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Chapter One 
 

The Functionality of Creativity: An Introduction 
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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 



Chapter 1 - Introduction 

! 13 

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. 
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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 
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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. 


