, ns. Under no 
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legacy, people were less fluent under MS (M=7.85, SD=4.27) than in the 

control condition (M=11.23, SD=6.98), F(1,59)=5.11, p=0.02, partial η2 = .08. 

Third, results showed a two-way interaction among legacy and social 

valuation, F(1, 59)=4.73, p=0.03, partial η2 = .07. In the positive valuation 

conditions, people were relatively more fluent under legacy (M=11.41, 

SD=6.65) than under no legacy (M=8.97, SD=5.38). In the negative valuation 

condition this was the case to lesser extent (legacy: M=10.34, SD=5.78; vs. no 

legacy: M=9.83, SD=6.36). No main effect of social valuation was found, 

F<1,n.s.  

 

Fourth and finally, results showed a marginally significant three-way 

interaction among MS, social valuation and legacy, F (1,59)=3.33, p=0.07, 

partial η2 =.06. Breaking this three-way interaction into two-way interactions 

revealed that under positive social valuation, MS and legacy did not interact, 

F<1. Under negative social valuation, MS and legacy did interact, 

F(1,59)=7.79, p<0.01. When creativity was negatively valued, participants in 

the MS conditions were more fluent under legacy (M=9.84, SD=5.59) than 

under no legacy (M=7.53, SD=3.56), t(16)=2.51, p=0.02, whereas in the 

control condition, there was a marginal effect in the opposite direction (legacy: 

M =10.94, SD=6.13; no legacy: M=12.56, SD=7.86), t(15)=-1.88, p=0.08. 

Moreover, results did not show any interaction among MS and social valuation 

neither under legacy nor under legacy, Fs<2. Originality and creative fluency 

did not correlate (legacy: r<0.10; no legacy: r<0.20, n.s.; see Table 5.2).
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Table 5.2.  

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for all dependent variables in 

Experiment 5.2. 

Variable   M (SD) 1   2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Originality Leg .94 (.021) - -.07 .16 .04 .01 .16 -.05   .18 

2. Fluency Leg 10.89 (6.19)  - -.10 -.02 .76** .05 .17 -.13 

3. Importance Leg 3.55 (.91)   - .07 -.05 .60** .15 -.08 

4. Originality No leg .95 (.014)    - -.16 .16 -.04 -.11 

5. Fluency No leg 9.51 (5.93)     - .04 .18 -.06 

6. Importance No leg  2.96 (1.03)      - .01 .02 

7. Positive Affect 3.21 (.73)       - -.30* 

8. Negative Affect 1.44 (.39)        - 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. 

 
In short, under MS, people became relatively more original when they 

could leave a legacy than when they could not, but this occurred only when 

creativity was socially valued. Unexpectedly, we also found that when 

creativity was not socially valued, people in the control conditions were more 

original when they could leave a legacy than when they could not. In line with 

Experiment 5.1, we did not find effects on creative fluency under positive social 

valuation. We did find that under negative social valuation, people in the MS 

condition were more fluent when they could leave a legacy than when they 

could not.  

 

Additional measures. As in Experiment 5.1, we did not find any effects on 

positive or negative moods, Fs<3, n.s. We also analyzed if participants 

assigned more importance to the task under legacy especially when their 

mortality had been made salient. Results showed a main effect of legacy, such 

that the task was more important under legacy (M=3.25, SD=.93) than under 

no legacy (M=2.93, SD=1.05). Results, however, showed no two-way or three-

way interactions. 
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Taken together, when creativity is socially valued and when MS has 

been induced, the possibility for leaving a legacy leads to higher creative 

performance than when no such possibility exists. We found, unexpectedly, 

that when creativity is not socially valued, people in the control condition were 

more creative under legacy than under no legacy. A possibility here is that 

people want to enhance a feeling of uniqueness and individualism, and they can 

achieve this especially when their creative product will be long-lasting. Finally, 

it seems that these effects are not caused by sharper prioritization.  

 

Experiment 5.2 has some limitations. Firstly, we did not 

counterbalance our manipulation of legacy across the two animals, the elephant 

and the fly. But as an elephant clearly lives longer than a fly, it would be 

implausible to tell participants that an elephant would only live one year while 

a fly would live up to one hundred years. Secondly, there are potential 

confounds of our manipulation of legacy. An elephant and fly differ on more 

dimensions than just life expectancy; elephants are more intelligent, heavier, 

larger, and it is culturally more accepted to generate names for mammals than 

for insects (see also Greenberg et al., 1995). However, because the results of 

Experiment 5.2 are in line with those of Experiment 5.1 and because we did 

not find any interaction effects on task importance, we believe results indicate 

that it is likely that the possibility to leave a legacy caused the observed effects. 

 

Experiment 5.3 

 

Experiments 5.1 and 5.2 showed that the possibility to leave a legacy 

can neutralize negative effects of mortality salience on creative performance. 

However, the tasks used in the first two experiments were newly developed. 

To generalize our results to better-known creativity tasks, we decided to use a 

brainstorming task (see Osborn, 1957) in Experiment 5.3. 
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As discussed earlier, it is conceivable that individualism moderates the 

effects reported thus far. Collectivistic people often are less creative because 

they stick more closely to the frame of reference of others and are thus less 

likely to think ‘outside of the box’ and come up with original ideas (Goncalo & 

Staw, 2006). Individualists value standing out from the crowd and derive self-

worth and self-esteem from being different from others; in other words, from 

being creative. We expected that MS leads to conformity as a way to manage 

existential threat for people low in individualism and thus to lower creativity; 

MS will, under legacy, lead to higher creativity only for those high in 

individualism.  

 

 Finally, we included a measure of death thought accessibility after 

people had engaged in creative activity. It has been shown that mortality 

salience initially leads to the suppression of death related thoughts. This effect 

reverses over time, leading people to have more death related thoughts (Arndt 

et al., 1997; Greenberg et al., 1994), unless they have high self-esteem 

(Harmon-Jones et al., 1997) or they have engaged in worldview defense 

(Greenberg et al., 2001). It may be that death thoughts dissipate after creative 

activity under legacy, analogous to the study of Greenberg and colleagues 

(2001), because being creative has relieved death-related anxiety.  

 

Method 

Design and participants. Ninety-seven students (age: M=22.8, SD=6.0; 

33 male) participated for partial course credit.  Participants were randomly 

assigned to the conditions of a 2(mortality salience: yes/no) by 2(legacy: 

yes/no) between participants factorial design. We measured individualism - 

collectivism and included it as a continuous third independent variable.   

 

Procedures and manipulations. Participants brainstormed about ways to 

improve the environment. Before this, participants filled out a 10-item 

Individualism-Collectivism questionnaire (adapted from Triandis, McCusker & 

Hui, 1990; α=0.65). To manipulate Legacy, we told participants that we had 

two conditions in the experiment, one in which they would brainstorm, and 
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one in which they would write essays on the basis of the ideas of other 

participants. In fact, all participants did the brainstorm.  

In the legacy condition, we told participants that other participants would 

write essays based on their ideas. In the no legacy condition, we told 

participants that the ideas they came up with would be completely anonymous 

and would only be used for the purpose of this experiment. At the core of 

leaving a legacy is transferring ideas, resources or knowledge that may outlive 

the conceiver, and this manipulation of legacy taps into this: in the legacy 

condition, others may benefit from the participants’ ideas, whereas in the 

condition of no legacy, ideas would be ephemeral and short-lived.  

 

The manipulation of Mortality Salience was identical to the one used 

before, again followed by the adapted PANAS (α=0.88 for the positive and 

α=0.90 for the negative subscales). For the brainstorm, participants were told 

that they had to come up with as many ideas as possible, refraining from self-

criticism and evaluation, and that they only had to describe their ideas in 

catchwords. After the brainstorm of ten minutes, participants completed a 

word completion task to measure death thought accessibility (Rutjens, van der 

Pligt & Harreveld, 2009), were paid and debriefed.  

 

Dependent measures. To assess originality, we first coded ideas into 

cognitive categories according to an imposed coding schema (see Nijstad, 

Stroebe, & Lodewijkx, 2003) with 11 goals (e.g. reducing pollution, improving 

use of energy sources) and 5 means to achieve these goals (e.g., production, 

consumption), yielding a total of 55 categories. A second rater coded a random 

subset of the ideas (N=570, 30 %) with good agreement (Cohen’s K=0.70). 

Originality was operationalized as the number of ideas a participant had 

generated that had been drawn from a category used by less than one per cent 

of participants (Baas, De Dreu & Nijstad, 2011ab). This resulted in a total of 

212 original ideas (11%). The number of non-redundant ideas was counted per 

participant to assess creative fluency.   
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The manipulation check of mortality salience was as before. To check 

our manipulation of legacy, we asked participants to check the correct box to 

the question: “My ideas will be: a) used by other students for an essay; or b) 

completely anonymous”.  After the brainstorm, we also assessed task 

importance as before (α = .78).  

 

We included a measure of death thought accessibility (see Rutjens et al., 

2009). Participants were presented with 16 Dutch word fragments from which 

one letter was missing. Eleven of these fragments could be completed either as 

a death related or a neutral word (e.g., doo . . . , which could be completed as 

dood, the Dutch translation of death, or doof, the Dutch translation of deaf), 

whereas the other five word fragments could only be completed in a neutral 

fashion (e.g., kas . . . , which could only be completed as kast, which is Dutch 

for cupboard) and were included as fillers. We counted the number of words 

completed related to death. 

 

Results and Discussion 

Manipulation checks. All participants correctly answered the 

manipulation check on mortality salience. All but two participants correctly 

answered the manipulation check on legacy. Excluding these participants did 

not change the results. 

 

Originality. We submitted originality to a regression analysis, with 

mortality salience (0=MS; 1=control), legacy (0=yes; 1=no), individualism (z-

scores), and their interactions as predictors. Results showed a significant two-

way interaction of MS x Legacy, B=1.77, t(90)=2.03, p=0.05. More 

importantly, this two-way interaction was qualified by a significant three-way 

interaction, B=2.23, t(90)=2.33, p=0.02.  Analyses of simple slopes showed that 

under MS, people that scored one standard deviation above the mean on 

Individualism were significantly more original when they could leave a legacy 

than when they could not, B=-2.78, t(90)=-2.38, p<0.05.  

For people scoring one standard deviation below the mean on Individualism, 

Legacy did not have an effect under MS, B=-.08, t<1, n.s (Figure 5.3a). In the 
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control conditions, people that scored one standard deviation above the mean 

on Individualism were slightly less original when they could leave a legacy 

than when they could not, B=1.76, t(90)=1.65, p=0.10. For people scoring one 

standard deviation below the mean on Individualism, Legacy did not have an 

effect in the control condition, t<1, n.s. (Figure 5.3b). Moreover, analyses of 

simple slopes showed a trend that under Legacy, people that scored one 

standard deviation above the mean on Individualism were more original in the 

MS rather than control condition, B=-2.21, t(90)=-1.68, p<0.10, while this was 

not the case under No Legacy, t<1.5, n.s. For people scoring one standard 

deviation below the mean on Individualism, no differences were found, ts<1, 

n.s. 

 

 

Figure 5.3a. Originality as a function of legacy and individualism in the 

mortality salience conditions (Experiment 5.3). 
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Figure 5.3b. Originality as a function of legacy and individualism in the 

control conditions (Experiment 5.3). 

 

Creative fluency. We submitted creative fluency to the same regression 

analysis as for originality. Results showed that under MS, people tended to be 
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control conditions, we found an opposite pattern. There, people that scored one 

standard deviation above the mean on Individualism were significantly less 

fluent when they could leave a legacy than when they could not, B=7.57, 

t(90)=3.06, p<0.01.  

For people scoring one standard deviation below the mean on Individualism, 

Legacy had no effect in the control condition, B=-4.34, t(90)=-1.62, n.s. 

Moreover, analyses of simple slopes showed that under Legacy, people that 

scored one standard deviation above the mean on Individualism were more 

fluent in the MS rather than control condition, B=-4.92, t(90)=-2.21, p<0.05, 

while this reversed under No Legacy, B=10.18, t(90)=3.70, p<0.01. For people 

scoring one standard deviation below the mean on Individualism, analyses 

showed no differences for fluency under Legacy, t<1.60, n.s., while under No 

Legacy they were less fluent in the MS than in the control condition, B=2.52, 

t(90)=2.16, p<0.05. 

 

It thus appears that in line with our predictions, people who are 

individualistic are more original and produce more ideas under MS when they 

can leave a legacy than when they cannot. In the control condition they 

produced fewer but no less original ideas when they could leave a legacy. 

However, this is not true for people low on individualism, and they were 

affected by the manipulation of legacy to a lesser extent. 

 

Additional measures. We found no effects on positive and negative affect, 

Fs<1, n.s. We also found no effects of our manipulations on our measure of 

task importance, Fs<1, n.s. Individualism was negatively related to perceived 

task importance, B=-0.29, t(90)=-2.33, p=0.02. We also submitted death 

thought accessibility to the same regression analysis as above.  Results only 

showed a two-way interaction among mortality salience and legacy, B=1.43, 

t(90)=2.29, p=0.02, partial η2 = .08. Under mortality salience, death thought 

accessibility was higher when participants could leave a legacy (M=3.63, 

SD=1.50) than when they could not (M=2.75, SD=1.23) F(1,90) =4.17, 

p=0.04, partial η2 = .06, while in the control condition, we found no such effect, 

F<2. 
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Finally, correlation analyses (see Table 5.3) yielded an interesting 

effect: the number of death related thoughts (r =0.33, p<0.01) was significantly 

correlated with originality. We regressed originality on death related thoughts 

and negative affect, and found that death related thoughts (B =.34, t(90)=2.67, 

p<0.01) was predicted by originality. A possibility is thus that death is less 

threatening –and people thus do not need to suppress death related thoughts – 

because they have been existentially reassured through their creativity. This 

would be in line with a study that found that the possibility to express oneself 

creatively was associated with less fear of death (Florian & Mukilincer, 1998). 

However, it may also be the case that death thoughts were more accessible 

because people felt guilty about their creative activity (Arndt et al., 1999). 

 

Table 5.3.  

Means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for all dependent variables in 

Experiment 5.3 

Variable   M SD 1   2 3 4 5 6 

1. Originality  2.15 2.13 - .50** .09 .33** .09 .26* 

2. Creative fluency 18.96 8.46  - -.03 .07 .11 .14 

3. Importance  2.98 1.09   - .13 .13 .12 

4. Death thoughts 2.99 1.51    - .05 .13 

5. Positive Affect 2.85 0.62     - -.10 

6. Negative Affect 1.48 0.48           - 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. 

 

Experiment 5.3 replicates that people under MS become more creative 

when they can leave a legacy than when they cannot.  Moreover, this was 

moderated by individualism and especially individualistic people (and not 

collectivistic people) are more creative under MS when they can leave a legacy 

rather than not. Finally, under MS, people had higher death thought 

accessibility after they had been creative.  It remains unclear whether this is 
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caused by death being less threatening, or that accessibility of death thoughts 

increased due to feelings of guilt. 

 

We used a well-established creativity task, brainstorming, to further 

solidify our results. However, a clean manipulation of leaving a legacy was 

difficult to incorporate into this brainstorming task. We used the current 

manipulation, because the transfer of ideas, knowledge or resources to 

significant others is at the core of leaving a legacy. However, our manipulation 

is to some extent confounded with a potential of evaluation, and such 

evaluation is possibly more motivating to individualistic people as this allows 

them to demonstrate their uniqueness to others. Because individualism did not 

interact with legacy to predict task importance, and because it is unclear why 

evaluation potential would interact with MS and individualism to predict 

creativity, we think it is unlikely that this can explain our results. 

 

General Discussion 

 

 In this research, we tested the hypothesis that the possibility to leave a 

legacy neutralizes the negative effects of mortality salience on creativity, but 

only when creativity is socially valued. Moreover, we tested if this would be 

especially the case for people that are individualistically rather than 

collectivistically motivated. The results supported these predictions across 

different operationalizations and manipulations. Experiment 5.1 showed that 

people were more original under MS when they could leave a legacy than 

when no such possibility existed. Experiment 5.2 replicated this pattern, and 

showed that this was only the case when creativity was socially valued.  

Experiment 5.3 showed that especially for people high on individualism legacy 

led to higher originality under MS, while for people low on individualism this 

was not the case. Finally, under MS, legacy led to more death related thoughts 

after creative activity, and death thought accessibility was higher for people 

who had been more original. Our results were mixed on creative fluency, but 

fluency is more dependent on effort and does not necessarily correlate with 

originality, which is generally considered to be the hallmark of creativity 
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(Nijstad et al., 2010). The possibility to leave a legacy may thus lead to 

existential reassurance under mortality salience, and make death less 

threatening. Alternatively, having engaged in creative activity may have led to 

increased feelings of guilt, and consequently, to heightened death thought 

accessibility as a compensation mechanism.  

 

Terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 

1986) posits that reflecting on one’s own death can lead to a paralyzing terror, 

which in turn causes people to cling more strongly to the cultural worldview 

and bolster self-esteem. This presumably occurs because people want to get a 

sense of immortality and permanence by supporting the norms and values of 

their group more strongly. As the group one belongs to exists beyond one 

human life, this can give existential reassurance.  However, as creative 

products can outlive the conceiver by far and have a profound impact on 

society, we hypothesized and showed that the possibility of leaving a legacy 

can diminish negative effects mortality salience has on creativity. Moreover, 

being creative has been suggested as an alternative way of reaching symbolic 

immortality (Lifton, 1979; Rank, 1936). Building upon this earlier theorizing, 

we show that in order to reach symbolic immortality through creativity, it is 

crucial that people can leave a legacy through their creative production and 

that their social group values the creative products, and as such lead to social 

and existential validation. 

 

That creativity can be functional to reach a goal – in this case 

existential reassurance - and be more than just an intrinsic expression of 

creativity, is consistent with previous studies. For example, low power 

individuals who can gain power (vs. not) by being creative are more creative 

because they employ a global processing style (Sligte, De Dreu & Nijstad, 

2011); people expecting a hostile negotiation are more creative in coming up 

with tactics to win the conflict inherent in negotiation (De Dreu & Nijstad, 

2008); and people with an avoidance motivation become more creative when 

this serves goal progress (Roskes, De Dreu & Nijstad, 2012). Finally, men who 

are confronted with an attractive sexual partner become more creative while 
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women only show this pattern when confronted with a potential long-term 

partner (Griskevicius, Cialdini & Kenrick, 2006). We believe creativity can also 

be functional in coping with mortality related concerns. 

 

One limitation relates to our manipulation of legacy in Experiments 5.2 

and 5.3. In Experiment 5.2, the manipulation of legacy (generate names for a 

long-living elephant vs. a short-lived fly) may have been confounded with 

some other factors (e.g., large vs. small, rare vs. common animal). In 

Experiment 5.3 our manipulation (ideas would or would not be used by 

another participant) may be confounded with potential evaluation. However, 

our results were consistent across the three experiments and across different 

operationalizations, which increases confidence that the effects are due to the 

potential of leaving a legacy and not something else. An alternative 

explanation for our findings could be that mortality salience leads to sharper 

prioritization of goals and needs (Carstensen et al., 1999), and, consequently, 

people who have been reminded of their own death assign higher importance 

to creativity under legacy. Moreover, one could say that it is not so much the 

possibility to leave a legacy that we have manipulated, but it is the importance 

the creativity task had for our participants.  

We believe there are three reasons that make this alternative explanation less 

plausible. First, across the three experiments, we did not find any effects on 

prioritization. Second, we consistently found that mortality salience interacted 

with legacy to influence creativity, and it is unclear how task importance can 

account for this. Third, Experiment 5.3 showed that higher creativity was 

associated with more death related thoughts, and it is unclear why task 

importance would have these effects. 

 

Currently, we cannot fully vindicate the argument that creativity 

makes death less threatening once the creative products can outlive the 

conceiver. It is worthwhile to explore this in more detail in future research. 

Another interesting question is whether our results would hold once the 

dimension on which people are creative bears connections to important 

cultural themes. In our experiments, people were creative on relatively neutral 
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topics (naming an animal and improving the environment). It may be that the 

possibility to leave a legacy through some nationalistic symbol leads to 

cognitive rigidity and consequently lower creativity (see also Greenberg et al., 

1995). 

 

 To conclude, the possibility to leave a legacy, and thus be existentially 

reassured, neutralizes negative effects of mortality salience on creativity. 

Moreover, this is only the case when creativity is socially valued, and holds 

especially for individualistic people. Under some conditions, death may not 

only be the inspiration of philosophy, but of creativity as well.  
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In this dissertation I examined the functionality of creativity from an 

evolutionary perspective. From this perspective, people have two important 

motives: the motive to fit in with a social group because this enhances survival 

chances, and the motive to stand out of a group because this can lead to having 

a privileged position within the group and thus enhance reproduction. 

Individuals should be concerned with both motives, and depending on the 

situation or on personality one of them may be more prominent.  

If creativity is functional to either the goal to fit in with a social group or to 

stand out from this group, we should see that individuals become more 

creative. Four empirical chapters presented eight experiments that examined 

three factors – the degree to which people value interdependence vs. 

independence, a power motive, and the motive to reach symbolic immortality - 

that influence the extent to which the motive to fit in or to stand out becomes 

more prominent, and the way in which creativity can be functional to 

satisfying either one of these motives.  

 

Chapter 2 showed that when creativity was functional to either the goal 

of positive distinction or assimilation, people became more creative. Chapter 3 

showed that when creativity was functional to evolutionarily advantageous 

power gains, powerless people became more creative under power instability, 

while powerful people had a tunnel vision to prevent a power loss and became 

less creative. Chapter 4 added that when powerful people faced a threat to their 

position due to instability or illegitimacy of power, they got caught up in 

protecting their position, which impaired their creative performance. Chapter 5 

showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential reassurance, 

thereby averting a state of paralyzing terror and inaction, and that the 

possibility to leave a legacy may be an important motivator to reach symbolic 

immortality. In the remainder of this chapter I will review the empirical 

chapters, discuss the central findings and conclusions, and provide directions 

for future research. 
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Self-construal and Creativity 
 

In Chapter 2, I examined the role of self-construal, an individual 

differences variable that is rooted in cultural backgrounds and determines the 

extent to which people derive self-esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image 

from fitting in (interdependent) or standing out (independent). A growing 

body of research suggests that independent as opposed to interdependent self-

construal leads to higher creativity, as independent people are more motivated 

to distinguish themselves from others and creativity is a means toward 

showing their uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 2006).  

People with an interdependent self-construal, in contrast, primarily derive self-

esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image from fitting in, being similar to 

others and guarding one’s connections to family, friends, their community, and 

society as a whole (Kitayama et al., 1995; Kim & Markus, 1991). As a 

consequence, they may not be motivated to distinguish themselves from others 

through creative activity, as this may lead to ridicule by others and falling 

outside of the safe parameters of their group.  

 

As being creative - generating unique and original ideas - necessarily 

implies deviation from what is common, well-trodden, and normal (also see 

Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), I hypothesized that creativity 

would be functional to interdependent (independent) people’s evolutionary 

motive to fit in (stand out) but only under a feasibility (originality) norm, as 

this norm maps onto their goal to show similarity to (uniqueness from) others. 

Moreover, I hypothesized that this functionality of creativity should be 

especially pronounced under high task significance, and in that case would 

translate into high creative performance.  

To manipulate in(ter)dependent self-construal (see Bechtoldt, Choi & Nijstad, 

2012; Goncalo & Staw, 2006; Sligte et al., 2012), I asked participants to write 

down three statements why they were different (similar) to most other people, 

and to provide three reasons why it can be advantageous to stand out from 

(blend in with) other people. To manipulate high (low) task significance, I 

informed participants that they would engage in a brainstorm and that their 
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ideas would be offered to the dean after the experiment (that their ideas would 

be used solely for the purpose of this research). Finally, I manipulated an 

originality (feasibility) norm by telling participants that it was important that 

they came up with as many rare and unique (feasible and common) ideas as 

possible.  

 

Results indeed showed that under an originality norm independent 

rather than interdependent people produced more and more original ideas 

when task significance was high rather than low. We also showed that under a 

feasibility norm, interdependent rather than independent people produced 

more feasible ideas especially when task significance was high. Moreover, 

results unexpectedly showed that interdependent as opposed to independent 

people produced more and more original ideas under an originality norm when 

task significance was low.  

It thus seems that independent people are unwilling to engage in creative 

activity under either a feasibility norm or low task significance, as in those 

cases creativity is not functional to their motive to stand out. Similarly, 

interdependent people seem unwilling to be creative under an originality norm 

when task significance is high, as then creativity is not functional to their 

motive to fit in. It may thus be the case that interdependent people have an 

evolved capacity to be creative, but are only willing to do so when there is no 

risk that it will set them apart from their social group (i.e., under an originality 

norm and low task significance).  

 
These findings have important implications for both future research 

and practice. First, most research on idea generation focuses on either a 

quantity (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987; Reinig & Briggs, 2008; Rietzschel et al., 2010) 

or an undifferentiated creativity norm (Bartis et al., 1988; Chen et al., 2005; 

Goncalo & Staw, 2006; Rietzschel et al., 2007; Shalley, 1991; Szymanski & 

Harkins, 1992), making this work uninformative about what norms are 

operating and whether people are focusing more on the originality or 

feasibility dimension of creativity. A focus on feasibility and thus idea 

effectiveness may lead to lower creativity in more individualistic cultures or 
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minds, while a focus on idea originality may lead to lower creativity in more 

collectivistic cultures or minds. Likewise, in practice, at times people may have 

a tendency to be focused on a solution for a pressing problem. Companies may 

try to find a solution for the fact that customers turn to the main competitor, 

governments may look for suitable solutions for the fact that citizens do not 

involve themselves in politics, and sport coaches may be looking for solutions 

to turn a losing into a winning streak. A solution focus (i.e., focusing on 

practical and feasible ideas) may lead to an emphasis on effectiveness and 

feasibility, and thus in independent minds lead to inferior creativity, while this 

solution focus may be more effective and fit for interdependent minds. 

  

Second, in both practice and research, people or participants may think 

they are completely anonymous, or that their creative output will not be 

significant. For example, people may go on a company outing and have a ‘fun’ 

brainstorm without referring to the possible significance of their creative 

output. This free-floating, non-significant type of brainstorming may lead to 

inferior creative outcomes when independent people need to come up with 

original ideas, as they do not see the benefit of being original and standing out 

from the crowd when this cannot benefit their goal of being unique and having 

an impact on others. Conversely, under an originality norm, a focus on low 

significance may be beneficial for more interdependent people, as they do not 

fear evaluation, to be different from others, and thus not to fit in – and this 

may then lead to higher creativity. 

 

Power and Creativity 

 

 Chapters 3 and 4 were about the way power influences people’s creative 

capacities. Power - the ability to influence others (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; 

Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) - derives from a variety of power bases, such as 

someone’s position in the hierarchy within a group or organization, or the 

possession of valuable resources, such as knowledge and expertise (French & 

Raven, 1958; Lee & Tiedens, 2001; Podsakoff & Schriescheim, 1985; Yukl & 

Falbe, 1991). As power is an important predictor of evolutionarily 
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advantageous resource acquisition, I hypothesized that when creativity is 

functional to gaining power, people should become more creative. However, 

threats to one’s power position may arouse a tendency to fit in and be accepted 

by the social group leading to lower creativity, while an opportunity to gain 

power may enhance the tendency to stand out from the group translating into 

higher creativity. 

  

Chapter 3 examined the role of power position, power stability and the 

functional relevance of power to creativity on people’s creative performance. 

People high in power are generally less influenced by the situation, more likely 

to act (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Galinsky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 

2003) use ideology, such as stereotyping (Jost & Banaji, 1994) and legitimizing 

myths (Chen & Tyler, 2001), choose those jobs that forward their interests 

(Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Sears, 1997), and consequently, accumulate 

more resources and influence.  

Yet power positions may change: powerful individuals may become powerless, 

and powerless people may become powerful (Tajfel, 1984). In an unstable 

power hierarchy, the powerful can be expected to be motivated to maintain 

their privileged position (Tetlock, 1981), especially when their position is 

directly disputed, while the powerless will be motivated to gain power. 

Powerful more than powerless people may become threat-oriented (Scheepers 

& Ellemers, 2008), risk averse and more focused on preventing that someone 

takes over (some of their) privileges (Maner, Gaillot, Butz & Peruche, 2003; 

Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn & Otten, 2008). 

 

I thus hypothesized that under stable power, powerful rather than 

powerless people would be more creative especially when creativity would be 

functionally relevant to power. Moreover, I hypothesized that this pattern 

would reverse under power instability, making powerless rather than powerful 

people more creative under functional relevance. Results confirmed these 

hypotheses. Additionally, power instability made powerless people more 

flexible thinkers and less avoidant, and as a consequence of having a global 

focus instead of getting caught up in details, they achieved more creative 
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insights (Experiment 4.3). Chapter 3 thus showed that when creativity was 

functional to evolutionarily advantageous power gains, powerless people were 

more able to be creative, while powerful people had a tunnel vision to prevent a 

power loss and were thus less creative. 

 

Chapter 4 was an extension of Chapter 3, in which I looked at 

illegitimacy of power as an additional factor to power stability in determining 

the creative potential of high power people. Legitimacy of power refers to the 

perception that power differences are fair and just, or that the procedures that 

have been used for assigning power are fair and just, or a combination of the 

two (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992). Legitimate power hierarchies 

are characterized by cooperation and coordination (Lammers & Galinsky, 

2008), while force and resistance characterize illegitimate power hierarchies, as 

the low power people rise up against the high power people in the hierarchy 

and power struggles arise (Greer & Van Kleef, 2010; Martorana, Galinsky & 

Rao, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). Under illegitimate high power, 

people may inhibit themselves as they are less inclined to exert their 

undeserved power or because they are caught up in protecting their power 

position (Lammers et al., 2008).  

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

to perceptions of instability (Tajfel, 1981; Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya, & Yzerbyt, 

2000), this proposition has yet to be tested. Additionally, (il)legitimacy and 

(in)stability do not necessarily co-vary. A dictator, for example, who came to 

power by an illegitimate coup, can have a very stable position and rule a 

country for decades. To provide an example of a legitimate but unstable power 

position, consider a political incumbent. He may have legitimate power as the 

people chose him, but his position may be unstable as a consequence of 

economic turmoil. I hypothesized that under power instability, high power 

people would be afraid to lose their privileged position and that the legitimacy 

of their position would not matter for the level of their creative performance. 

However, under power stability I hypothesized that they would be less creative 

under an illegitimate rather than legitimate power position, as they would have 
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lower approach motivation (Lammers et al., 2008) and approach motivation 

generally leads to higher creativity (Baas et al., 2008). Results confirmed this 

hypothesis. Chapter 4 thus showed that when powerful people face a threat to 

their position due to instability or illegitimacy, they get caught up in 

protecting their evolutionarily advantageous position, which impairs their 

creative performance. 

 

Most research on power assumes power positions are stable and 

legitimate, and no possibilities exist to lose the privileged position. Often, 

however, power positions are all but stable and legitimate: managers leading 

international companies, dictators ruling a country, or leaders of a soccer team 

all face the possibility of losing their position. Once company results 

dramatically decline, support from the people collapses, or the game is lost 

once too often, leaders can be –and often are- replaced. For high power people, 

this instability undermines safety and creates insecurity, which may narrow 

attention and lower creativity (Easterbrook, 1959). For low power people, 

instability of power and thus the possibility to gain power, may broaden 

attention as a gain in power can concurrently lead to more safety and less 

dependency on others (Friedman & Förster, 2010).  

 

Whereas in the current experiments a change in the power hierarchy 

was not directly contingent on creative performance, new research could 

examine what happens when people lacking power can actually seize power by 

being creative. One possibility is that powerful individuals facing the risk of 

losing their position, are more prone to subversive and (c)overt aggression to 

secure their position, while low power individuals find creative ways of 

tackling problems, thereby coming into the picture and forwarding their 

interests.  Moreover, under unstable power, powerful individuals may engage 

in deceit and plagiarize ideas of others they are competing with to forward 

their interests. 
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In Chapter 4, I experimentally disentangled the effects of the stability 

and legitimacy of interpersonal power differences on creative capacities of high 

power people. An interesting avenue for future research is to assess directly 

when and how perceptions of illegitimacy lead to perceptions of instability on 

the part of high power people and how this affects their creative performance 

and, more broadly, the behaviors they exhibit and their information processing 

tendencies. One possibility is that illegitimacy leads to instability, but only 

when a majority of a low power people converges on the view that the position 

of the high power person is unjust.  

 

Perverse manifestations of power hierarchies come to mind quickly, 

such as domination and corruption, but hierarchy can create social order and 

coordination, and individual incentives to climb the ladder (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). One interesting feature of power hierarchies is that they appear self-

reinforcing; powerful people are more focused on gains (Anderson & Galinsky, 

2006), rewards and opportunities (Guinote, 2007a), behave in a risk-seeking 

fashion (Maner et al, 2007), act more swiftly in the face of nuisances 

(Galinsnky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 2003), and are more approach-oriented 

(Keltner et al., 2003; Lammers et al., 2010). Ceteris paribus, high power people 

acquire more power and resources (Lammers et al., 2010), and taken to its 

logical extreme, then, power structures should result in a monopolistic ‘winner 

takes all’ power constellation (Magee & Galinsky, 2008).  

However, this is rarely, if ever, the case; external changes, fairness and 

legitimacy concerns and fierce competition over standing in the hierarchy can 

attenuate the self-reinforcing powers of hierarchies. We propose that the key 

to understanding when and why high power people become risk-averse, 

avoidance-motivated, less creative and ultimately lose power while low power 

people take their chances and try to overthrow the power holders in part by 

being creative lies at the intersection of the legitimacy and stability of the 

power constellation. 

 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!112 

Mortality Salience and Creativity 
 

 Humans have a unique ability to reflect on their own mortality. While 

this has functional aspects, as we can anticipate life-threatening events and 

thus avoid these (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997), it may lead to a paralyzing 

terror. People typically respond to reminders of their mortality by trying to fit 

in better with their social group by engaging in worldview defense, which 

manifests itself in adhering more strongly to the cultural worldview and 

associated standards and values, and by reinforcing the belief that one is 

meeting up to the standards and values within a worldview (Rosenblatt et al, 

1989).  

These two mechanisms presumably serve to give a sense of immortality and 

leaving a legacy through one’s dominant group, as this group will continue to 

exist over and beyond a single life. However, mortality salience may also 

intensify the tendency to stand out of one’s group to leave behind something 

unique and thereby creating a special position within a group. In Chapter 5 I 

assessed whether creativity can be functional in coping with the existential 

threat coming from morality salience.  

 

I hypothesized that creativity can be a way to achieve a sense of 

immortality by leaving a legacy.  When people come up with a new idea, 

product or solution that is both original and feasible (Amabile, 1983), this can 

lead to existential reassurance. Creativity has the potential to exert a profound 

influence on society, and ideas, products and solutions to pressing problems 

can outlive the conceiver by far (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). As mortality salience 

generally leads to conformity and narrow mindedness, I predicted that 

mortality salience would lead to lower creativity, unless creativity itself can 

lead to leaving a legacy and thus symbolic immortality. Moreover, I 

hypothesized that this should hold only when creativity would be socially 

valued and would be especially pronounced for individualistic rather than 

collectivistic people. 
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In three experiments, I had participants write down three statements 

what would happen if they would die vs. if they would have a painful dentist 

visit. To manipulate legacy, I had participants produce names for an iguana 

that would live either one year (no legacy) or one hundred years (legacy; 

Experiment 5.1), for a fly (no legacy) or an elephant (legacy; Experiment 5.2), 

or do a brainstorm solely for the purpose of the research (no legacy) or for 

other participants to write essays on the basis of their ideas (legacy; 

Experiment 5.3). Results confirmed the hypotheses.  

Under mortality salience, people were more creative when they could leave a 

legacy than when not; this pattern was especially pronounced for 

individualistic people; and this was only the case when creativity was socially 

valued. Interestingly, creativity predicted the accessibility of death thoughts 

after the brainstorm in Experiment 5.3. It may thus be that creativity makes 

death less threatening, as people have been existentially reassured. Chapter 5 

thus showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential 

reassurance, possibly averting a state of paralyzing terror and inaction, and 

that the possibility to leave a legacy may be an important motivator to reach 

symbolic immortality. 

 

Terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 

1986) posits that reflecting on one’s own death can lead to a paralyzing terror, 

which in turn causes people to cling more strongly to the cultural worldview 

and bolster self-esteem. This presumably occurs because people want to get a 

sense of immortality and permanence by supporting the norms and values of 

their group more strongly. As the group one belongs to exists beyond one 

human life, this can give existential reassurance.  However, as creative 

products can outlive the conceiver by far and have a profound impact on 

society, I hypothesized and showed that the possibility of leaving a legacy can 

diminish negative effects mortality salience has on creativity. Moreover, being 

creative has been suggested as an alternative way of reaching symbolic 

immortality (Lifton, 1979; Rank, 1936). Building upon this earlier theorizing, 

we show that in order to reach symbolic immortality through creativity, it is 

crucial that people can leave a legacy through their creative production and 
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that their social group values the creative products, and as such lead to social 

and existential validation. 

 

Currently, I cannot fully vindicate the argument that creativity makes 

death less threatening once the creative products can outlive the conceiver. It 

is worthwhile to explore this in more detail in future research. Another 

interesting question is whether our results would hold once the dimension on 

which people are creative bears connections to important cultural themes. In 

our experiments, people were creative on relatively neutral topics (naming an 

animal and improving the environment). It may be that the possibility to leave 

a legacy through some nationalistic symbol leads to cognitive rigidity and 

consequently lower creativity (see also Greenberg et al., 1995). 

 

Implications and Future Directions 

 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to explain how 

creativity can be functional in satisfying the motive either to stand out or to fit 

in. I looked at three factors that are relevant to this motive: the extent to 

which people value interdependence vs. independence, a power motive, and the 

motive to reach symbolic immortality. In short, people became more creative if 

creativity served the function of satisfying the motive to fit in or stand out. It 

is thus important that future creativity research takes into account if creativity 

is functional to the motive to fit in or stand out.  

In creativity research, creativity tasks are typically presented as a filler task, 

not relevant to the experiment, or as a fun but not significant task. Moreover, 

in brainstorming tasks in groups, the task may be presented as a free-floating 

task, in which everyone can shout out any idea she or he has. When there is 

high group cohesiveness, it is likely people’s motive to fit in will be activated, 

and then people will gravitate towards conformity. Finally, in practice 

brainstorming tasks may be presented as a team-building event, making 

creativity functional to the motive to fit in. This may then lead to sub-optimal 

outcomes depending on the personality structure of the brainstorming 

participants. 
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There are more factors that may be relevant to the motive to fit in vs. 

stand out, and the way in which creativity can be functional in satisfying this 

motive. One other important factor that determines whether fitting in or 

standing out becomes more prominent, is the relative status an individual or 

group has. Individuals or groups with high status have greater access to scarce 

goods, such as material resources, mating opportunities and extended social 

alliances (De Waal, 1996; Fiske, 1991; Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003), 

and members of high status groups show higher in-group identification 

(Ellemers, Van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990).  

This may then translate to the motive to fit in with the high status group. 

Individuals or groups with low status have fewer opportunities to acquire 

important resources, and broadly speaking, there are two individual strategies 

to cope with this disadvantage: individual mobility and social creativity. A 

person who belongs to a low status group may try to move to the high status 

group by standing out from and differentiate from the low status group. This 

however does depend on the permeability of group boundaries; there must be 

(perceived) opportunities to leave the low status group (Bettencourt, Dorr, 

Charlton & Hume, 2001; Ellemers et al., 1990). Creativity could be functional 

to this motive of standing out from the group, and members of low status 

groups could satisfy their goal to move to a high status groups by being 

creative. 

 

 Under impermeability of group boundaries, it is impossible to leave a 

low status group. Creativity can then be functional to retain a positive image of 

the group a person belongs to - social creativity (Bettencourt et al., 2001; 

Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers, 2006) - by changing the focus of a comparison 

dimension to a more favorable one. For example, imagine my favorite soccer 

team Ajax loses from Real Madrid. As I perceive the group boundaries to be 

impermeable (I cannot imagine moving from Amsterdam to Madrid, or to give 

up on my favorite soccer team to give two reasons for this impermeability), I 

can shift the negative consequences of being a fan of a team that just lost an 

important match to more favorable dimensions in a creative way. I could, for 

example, tell myself that Ajax has a lot of players that come from their own 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!116 

school while Real Madrid tends to buy expensive players from abroad, that 

Ajax is the club that put forth a larger number of internationally renowned 

players, that Ajax has a way smaller budget, that Ajax is financially more 

healthy, and so on and so forth. Future research could look at the way in which 

creativity is functional to the motive to fit in by engaging in social creativity to 

cope with being a member of a low status group. 

 

The Dual Pathway to Creativity Model (DPCM) can help understand 

(some of) the results I obtained in the four empirical chapters. To recap, 

DPCM posits that creativity is a consequence of cognitive flexibility, 

persistence, or some combination of the two (Baas et al., 2008; 2011; De Dreu 

et al., 2008). People can flexibly switch between cognitive categories, or 

engage in persistent probing within cognitive categories to achieve high 

creativity.  

 

In Chapter 2 I found that independent rather than interdependent 

people were more creative under an originality norm when task significance 

was high, while this pattern reversed under a feasibility norm. An originality 

norm is more motivating to independent people than a feasibility norm, and 

this should be particularly so when there is high task significance as they can 

positively distinguish themselves and will thus become approach motivated – a 

focus on positive outcomes. In this case, there is a regulatory fit: a motivation 

to be unique fits the goal of being original on a significant (rather than 

insignificant) task (Higgins, 2000, 2005).  

Regulatory fit has been shown to lead to higher task enjoyment and 

performance (Freitas, Liberman & Higgins, 2002; Plessner, Unkelbach, 

Memmert, Baltes & Kolb, 2009) and enhances goal pursuit (Spiegel, Grant-

Pillow & Higgins, 2004). Moreover, as both approach motivation (Roskes et 

al., 2012) and promotion-focused states (Baas et al., 2011) associate with 

cognitive flexibility, it is conceivable that independent people were superior 

under an originality norm when task significance was high because they were 

cognitively more flexible.  
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The same logic applies to interdependent people under a feasibility 

norm especially when task significance is high. The goal of interdependent 

people to fit in and be similar to others matches a norm to produce ideas that 

are feasible, practical and useful. This regulatory fit may then lead to an 

approach motivation, high task engagement and a high creativity, which may 

have been caused by high cognitive flexibility.  

In Chapter 2 we also found that interdependent people were more creative 

under an originality norm when task significance was low. This was an 

unexpected pattern, but DPCM may help understand why this was the case. 

Under an originality norm, interdependent rather than independent people 

produced more ideas when task significance was low, and marginally more 

ideas under low rather than high task significance. It is thus conceivable that 

here interdependent people, not hindered by their fear to fall outside of the safe 

parameters of their group due to original and thus deviant ideation, engaged in 

persistent probing and consequently were highly creative. Future research 

could put these hypotheses to the test. 

 

In Chapter 3 I showed that under power instability, low power people 

were cognitively more flexible, and thus that the effects reported in that 

chapter relate more to the flexibility than to the persistence pathway of the 

DPCM. Chapter 4 showed that under power stability, high power people were 

more creative under legitimacy rather than illegitimacy of power, while 

legitimacy of power did not affect high power people’s creativity under power 

instability. As high power people are more approach-motivated under stable 

and legitimate power (Keltner et al., 2003), it is thus likely that this was 

operating on the flexibility pathway as well. 

 

Chapter 5 showed that the possibility to leave a legacy neutralized the 

negative effects that mortality salience has on creative performance, but only 

when creativity was socially valued. Moreover, it turned out that this was the 

case especially for individualistic rather than collectivistic people, and that the 

number of ideas people had generated mediated this effect. In general, 

mortality salience leads to conformity and rigidity, and people may be 
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reluctant to engage in creative activity, unless creativity can help them reach 

symbolic immortality. It may be possible that some of the results in this 

chapter can be further qualified by DPCM. More specifically, I would expect 

that under mortality salience, people become more persistent when they can 

leave a legacy, and that this in turn leads to high creativity. As they probably 

still have some rigidity of thought, they would start out with a relatively 

demarcated area of thought, and produce a high number of original ideas 

within this area. Participants in the control conditions may have been 

cognitively more flexible especially when they could leave a legacy by being 

creative. It is also possible that the creativity task in itself aroused positive 

activating emotions especially under legacy, that these positive emotions led to 

high cognitive flexibility, and that this in turn caused high creativity.  

 

One limitation of the experiments that I have presented is that creative 

performance was not directly contingent on outcomes relevant to the motive 

to fit in or stand out. In Chapter 2, participants did a brainstorm and under 

high task significance, their ideas would be presented to the dean. However, 

their input would be made anonymous and thus not lead to direct recognition 

and potential praise from the dean. In Chapter 3, I informed participants that 

the creativity task was relevant to power, but left in the middle if a power gain 

or loss would be based on an evaluation of their creative performance. In the 

last experiment of Chapter 5, others would write ideas on the basis of the ideas 

participants generated, but again, it was not said that they would be identified 

as the ones that produced these ideas.  

It is possible that if an important resource was directly contingent on people’s 

creative performance, people would become narrowly focused on the creativity 

task, and they would experience pressure to do the task well. This could then 

translate in a high cognitive load and potentially inferior creative performance. 

However, research has shown that people that expect a hostile negotiation and 

are asked to come up with negotiation tactics that they would use in the 

upcoming negotiation produce more and more original competition tactics 

than people that expect a cooperative negotiation. Importantly, creative 

performance on other tasks, unrelated to winning the conflict, was shown to be 
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lower when expecting a hostile negotiation (De Dreu & Nijstad, 2008). In the 

experiments in this dissertation the creativity tasks were relevant to the 

motive to fit in or stand out, and I showed that when this was the case, creative 

performance went up. It may, however, be that creative performance on tasks 

that are not directly functional or relevant to people’s motives goes down.  

 

 Another limitation of the experiments that I conducted is that I only 

looked at individual creativity and not so much at group creativity. The motive 

to fit in vs. stand out may be particularly relevant in group settings, and future 

research should examine how the functionality of creativity plays out in those 

settings. Interdependent people doing a brainstorm in a group may be highly 

effective (i.e., produce a high number of original ideas) only to the extent that 

they prioritize group interest over self-interest. Indeed, it has been shown that 

groups high in pro-social motivation are more creative (Bechtoldt et al., 2010) 

especially when individual members have an independent rather than 

interdependent self-construal (Bechtoldt et al., 2012).  

Similarly, Chapter 3 showed that under power instability, low rather than high 

power people were superior creative performers especially when creativity was 

relevant to power. In group settings, however, dysfunctional power struggles 

may arise. High power people that feel threatened by lower power 

counterparts may strategically try to exclude low power people that want to 

rise to power. Low power people may engage in deceit and withhold their most 

creative ideas to harm group output and prevent the person in power to take 

credit for the group’s output. In other words, the functionality of group 

creativity will largely depend on the willingness of group members to work 

constructively together, exchange ideas, build on these ideas, and ultimately 

successfully implement these ideas to forward the group and not so much 

individual interests.  
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Concluding remarks 
 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to assess the 

functionality of creativity. People have two important, and to some extent 

conflicting, motives: the motive to fit in with a group, and the motive to stand 

out of a group. To be creative means to find the right balance between these 

two; one needs to come up with ideas that are both feasible – and thus 

acceptable to a social group – and original – and thus deviant from social 

consensus. I showed that creativity can be functional in satisfying either one of 

these motives, and that it depends on a combination of personality and the 

situation which of these two motives becomes more prominent and how this 

translates to creative performance.  

Creativity can be functional to the motive of independent people to be unique, 

of interdependent people to fit in, to the motive to gain power, and to the 

motive leave a legacy and be existentially reassured once reminded of 

mortality. However, people are reluctant to be creative when they fear falling 

outside the safe perimeters of their group, when they can lose power, or when 

they are reminded of death and creativity cannot help them to cope with this.  

 

 Creativity is essential to coping with big societal, economic and 

environmental challenges that humanity face nowadays and will face in the 

future. Only by constantly adapting to changing social circumstances by 

finding novel and suitable solutions, by applying new ideas to come to 

innovation, and by crafting new products we will be able to keep on surviving 

and prospering. An evolutionary framework may help to uncover how, when 

and why what people make small steps for man, but giant leaps for mankind 

through creative breakthroughs. !
!
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Humans have a remarkable capacity to be creative. No other species in the 

animal kingdom have such a varied fabrication and use of different tools, 

production of alimentary and extensive exploitation of our environment. We 

are able to genetically modify food in order to make it resistant against 

bacteria and aversive for animals to consume, we have unmanned space travels 

with robots that roam the surface of faraway planets for indicators of life, and I 

wrote my dissertation on a laptop weighing one kilogram that saved my 

document, checked my spelling and grammar and could connect me to the 

world wide web on which I could find the scientific articles that I used to build 

this dissertation. 

 

This dissertation is about the functionality of creativity. Why do people 

invest time and effort in being creative? Being creative is inherently risky, as 

you need to come up with something new that departs from what is already 

known, and there is a risk of ridicule, being singled out, or simply that what 

you come up with does not work. In this dissertation I examined the 

functionality of creativity from an evolutionary perspective. If creativity is 

functional in terms of evolutionary fitness and if such evolutionary 

functionality motivates creativity, we should see that people become more 

creative if it helps them to achieve evolutionary goals.  

People have two important motives: the motive to fit in with a social group 

because this enhances survival chances, and the motive to stand out of a group 

because this can lead to having a privileged position within the group and thus 

enhance reproduction. Individuals should be concerned with both motives, and 

depending on the situation or on personality one of them may be more 

prominent.  

 

If creativity is functional to either the goal to fit in with a social group 

or to stand out from this group, we should see that individuals become more 

creative. Four empirical chapters presented eight experiments that examined 

three factors – the degree to which people value interdependence vs. 

independence, a power motive, and the motive to reach symbolic immortality - 

that influence the extent to which the motive to fit in or to stand out becomes 
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more prominent, and the way in which creativity can be functional to 

satisfying either one of these motives. 

 

Self-construal and Creativity 

 

Chapter 2 focuses on the relationship between self-construal and 

creativity. A growing body of research suggests that independent as opposed 

to interdependent self-construal leads to higher creativity, as independent 

people are more motivated to distinguish themselves from others and 

creativity is a means toward showing their uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 

2006). People with an interdependent self-construal, in contrast, primarily 

derive self-esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image from fitting in, being 

similar to others and guarding one’s connections to family, friends, their 

community and society as a whole (Kitayama et al., 1995; Kim & Markus, 

1991).  

As a consequence, they may not be motivated to distinguish themselves from 

others through creative activity, as this may lead to ridicule of others and 

falling outside of the safe parameters of their group. Moreover, interdependent 

people may be more susceptible to conformity pressure (e.g., Bond & Smith, 

1996; Kim & Markus, 1999). In short, as generating unique and original ideas 

necessarily implies deviation from what is common, well-trodden, and normal 

(also see Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), interdependent people 

may be less inclined to be creative than independent ones. 

 

However, we expected that the extent to which independent rather 

than interdependent people are both willing and able to engage in creative 

activity depends on whether creativity can be functional to their goal of 

distinguishing themselves positively from others. We predicted that for 

individuals with an independent self-construal, an originality norm would be 

motivating and would lead to higher creativity, as an originality norm allows 

for the expression of uniqueness. In contrast, a feasibility norm leaves fewer 

possibilities for being different from others, the stage to shine may be smaller 

and dimly lit, and consequently may lead to lower motivation to engage in 
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creative activity. For interdependent people, a feasibility norm aligns more 

with fitting in and being similar to others, and they should thus produce more 

feasible ideas when asked to do so. Finally, we predicted these patterns to 

emerge especially when task significance was high, and ideas would be used 

outside of the realm of the research setting. 

 

As hypothesized, we showed that under an originality norm 

independent rather than interdependent people produced more and more 

original ideas when task significance was high rather than low. We also 

showed that under a feasibility norm, interdependent rather than independent 

people produced more feasible ideas especially when task significance was high. 

Surprisingly though, results also showed that interdependent as opposed to 

independent people produced more and more original ideas under an 

originality norm when task significance was low. It may thus be the case that 

also interdependent people have an evolved capacity to be creative, but that are 

only willing to do so when there is no risk that it will set them apart from their 

social group. Chapter 2 thus shows that when creativity is functional to the 

goal of positive distinction or fitting in, people become more creative. 

  

Power and Creativity 

 

Chapter 3 is about the way power influences people’s creative 

capacities. Power - the ability to influence others (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; 

Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) - derives from a variety of power bases, such as 

someone’s position in the hierarchy within a group or organization, or the 

possession of valuable resources, such as knowledge and expertise (French & 

Raven, 1958; Lee & Tiedens, 2001; Podsakoff & Schriescheim, 1985; Yukl & 

Falbe, 1991). As power is an important predictor of resource acquisition, we 

hypothesized that when creativity is functional to gaining power, people 

should become more creative.  
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People high in power generally are less influenced by the situation, are 

more likely to act (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Galinsky, Gruenfeld 

& Magee, 2003) use ideology, such as stereotyping (Jost & Banaji, 1994) and 

legitimizing myths (Chen & Tyler, 2001), choose those jobs that forward their 

interests (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Sears, 1997), and consequently, 

accumulate more resources and influence. One way to do this is to be creative. 

We showed that indeed powerful people are more creative than powerless 

people. However, when power positions are unstable, and powerful people can 

lose while powerless people can gain power, we hypothesized that this pattern 

would flip. Here, powerful people are afraid to lose their privileged position, 

while powerless people are motivated to gain power.  

Across three experiments, we show that when power positions are unstable, 

low power individuals are more flexible thinkers, are less avoidant and process 

information more globally.  Consequently, they achieve more creative insights, 

especially when being creative is functional to gaining power.  Chapter 3 thus 

shows that when creativity is functional to evolutionarily advantageous power 

gains, powerless people are more able to be creative, while powerful people 

have a tunnel vision to prevent a power loss and are thus less creative. 

 

Chapter 4 is an extension of chapter 3, which showed that powerful 

people become less creative under power instability as they may fear to lose 

their privileged position. In Chapter 4 we looked at illegitimacy of power as an 

additional factor in determining the creative potential of high power people. 

Legitimacy of power refers to the perception that power differences are fair 

and just, or that the procedures that have been used for assigning power are 

fair and just, or a combination of the two (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 

1992).  

Legitimate power hierarchies are characterized by cooperation and 

coordination (Lammers & Galinsky, 2008). Force and resistance characterize 

illegitimate power hierarchies, as the low power people rise up against the high 

power people in the hierarchy and power struggles may arise (Greer & Van 

Kleef, 2010; Martorana, Galinsky & Rao, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). 

Under illegitimate high power, people may inhibit themselves as they are less 
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inclined to exert their undeserved power or because they are caught up in 

protecting their power position (Lammers et al., 2008). Indeed, under 

illegitimate power, high power people have been shown to be less approach-

motivated (Lammers et al., 2008; Willis & Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010) and more 

threat-oriented (Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya & Yzerbyt, 2000), in broad strokes 

paralleling the findings of instability of power. 

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

to perceptions of instability (Tajfel, 1981; Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya, & Yzerbyt, 

2000), this proposition has yet to be tested. Additionally, (il)legitimacy and 

(in)stability do not necessarily co-vary. A dictator, for example, who came to 

power by an illegitimate coup, can have a very stable position and rule a 

country for decades. To provide an example of a legitimate but unstable power 

position, consider a political incumbent. He may have legitimate power as the 

people chose him, but his position may be unstable as a consequence of 

economic turmoil.  

In Chapter 4 we show that under power instability, legitimacy did not alter the 

creativity of high-power individuals. Under power stability, however, more 

creative insights were achieved when power was legitimate rather than 

illegitimate. Chapter 4 thus adds that when powerful people face a threat to 

their position, they may be caught up in protecting their evolutionarily 

advantageous position, which impairs their creative performance. 

 

Mortality Salience and Creativity 

 

Humans have a unique ability to reflect on their own mortality. While 

this has functional aspects, as we can anticipate life-threatening events and 

thus avoid these (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997), it may lead to a paralyzing 

terror. People typically respond to reminders of their mortality by trying to fit 

in better with their social group by engaging in worldview defense, which 

manifests itself in adhering more strongly to the cultural worldview and 

associated standards and values, and by reinforcing the belief that one is 

meeting up to the standards and values within a worldview (Rosenblatt et al, 
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1989). These two mechanisms presumably serve to give a sense of immortality 

and leaving a legacy through one’s dominant group, as this group will continue 

to exist over and beyond a single life. However, mortality salience may also 

intensify the tendency to stand out of one’s group to leave behind something 

unique and thereby creating a special position within a group. In Chapter 5 I 

assessed whether creativity can be functional in coping with the existential 

threat coming from morality salience.  

 
I hypothesized that creativity can be a way to achieve a sense of 

immortality by leaving a legacy.  When people come up with a new idea, 

product or solution that is both original and feasible (Amabile, 1983), this can 

lead to existential reassurance. Creativity has the potential to exert a profound 

influence on society, and ideas, products and solutions to pressing problems 

can outlive the conceiver by far (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). As mortality salience 

generally leads to conformity and narrow mindedness, I predicted that 

mortality salience would lead to lower creativity, unless creativity itself can 

lead to leaving a legacy and thus symbolic immortality. Moreover, I 

hypothesized that this should hold only when creativity would be socially 

valued and would be especially pronounced for individualistic rather than 

collectivistic people. 

 

Results confirmed these hypotheses. Under mortality salience, people 

were more creative when they could leave a legacy than when not; this pattern 

was especially pronounced for individualistic people; and this was only the case 

when creativity was socially valued. Interestingly, creativity predicted the 

accessibility of death thoughts. It may thus be that creativity makes death less 

threatening, as people have been existentially reassured. Chapter 5 thus 

showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential reassurance, 

possibly averting a state of paralyzing terror and inaction, and that the 

possibility to leave a legacy may be an important motivator to reach symbolic 

immortality. 
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Conclusion 

 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to assess the 

functionality of creativity. People have two important, and to some extent 

conflicting, motives: the motive to fit in with a group, and the motive to stand 

out of a group. To be creative means to find the right balance between these 

two; one needs to come up with ideas that are both feasible – and thus 

acceptable to a social group – and original – and thus deviant from social 

consensus. I showed that creativity can be functional in satisfying either one of 

these motives, and that it depends on a combination of personality and the 

situation which of these two motives becomes more prominent and how this 

translates to creative performance.  

Creativity can be functional to the motive of independent people to be unique, 

of interdependent people to fit in, to the motive to gain power, and to the 

motive leave a legacy and be existentially reassured once reminded of 

mortality. However, people are reluctant to be creative when they fear falling 

outside the safe perimeters of their group, when they can lose power, or when 

they are reminded of death and creativity cannot help them to cope with this.  

 

Creativity is essential to coping with big societal, economic and 

environmental challenges that humanity face nowadays and will face in the 

future. Only by constantly adapting to changing social circumstances by 

finding novel and suitable solutions, by applying new ideas to come to 

innovation, and by crafting new products we will be able to keep on surviving 

and prospering. An evolutionary framework can be functional to uncover how, 

when and why what people make small steps for man, but giant leaps for 

mankind through creative breakthroughs.  
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Mensen hebben een opmerkelijk vermogen tot creativiteit. Geen enkele andere 

soort in het dierenrijk maakt gebruik van een vergelijkbare vervaardiging en 

gebruik van verscheidene instrumenten, productie van voedsel en uitgebreide 

ontginning van onze omgeving. We zijn in staat voedsel genetisch te 

manipuleren om het resistent te maken tegen bacteriën en onaantrekkelijk 

voor dieren, we sturen onbemande ruimtevaartuigen het heelal in zodat robots 

veraf gelegen planeten kunnen afschuimen op zoek naar leven, en ik heb deze 

dissertatie geschreven op een laptop die slechts één kilogram weegt en het mij 

mogelijk maakt mijn document op te slaan, mijn spelling te checken en mij 

verbindt met het internet waar ik wetenschappelijke artikelen heb gevonden 

om dit proefschrift op te baseren. 

 

 Deze dissertatie gaat over de functionaliteit van creativiteit. Waarom 

investeren mensen tijd en moeite in creativiteit? Creatieve productie is 

risicovol, aangezien je iets nieuws moet bedenken dat afwijkt van het bestaande 

en dit draagt het risico met zich mee dat je belachelijk wordt gemaakt, 

uitgesloten wordt of dat wat je bedenkt simpelweg niet werkt. In dit 

proefschrift heb ik de functionaliteit van creativiteit bekeken vanuit een 

evolutionair perspectief. Als creativiteit functioneel is in het licht van 

evolutionaire fitheid en als zulke fitheid creativiteit bevordert, zouden we 

moeten zien dat mensen creatiever worden als dit in lijn ligt met evolutionaire 

doelen.  

Mensen hebben twee belangrijke motieven: het motief om zich in te passen in 

een sociale groep omdat dit de overlevingskansen vergroot, en het motief om 

zich te onderscheiden van een groep omdat dit kan leiden tot een bevoordeelde 

positie binnen de groep en dus de kans op nageslacht vergroot. Beide motieven 

zijn belangrijk en afhankelijk van de situatie, persoonlijkheid, of een combinatie 

zal een van de motieven een prominentere rol spelen. 
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Als creativiteit functioneel is voor het doel om zich in te passen in een 

sociale groep of zich te onderscheiden van een groep, zouden we moeten zien 

dat individuen creatiever worden. In vier empirische hoofdstukken met in 

totaal acht experimenten heb ik drie factoren onderzocht – de mate waarin 

mensen afhankelijkheid vs. onafhankelijkheid belangrijk vinden, een 

machtsmotief, en het motief om symbolische onsterfelijkheid te realiseren – die 

het belang om zich in te passen in of te onderscheiden van een groep 

beïnvloeden en hoe creativiteit functioneel kan zijn in het bevredigen van een 

van beide motieven. becomes more prominent, and the way in which creativity 

can be functional to satisfying either one of these motives. 

 

Constructie van Zelfbeeld en Creativiteit 

 

Hoofdstuk 2 richt zich op het verband tussen de constructie van 

zelfbeeld en creativiteit. Meer en meer onderzoek suggereert dat mensen met 

een onafhankelijk zelfbeeld creatiever zijn dan mensen met een afhankelijk 

zelfbeeld, omdat zij meer gemotiveerd zijn om zich te onderscheiden van 

anderen en creativiteit hier een een middel toe is (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 2006). 

Mensen met een afhankelijk zelfbeeld verwerven daarentegen zelfvertrouwen, 

zelfwaarde en een positief zelfbeeld voornamelijk door zich in een groep in te 

passen, te lijken op anderen en door hun verbindingen met familie, vrienden, 

hun gemeenschap en de maatschappij als geheel te waarborgen.  

Als gevolg hiervan zijn zij wellicht niet gemotiveerd om zich te onderscheiden 

van anderen via creativiteit omdat dit kan leiden tot ridiculisering en sociale 

uitsluiting. Bovendien zijn mensen met een afhankelijk zelfbeeld mogelijk meer 

gevoelig voor de druk zich te conformeren (e.g., Bond & Smith, 1996; Kim & 

Markus, 1999). Kortom, aangezien het produceren van unieke en originele 

ideeën per definitie betekent dat men afwijkt van wat gewoon, geaccepteerd en 

normaal is (also see Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), zijn mensen 

met een afhankelijk zelfbeeld wellicht minder geneigd om creatief te zijn dan 

mensen met een onafhankelijk zelfbeeld. 
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 Echter, we verwachtten dat de mate waarin mensen met een 

onafhankelijk dan wel afhankelijk zelfbeeld zowel bereid als in staat zouden 

zijn om creatief te zijn, afhankelijk zou zijn van de mate waarin creativiteit 

functioneel is voor het doel van positieve distinctie van anderen. We 

voorspelden dat voor mensen met een onafhankelijk zelfbeeld een 

originaliteitsnorm motiverend zou zijn en zou leiden tot meer creativiteit, 

omdat een originaliteitsnorm de ruimte laat voor uitingen van uniciteit.  

Daarentegen laat een haalbaarheidsnorm minder ruimte voor uitingen van 

uniciteit en dus zou deze norm voor mensen met een onafhankelijk zelfbeeld 

kunnen leiden tot een lagere motivatie om creatief te zijn. Voor mensen met 

een afhankelijk zelfbeeld past een haalbaarheidsnorm beter bij hun doel om in 

te passen in een groep, en dit zou ertoe moeten leiden dat zij meer haalbare 

ideeën bedenken. Tot slot voorspelden we dat deze patronen vooral zouden 

optreden als taaksignificantie hoog was en geproduceerde ideeën ook buiten de 

betreffende onderzoeksetting gebruikt zouden worden. 

 

 Zoals voorspeld bedachten mensen met een onafhankelijk in plaats van 

afhankelijk zelfbeeld meer en meer originele ideeën als taaksignificantie hoog 

was, maar alleen bij een originaliteitsnorm. Bij een haalbaarheidsnorm 

produceerden mensen met een afhankelijk in plaats van onafhankelijk zelfbeeld 

meer haalbare ideeën, en dan vooral bij hoge taaksignificantie. Tot onze 

verrassing bleek voorts dat bij een haalbaarheidsnorm mensen met een 

afhankelijk in plaats van onafhankelijk zelfbeeld meer en meer originele ideeën 

bedachten als taaksignificantie laag was. Wellicht is het dus zo dat ook mensen 

met een afhankelijk zelfbeeld een geëvolueerd vermogen hebben om creatief te 

zijn, maar dat zij alleen bereid zijn hier uiting aan te geven als het geen risico 

van sociale uitsluiting met zich meebrengt. Hoofdstuk 2 laat dus zien als 

creativiteit functioneel is voor het doel van positieve onderscheiding of zich 

inpassen, mensen creatiever worden. 
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Macht en Creativiteit 
 

Hoofdstuk 3 gaat over de manier waarop macht creativiteit beïnvloedt. 

Macht – het vermogen om anderen te beïnvloeden (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; 

Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) – kan ontleend worden aan een verscheidenheid van 

machtsbases, zoals een hiërarchische positie in een groep of organisatie, of aan 

het bezit van waardevolle hulpmiddelen zoals kennis en expertise (French & 

Raven, 1958; Lee & Tiedens, 2001; Podsakoff & Schriescheim, 1985; Yukl & 

Falbe, 1991). Aangezien macht een belangrijke voorspeller is van het 

verwerven van hulpmiddelen, voorspelden wij dat als creativiteit functioneel is 

tot het verkrijgen van macht mensen creatiever zouden worden. 

 

 Mensen met macht worden over het algemeen minder beïnvloed door 

de situatie, zijn meer geneigd tot het overgaan tot actie (Keltner, Gruenfeld & 

Anderson, 2003; Galinsky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 2003), maken in hogere mate 

gebruik van ideologie, zoals stereotypering (Jost & Banaji, 1994) en 

legitimerende mythes (Chen & Tyler, 2001) en kiezen banen die hun 

eigenbelang dienen (Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Sears, 1997), en 

dientengevolge vergaren zij meer hulpmiddelen en invloed. Een aanvullende 

manier om deze waardevolle bronnen te vergaren is door creatief te zijn. In 

hoofdstuk 3 lieten we zien dat mensen met veel creatiever zijn dan mensen met 

weinig macht.  

Echter, we voorspelden dat, zodra de machtsposities instabiel zijn en mensen 

met veel macht macht kunnen kwijtraken terwijl mensen met weinig macht 

juist machtiger kunnen worden, dit patroon zou omdraaien. In dit geval zijn 

mensen met veel macht bang om hun bevoordeelde positie te verliezen, terwijl 

mensen met weinig macht gemotiveerd zijn om macht te vergaren. Drie 

experimenten toonden aan dat als machtsposities instabiel zijn, mensen met 

weinig macht flexibele denkers zijn, minder vermijdend zijn en informatie 

globaal verwerken. Als gevolg hiervan hebben zij meer creatieve inzicht, 

vooral als creativiteit functioneel is voor het verkrijgen van macht. Hoofdstuk 

3 laat dus zien dat als creativiteit functioneel is voor evolutionair voordelige 

machtsverwerving, mensen met weinig macht creatief kunnen zijn als 
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machtsposities instabiel zijn, en mensen met veel macht lijden aan een 

tunnelvisie om machtsverlies te voorkomen en dus minder creatief zijn. 

 

Hoofdstuk 4 is een uitbreiding van hoofdstuk 3. In hoofdstuk 4 hebben 

we naast instabiliteit naar illegitimiteit van macht gekeken, en hoe dit het 

creatieve potentieel van mensen met veel macht beïnvloedt. Legitimiteit van 

macht is de perceptie dat machtsverschillen eerlijk en rechtvaardig zijn, dat de 

procedures die gebruikt zijn om macht te verdelen eerlijk of rechtvaardig zijn, 

of een combinatie van die twee (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992). 

Legitieme machtshiërarchieën worden gekenmerkt door samenwerking en 

coördinatie (Lammers & Galinsky, 2008).  

Illegitieme machtshiërarchieën worden juist gekenmerkt door dwang en 

verzet, doordat mensen in lage machtsposities in opstand komen tegen hen in 

hoge posities en er een machtsstrijd ontstaat (Greer & Van Kleef, 2010; 

Martorana, Galinsky & Rao, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). Mensen met 

illegitieme macht voelen zich wellicht geremd in hun gedrag omdat zij minder 

geneigd zijn hun onverdiende macht uit te oefenen of omdat zij in beslag 

genomen worden door het beschermen van hun machtspositie (Lammers et al., 

2008). Er is inderdaad gebleken dat mensen met illegitieme net als instabiele 

macht minder toenaderingsgemotiveerd (Lammers et al., 2008; Willis & 

Rodríguez-Bailón, 2010) en meer dreigingsgeoriënteerd zijn (Rodríguez-

Bailón, Moya & Yzerbyt, 2000). 

 

 Hoewel algemeen aangenomen wordt dat percepties van illegitimiteit 

leiden tot percepties van instabiliteit (Tajfel, 1981; Rodríguez-Bailón, Moya, & 

Yzerbyt, 2000) dient deze propositie nog getest te worden. Daarnaast gaan 

(il)legitimiteit en (in)stabiliteit niet noodzakelijk samen. Bijvoorbeeld, een 

dictator die via een illegitieme coup aan de macht is gekomen, kan een zeer 

stabiele machtspositie hebben en een land voor decennia besturen. Bezit van 

een politieke functie is een voorbeeld van een legitieme maar instabiele 

machtspositie. Ook al is deze positie legitiem omdat de politicus is gekozen 

door het volk kan deze zeer instabiel zijn door zware economische tegenspoed. 

Hoofdstuk 4 laat zien dat onder instabiliteit van macht, de legitimiteit van een 
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machtspositie geen effect heeft op de creativiteit van mensen met macht. Als 

macht echter stabiel is, hebben mensen met macht meer creatief inzicht 

wanneer hun positie legitiem en niet illegitiem is. Hoofdstuk 4 toont dus aan 

dat als mensen met macht hun positie bedreigd zien, zij wellicht bezig zijn met 

het beschermen van deze evolutionair voordelige positie wat ertoe leidt dat zij 

minder creatief zijn. 

 
Doodsaillantie en Creativiteit 

 

Een belangrijke factor die mensen onderscheidt van andere levende wezens, is 

het vermogen om na te denken over onze eigen sterfelijkheid. Dit kan 

functioneel zijn, aangezien mensen kunnen anticiperen op levensbedreigende 

situaties en deze dan vermijden (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997). Echter, 

onderzoek binnen het kader van de terror management theory (Greenberg, 

Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1990) toont aan dat als mensen herinnerd worden 

aan hun eigen sterfelijkheid, het belang van hun culturele wereldbeeld groter 

wordt. Zij bekrachtigen vervolgens hun geloof in het culturele wereldbeeld en 

proberen hun zelfvertrouwen op te krikken (Hayes, Schimel, Arndt & Faucher, 

2010).  

De verklaring hiervoor is dat mensen, wanneer zij worden geconfronteerd met 

hun eigen sterfelijkheid, een existentiële angst kunnen ervaren. Aangezien een 

grote sociale groep en de cultuur waar men toe behoort bestaat per definitie 

langer bestaan dan een enkel individu, streven zij via het versterken van hun 

culturele wereldbeeld en zelfvertrouwen naar letterlijke of symbolische 

onsterfelijkheid. Tegelijkertijd kan doodsaillantie ook leiden tot een versterkte 

neiging om zich te onderscheiden van een groep om iets unieks achter te laten 

en een speciale positie binnen een groep te creëren. Hoofdstuk 5 behandelt de 

vraag of creativiteit functioneel kan zijn voor het omgaan met de existentiële 

dreiging die uitgaat van doodsaillantie. 
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Ik voorspelde dat creativiteit een manier kan zijn om een gevoel van 

onsterfelijkheid te bereiken door een nalatenschap te creëren. Creativiteit heeft 

het potentieel om een diepgaande invloed uit te oefenen op de maatschappij. 

Een nieuw product of oplossing kan langer voortleven dan de bedenker ervan, 

en de bedenker van een revolutionair idee kan voortleven in de gedachtes van 

andere mensen. Als een creatief product lang kan blijven voortbestaan, en dus 

een nalatenschap kan scheppen, kan dit ertoe leiden dat mensen symbolische 

onsterfelijkheid ervaren.  

Ik verwachtte dus dat mensen onder een besef van sterfelijkheid creatiever zijn 

maar alleen als de creatieve producten konden resulteren in een nalatenschap. 

Als de creatieve producten kort blijven bestaan, zullen mensen zich sterker 

conformeren aan hun sociale groep (Routledge, Arndt & Sheldon, 2004), en als 

gevolg hiervan minder creatief zijn. Daarnaast verwachtte ik dat dit alleen het 

geval zou zijn als creativiteit sociaal gewaardeerd werd en dat het effect vooral 

uitgesproken zou zijn voor individualistische meer dan collectivistische 

individuen.!
!

De resultaten bevestigden deze hypotheses. Doodsaillantie maakte 

mensen creatiever als zij een nalatenschap konden creëren; dit patroon vonden 

we vooral voor individualistische mensen; en dit was alleen het geval als 

creativiteit door anderen werd gewaardeerd. Een interessante bevinding was 

dat de mate van creativiteit de toegankelijkheid van aan de dood gerelateerde 

gedachten voorspelde. Het is mogelijk dat de dood hier als minder 

angstaanjagend werd ervaren omdat mensen zich existentieel gewaarborgd 

voelden. Hoofdstuk 5 laat dus zien dat creativiteit functioneel kan zijn voor het 

omgaan met doodsaillantie en dat de mogelijkheid om een nalatenschap te 

creëren een alternatieve manier kan zijn om symbolische onsterfelijkheid te 

realiseren. 
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Conclusie 
 

In deze dissertatie heb ik de functionaliteit van creativiteit bekeken vanuit een 

evolutionair raamwerk. Mensen hebben twee belangrijke, en soms 

conflicterende motieven: het motief om zich in te passen in een groep en het 

motief om zich te onderscheiden van een groep. Creativiteit vereist een balans 

tussen deze twee motieven; ideeën moeten zowel haalbaar – en dus acceptabel 

voor een sociale groep – als origineel zijn – en dus afwijkend van sociale 

consensus. Ik heb laten zien dat creativiteit functioneel kan zijn voor het beide 

motieven en dat een combinatie van persoonlijkheid en de situatie bepaalt welk 

motief prominenter is en hoe dit zich vertaalt naar creatieve productie.  

Creativiteit kan functioneel zijn voor het motief van onafhankelijke mensen om 

uniek te zijn, het motief van afhankelijke mensen om zich in te passen, voor het 

motief om macht te vergaren en voor het motief om een nalatenschap te 

creëren als de dood saillant is. Echter, mensen zijn niet geneigd tot creatieve 

productie als ze bang zijn voor sociale uitsluiting, als zij macht kunnen 

verliezen, of als zij herinnerd worden aan hun eigen sterfelijkheid en 

creativiteit niet kan helpen om hiermee om te gaan. 

  

 Creativiteit is cruciaal voor het omgaan met grote hedendaagse en 

toekomstige uitdagingen rondom maatschappij, economie en milieu. Alleen 

door constante aanpassing aan veranderende sociale omstandigheden door het 

vinden van nieuwe en passende oplossingen, door het toepassen van nieuwe 

ideeën om te komen tot innovatie, en door het vervaardigen van nieuwe 

producten zullen we kunnen overleven en floreren. Een evolutionair raamwerk 

kan functioneel zijn om te ontdekken hoe, wanneer en waarom welke mensen 

kleine stappen zetten met zevenmijlslaarzen richting creatieve doorbraken. 
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Allereerst wil ik Carsten en Bernard bedanken. Jullie zijn de grootste 

aandeelhouders in mijn academische vorming en inspirerende begeleiders 

geweest tijdens mijn bachelor, master en uiteraard promotietraject, en een 

team van wereldklasse.  

 

Carsten, ik weet nog goed dat ik het eerste A&O college volgde bij jou 

en dacht: als ik een wetenschapper wordt, is dit hoe ik het zou aanpakken. De 

soepele redeneerstijl, een losse maar o zo grondige voorbereiding en een track 

record waar je u tegen zegt – nog afgezien van de bewonderende blikken van 

de eerstejaars studentes op de voorste rij. Je was mijn begeleider tijdens zowel 

mijn eerste als tweede masterthese, en toen ik duidelijk maakte dat ik graag 

naar de VS wilde om daar een onderzoeksstage te lopen, antwoordde jij: “zeg 

maar waar je heen wilt, en we regelen het”. En zo geschiedde. Op een vraag 

aan een hot shot hoogleraar in New York riposteerde deze: “… and who are 

you?”. Ik zei dat ik een student was van Professor de Dreu. “Who?” zei zij. 

“Carsten de Dreu” herhaalde ik. “Aaaaah the Drew, great guy!!”  

Na afronding van de master liet je me weten dat er een promotieplek vrij zou 

komen, en dat het jou een goed idee leek als ik hierop zou solliciteren. Ik wilde 

eerst een andere kant van het professionele leven ervaren. Maar in het praatje 

voor mijn buluitreiking (uitgesproken door Bernard overigens) zei je – 

ondanks het feit dat ik ging voor het snelle geld – je deur altijd open zou staan. 

En hier heb ik dankbaar gebruik van gemaakt. 

 

 Bernard, de eerste dag dat ik begon met mijn promotietraject werd je 

aan de lopende band door verscheidene collega’s gefeliciteerd – maar met wat? 

We stapten samen in de lift en ik vroeg je of er iets te vieren was. Zichtbaar 

ongemakkelijk antwoordde je dat je net de functie van full professor had 

geaccepteerd aan de Universiteit van Groningen. Dit is echter geenszins een 

belemmering geweest voor een soepele begeleiding. Je bent altijd bereik- en 

beschikbaar geweest, al ben ik te weinig (lees: één keer) naar Groningen 

afgereisd voor overleg. 
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En Carsten en Bernard samen, yin en yang, elkaar aanvullend op alle 

niveaus. Carsten van de grote lijn, het omvattende verhaal en snelle 

besluitvorming. Bernard van de grondigheid, alle (denk)fouten, slordigheden 

en onvolkomenheden feilloos detecterend. En in combinatie komend tot een 

gedegen analyse, een superieur onderzoeksidee, een strakke set van hypothesen 

en mooie papers. 

 

Dan Marieke, met wie ik gedurende mijn gehele promotietraject mijn 

werkkamer en begeleiders heb gedeeld. Er is nooit competitie of rivaliteit 

geweest en het was geweldig om na flink wat bier een idee voor een onderzoek 

te bedenken, dit vervolgens uit te voeren en binnen enkele maanden een 

gepubliceerd paper te hebben. Bedankt dat je, als ik weer een stom nieuwtje 

had gevonden, jij na een poging stoïcijns door te werken mij toch altijd te 

woord stond, en voor het kritisch lezen van papers, sparren over 

onderzoeksideeën en constructief meedenken.  

 

Shaul, bedankt voor de meligheid en gezelligheid na werk bij het 

nadenken over malle nieuwe ideeën en het meedenken over mijn toekomst; 

Hillie voor het kletsen tijdens en na werktijd (en excuses dat ik je altijd van je 

werk heb gehouden), en voor naam, slogan en webdesign van een van mijn 

ideeën voor een bedrijf; Jessie voor de reuring tijdens borrels en uitjes en het 

doorzakken tot in de late uurtjes; en Lindy, voor ons samenwerkingsproject bij 

het doen van onderzoek en begeleiding van studenten dat geleid heeft tot een 

publicatie. En verder alle collega’s bij A&O voor de steun, de vele borrels en 

feestjes, ik heb mij hier echt thuis gevoeld de afgelopen jaren. 

 

Special thanks go out to the awesome EASP Summer School 2010 crew 

for the amazing and life-changing experience I had in Aegina. After almost 

having been sent home after the first night together with Thijs ‘Remove’ for a 

midnight dip in the pool (sorry again, Xenia!), Fabrizio ‘le but Fab Fab’ put 

theory on learning into practice. I loved the sparkling discussions and 

presentations during daytime not bothered by the room that had a temperature 

of 40 degrees. Thank you Alice ‘FFFF’ for your feistiness in discussions and 
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the romance we had, Niklas ‘Diesel’ for having high power at low revs, and 

Stéphane ‘James Dean’ and Aleksandra ‘Aristocat’ for the never ending supply 

of Kourtaki at the pool up to the point that the local supermarkets’ supplies 

had dried out. 

 

Tot slot mijn ouders voor de onvoorwaardelijke steun en liefde die 

jullie mij geven, Ilja omdat je naast mijn broer mijn beste vriend bent en mij 

altijd meenam naar de vrijdagmiddagborrels in de Krit, dierbare vrienden en 

bridgemaatjes Sanne en Sara voor de nodige in- en ontspanning, en al mijn 

vrienden en familie. 
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