
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The functionality of creativity

Sligte, D.J.

Publication date
2013

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Sligte, D. J. (2013). The functionality of creativity. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van
Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-functionality-of-creativity(285a999c-a451-4835-9f32-18a1d1ba0aab).html


 

! 63 

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 



Chapter 4 – Illegitimacy and Stability of Power and Creativity 

!

! 69 

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. 

 


