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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. 
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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. 
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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. 

�
 


