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In this dissertation I examined the functionality of creativity from an 

evolutionary perspective. From this perspective, people have two important 

motives: the motive to fit in with a social group because this enhances survival 

chances, and the motive to stand out of a group because this can lead to having 

a privileged position within the group and thus enhance reproduction. 

Individuals should be concerned with both motives, and depending on the 

situation or on personality one of them may be more prominent.  

If creativity is functional to either the goal to fit in with a social group or to 

stand out from this group, we should see that individuals become more 

creative. Four empirical chapters presented eight experiments that examined 

three factors – the degree to which people value interdependence vs. 

independence, a power motive, and the motive to reach symbolic immortality - 

that influence the extent to which the motive to fit in or to stand out becomes 

more prominent, and the way in which creativity can be functional to 

satisfying either one of these motives.  

 

Chapter 2 showed that when creativity was functional to either the goal 

of positive distinction or assimilation, people became more creative. Chapter 3 

showed that when creativity was functional to evolutionarily advantageous 

power gains, powerless people became more creative under power instability, 

while powerful people had a tunnel vision to prevent a power loss and became 

less creative. Chapter 4 added that when powerful people faced a threat to their 

position due to instability or illegitimacy of power, they got caught up in 

protecting their position, which impaired their creative performance. Chapter 5 

showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential reassurance, 

thereby averting a state of paralyzing terror and inaction, and that the 

possibility to leave a legacy may be an important motivator to reach symbolic 

immortality. In the remainder of this chapter I will review the empirical 

chapters, discuss the central findings and conclusions, and provide directions 

for future research. 
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Self-construal and Creativity 
 

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

differences variable that is rooted in cultural backgrounds and determines the 

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

from fitting in (interdependent) or standing out (independent). A growing 

body of research suggests that independent as opposed to interdependent self-

construal leads to higher creativity, as independent people are more motivated 

to distinguish themselves from others and creativity is a means toward 

showing their uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 2006).  

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

esteem, self-worth and a positive self-image from fitting in, being similar to 

others and guarding one’s connections to family, friends, their community, and 

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

consequence, they may not be motivated to distinguish themselves from others 

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

outside of the safe parameters of their group.  

 

As being creative - generating unique and original ideas - necessarily 

implies deviation from what is common, well-trodden, and normal (also see 

Adarves-Yorno, Postmes, & Haslam, 2006), I hypothesized that creativity 

would be functional to interdependent (independent) people’s evolutionary 

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

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

Moreover, I hypothesized that this functionality of creativity should be 

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

translate into high creative performance.  

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

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

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

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

(blend in with) other people. To manipulate high (low) task significance, I 

informed participants that they would engage in a brainstorm and that their 
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ideas would be offered to the dean after the experiment (that their ideas would 

be used solely for the purpose of this research). Finally, I manipulated an 

originality (feasibility) norm by telling participants that it was important that 

they came up with as many rare and unique (feasible and common) ideas as 

possible.  

 

Results indeed showed that under an originality norm independent 

rather than interdependent people produced more and more original ideas 

when task significance was high rather than low. We also showed that under a 

feasibility norm, interdependent rather than independent people produced 

more feasible ideas especially when task significance was high. Moreover, 

results unexpectedly showed that interdependent as opposed to independent 

people produced more and more original ideas under an originality norm when 

task significance was low.  

It thus seems that independent people are unwilling to engage in creative 

activity under either a feasibility norm or low task significance, as in those 

cases creativity is not functional to their motive to stand out. Similarly, 

interdependent people seem unwilling to be creative under an originality norm 

when task significance is high, as then creativity is not functional to their 

motive to fit in. It may thus be the case that interdependent people have an 

evolved capacity to be creative, but are only willing to do so when there is no 

risk that it will set them apart from their social group (i.e., under an originality 

norm and low task significance).  

 
These findings have important implications for both future research 

and practice. First, most research on idea generation focuses on either a 

quantity (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987; Reinig & Briggs, 2008; Rietzschel et al., 2010) 

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

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

Harkins, 1992), making this work uninformative about what norms are 

operating and whether people are focusing more on the originality or 

feasibility dimension of creativity. A focus on feasibility and thus idea 

effectiveness may lead to lower creativity in more individualistic cultures or 
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minds, while a focus on idea originality may lead to lower creativity in more 

collectivistic cultures or minds. Likewise, in practice, at times people may have 

a tendency to be focused on a solution for a pressing problem. Companies may 

try to find a solution for the fact that customers turn to the main competitor, 

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

involve themselves in politics, and sport coaches may be looking for solutions 

to turn a losing into a winning streak. A solution focus (i.e., focusing on 

practical and feasible ideas) may lead to an emphasis on effectiveness and 

feasibility, and thus in independent minds lead to inferior creativity, while this 

solution focus may be more effective and fit for interdependent minds. 

  

Second, in both practice and research, people or participants may think 

they are completely anonymous, or that their creative output will not be 

significant. For example, people may go on a company outing and have a ‘fun’ 

brainstorm without referring to the possible significance of their creative 

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

inferior creative outcomes when independent people need to come up with 

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

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

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

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

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

may then lead to higher creativity. 

 

Power and Creativity 

 

 Chapters 3 and 4 were about the way power influences people’s creative 

capacities. Power - the ability to influence others (Bacharach & Lawler, 1981; 

Kelley & Thibaut, 1978) - derives from a variety of power bases, such as 

someone’s position in the hierarchy within a group or organization, or the 

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

Raven, 1958; Lee & Tiedens, 2001; Podsakoff & Schriescheim, 1985; Yukl & 

Falbe, 1991). As power is an important predictor of evolutionarily 
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advantageous resource acquisition, I hypothesized that when creativity is 

functional to gaining power, people should become more creative. However, 

threats to one’s power position may arouse a tendency to fit in and be accepted 

by the social group leading to lower creativity, while an opportunity to gain 

power may enhance the tendency to stand out from the group translating into 

higher creativity. 

  

Chapter 3 examined the role of power position, power stability and the 

functional relevance of power to creativity on people’s creative performance. 

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

to act (Keltner, Gruenfeld & Anderson, 2003; Galinsky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 

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

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

(Pratto, Stallworth, Sidanius, & Sears, 1997), and consequently, accumulate 

more resources and influence.  

Yet power positions may change: powerful individuals may become powerless, 

and powerless people may become powerful (Tajfel, 1984). In an unstable 

power hierarchy, the powerful can be expected to be motivated to maintain 

their privileged position (Tetlock, 1981), especially when their position is 

directly disputed, while the powerless will be motivated to gain power. 

Powerful more than powerless people may become threat-oriented (Scheepers 

& Ellemers, 2008), risk averse and more focused on preventing that someone 

takes over (some of their) privileges (Maner, Gaillot, Butz & Peruche, 2003; 

Lammers, Galinsky, Gordijn & Otten, 2008). 

 

I thus hypothesized that under stable power, powerful rather than 

powerless people would be more creative especially when creativity would be 

functionally relevant to power. Moreover, I hypothesized that this pattern 

would reverse under power instability, making powerless rather than powerful 

people more creative under functional relevance. Results confirmed these 

hypotheses. Additionally, power instability made powerless people more 

flexible thinkers and less avoidant, and as a consequence of having a global 

focus instead of getting caught up in details, they achieved more creative 
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insights (Experiment 4.3). Chapter 3 thus showed that when creativity was 

functional to evolutionarily advantageous power gains, powerless people were 

more able to be creative, while powerful people had a tunnel vision to prevent a 

power loss and were thus less creative. 

 

Chapter 4 was an extension of Chapter 3, in which I looked at 

illegitimacy of power as an additional factor to power stability in determining 

the creative potential of high power people. Legitimacy of power refers to the 

perception that power differences are fair and just, or that the procedures that 

have been used for assigning power are fair and just, or a combination of the 

two (Lind & Tyler, 1988; Tyler & Lind, 1992). Legitimate power hierarchies 

are characterized by cooperation and coordination (Lammers & Galinsky, 

2008), while force and resistance characterize illegitimate power hierarchies, as 

the low power people rise up against the high power people in the hierarchy 

and power struggles arise (Greer & Van Kleef, 2010; Martorana, Galinsky & 

Rao, 2005; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 1986). Under illegitimate high power, 

people may inhibit themselves as they are less inclined to exert their 

undeserved power or because they are caught up in protecting their power 

position (Lammers et al., 2008).  

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

economic turmoil. I hypothesized that under power instability, high power 

people would be afraid to lose their privileged position and that the legitimacy 

of their position would not matter for the level of their creative performance. 

However, under power stability I hypothesized that they would be less creative 

under an illegitimate rather than legitimate power position, as they would have 



The Functionality of Creativity 

!110 

lower approach motivation (Lammers et al., 2008) and approach motivation 

generally leads to higher creativity (Baas et al., 2008). Results confirmed this 

hypothesis. Chapter 4 thus showed that when powerful people face a threat to 

their position due to instability or illegitimacy, they get caught up in 

protecting their evolutionarily advantageous position, which impairs their 

creative performance. 

 

Most research on power assumes power positions are stable and 

legitimate, and no possibilities exist to lose the privileged position. Often, 

however, power positions are all but stable and legitimate: managers leading 

international companies, dictators ruling a country, or leaders of a soccer team 

all face the possibility of losing their position. Once company results 

dramatically decline, support from the people collapses, or the game is lost 

once too often, leaders can be –and often are- replaced. For high power people, 

this instability undermines safety and creates insecurity, which may narrow 

attention and lower creativity (Easterbrook, 1959). For low power people, 

instability of power and thus the possibility to gain power, may broaden 

attention as a gain in power can concurrently lead to more safety and less 

dependency on others (Friedman & Förster, 2010).  

 

Whereas in the current experiments a change in the power hierarchy 

was not directly contingent on creative performance, new research could 

examine what happens when people lacking power can actually seize power by 

being creative. One possibility is that powerful individuals facing the risk of 

losing their position, are more prone to subversive and (c)overt aggression to 

secure their position, while low power individuals find creative ways of 

tackling problems, thereby coming into the picture and forwarding their 

interests.  Moreover, under unstable power, powerful individuals may engage 

in deceit and plagiarize ideas of others they are competing with to forward 

their interests. 
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In Chapter 4, I experimentally disentangled the effects of the stability 

and legitimacy of interpersonal power differences on creative capacities of high 

power people. An interesting avenue for future research is to assess directly 

when and how perceptions of illegitimacy lead to perceptions of instability on 

the part of high power people and how this affects their creative performance 

and, more broadly, the behaviors they exhibit and their information processing 

tendencies. One possibility is that illegitimacy leads to instability, but only 

when a majority of a low power people converges on the view that the position 

of the high power person is unjust.  

 

Perverse manifestations of power hierarchies come to mind quickly, 

such as domination and corruption, but hierarchy can create social order and 

coordination, and individual incentives to climb the ladder (Magee & Galinsky, 

2008). One interesting feature of power hierarchies is that they appear self-

reinforcing; powerful people are more focused on gains (Anderson & Galinsky, 

2006), rewards and opportunities (Guinote, 2007a), behave in a risk-seeking 

fashion (Maner et al, 2007), act more swiftly in the face of nuisances 

(Galinsnky, Gruenfeld & Magee, 2003), and are more approach-oriented 

(Keltner et al., 2003; Lammers et al., 2010). Ceteris paribus, high power people 

acquire more power and resources (Lammers et al., 2010), and taken to its 

logical extreme, then, power structures should result in a monopolistic ‘winner 

takes all’ power constellation (Magee & Galinsky, 2008).  

However, this is rarely, if ever, the case; external changes, fairness and 

legitimacy concerns and fierce competition over standing in the hierarchy can 

attenuate the self-reinforcing powers of hierarchies. We propose that the key 

to understanding when and why high power people become risk-averse, 

avoidance-motivated, less creative and ultimately lose power while low power 

people take their chances and try to overthrow the power holders in part by 

being creative lies at the intersection of the legitimacy and stability of the 

power constellation. 
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Mortality Salience and Creativity 
 

 Humans have a unique ability to reflect on their own mortality. While 

this has functional aspects, as we can anticipate life-threatening events and 

thus avoid these (Sedikides & Skowronski, 1997), it may lead to a paralyzing 

terror. People typically respond to reminders of their mortality by trying to fit 

in better with their social group by engaging in worldview defense, which 

manifests itself in adhering more strongly to the cultural worldview and 

associated standards and values, and by reinforcing the belief that one is 

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

1989).  

These two mechanisms presumably serve to give a sense of immortality and 

leaving a legacy through one’s dominant group, as this group will continue to 

exist over and beyond a single life. However, mortality salience may also 

intensify the tendency to stand out of one’s group to leave behind something 

unique and thereby creating a special position within a group. In Chapter 5 I 

assessed whether creativity can be functional in coping with the existential 

threat coming from morality salience.  

 

I hypothesized that creativity can be a way to achieve a sense of 

immortality by leaving a legacy.  When people come up with a new idea, 

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

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

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

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

generally leads to conformity and narrow mindedness, I predicted that 

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

lead to leaving a legacy and thus symbolic immortality. Moreover, I 

hypothesized that this should hold only when creativity would be socially 

valued and would be especially pronounced for individualistic rather than 

collectivistic people. 
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In three experiments, I had participants write down three statements 

what would happen if they would die vs. if they would have a painful dentist 

visit. To manipulate legacy, I had participants produce names for an iguana 

that would live either one year (no legacy) or one hundred years (legacy; 

Experiment 5.1), for a fly (no legacy) or an elephant (legacy; Experiment 5.2), 

or do a brainstorm solely for the purpose of the research (no legacy) or for 

other participants to write essays on the basis of their ideas (legacy; 

Experiment 5.3). Results confirmed the hypotheses.  

Under mortality salience, people were more creative when they could leave a 

legacy than when not; this pattern was especially pronounced for 

individualistic people; and this was only the case when creativity was socially 

valued. Interestingly, creativity predicted the accessibility of death thoughts 

after the brainstorm in Experiment 5.3. It may thus be that creativity makes 

death less threatening, as people have been existentially reassured. Chapter 5 

thus showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential 

reassurance, possibly averting a state of paralyzing terror and inaction, and 

that the possibility to leave a legacy may be an important motivator to reach 

symbolic immortality. 

 

Terror management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 

1986) posits that reflecting on one’s own death can lead to a paralyzing terror, 

which in turn causes people to cling more strongly to the cultural worldview 

and bolster self-esteem. This presumably occurs because people want to get a 

sense of immortality and permanence by supporting the norms and values of 

their group more strongly. As the group one belongs to exists beyond one 

human life, this can give existential reassurance.  However, as creative 

products can outlive the conceiver by far and have a profound impact on 

society, I hypothesized and showed that the possibility of leaving a legacy can 

diminish negative effects mortality salience has on creativity. Moreover, being 

creative has been suggested as an alternative way of reaching symbolic 

immortality (Lifton, 1979; Rank, 1936). Building upon this earlier theorizing, 

we show that in order to reach symbolic immortality through creativity, it is 

crucial that people can leave a legacy through their creative production and 
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that their social group values the creative products, and as such lead to social 

and existential validation. 

 

Currently, I cannot fully vindicate the argument that creativity makes 

death less threatening once the creative products can outlive the conceiver. It 

is worthwhile to explore this in more detail in future research. Another 

interesting question is whether our results would hold once the dimension on 

which people are creative bears connections to important cultural themes. In 

our experiments, people were creative on relatively neutral topics (naming an 

animal and improving the environment). It may be that the possibility to leave 

a legacy through some nationalistic symbol leads to cognitive rigidity and 

consequently lower creativity (see also Greenberg et al., 1995). 

 

Implications and Future Directions 

 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to explain how 

creativity can be functional in satisfying the motive either to stand out or to fit 

in. I looked at three factors that are relevant to this motive: the extent to 

which people value interdependence vs. independence, a power motive, and the 

motive to reach symbolic immortality. In short, people became more creative if 

creativity served the function of satisfying the motive to fit in or stand out. It 

is thus important that future creativity research takes into account if creativity 

is functional to the motive to fit in or stand out.  

In creativity research, creativity tasks are typically presented as a filler task, 

not relevant to the experiment, or as a fun but not significant task. Moreover, 

in brainstorming tasks in groups, the task may be presented as a free-floating 

task, in which everyone can shout out any idea she or he has. When there is 

high group cohesiveness, it is likely people’s motive to fit in will be activated, 

and then people will gravitate towards conformity. Finally, in practice 

brainstorming tasks may be presented as a team-building event, making 

creativity functional to the motive to fit in. This may then lead to sub-optimal 

outcomes depending on the personality structure of the brainstorming 

participants. 
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There are more factors that may be relevant to the motive to fit in vs. 

stand out, and the way in which creativity can be functional in satisfying this 

motive. One other important factor that determines whether fitting in or 

standing out becomes more prominent, is the relative status an individual or 

group has. Individuals or groups with high status have greater access to scarce 

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

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

and members of high status groups show higher in-group identification 

(Ellemers, Van Knippenberg & Wilke, 1990).  

This may then translate to the motive to fit in with the high status group. 

Individuals or groups with low status have fewer opportunities to acquire 

important resources, and broadly speaking, there are two individual strategies 

to cope with this disadvantage: individual mobility and social creativity. A 

person who belongs to a low status group may try to move to the high status 

group by standing out from and differentiate from the low status group. This 

however does depend on the permeability of group boundaries; there must be 

(perceived) opportunities to leave the low status group (Bettencourt, Dorr, 

Charlton & Hume, 2001; Ellemers et al., 1990). Creativity could be functional 

to this motive of standing out from the group, and members of low status 

groups could satisfy their goal to move to a high status groups by being 

creative. 

 

 Under impermeability of group boundaries, it is impossible to leave a 

low status group. Creativity can then be functional to retain a positive image of 

the group a person belongs to - social creativity (Bettencourt et al., 2001; 

Derks, Van Laar & Ellemers, 2006) - by changing the focus of a comparison 

dimension to a more favorable one. For example, imagine my favorite soccer 

team Ajax loses from Real Madrid. As I perceive the group boundaries to be 

impermeable (I cannot imagine moving from Amsterdam to Madrid, or to give 

up on my favorite soccer team to give two reasons for this impermeability), I 

can shift the negative consequences of being a fan of a team that just lost an 

important match to more favorable dimensions in a creative way. I could, for 

example, tell myself that Ajax has a lot of players that come from their own 
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school while Real Madrid tends to buy expensive players from abroad, that 

Ajax is the club that put forth a larger number of internationally renowned 

players, that Ajax has a way smaller budget, that Ajax is financially more 

healthy, and so on and so forth. Future research could look at the way in which 

creativity is functional to the motive to fit in by engaging in social creativity to 

cope with being a member of a low status group. 

 

The Dual Pathway to Creativity Model (DPCM) can help understand 

(some of) the results I obtained in the four empirical chapters. To recap, 

DPCM posits that creativity is a consequence of cognitive flexibility, 

persistence, or some combination of the two (Baas et al., 2008; 2011; De Dreu 

et al., 2008). People can flexibly switch between cognitive categories, or 

engage in persistent probing within cognitive categories to achieve high 

creativity.  

 

In Chapter 2 I found that independent rather than interdependent 

people were more creative under an originality norm when task significance 

was high, while this pattern reversed under a feasibility norm. An originality 

norm is more motivating to independent people than a feasibility norm, and 

this should be particularly so when there is high task significance as they can 

positively distinguish themselves and will thus become approach motivated – a 

focus on positive outcomes. In this case, there is a regulatory fit: a motivation 

to be unique fits the goal of being original on a significant (rather than 

insignificant) task (Higgins, 2000, 2005).  

Regulatory fit has been shown to lead to higher task enjoyment and 

performance (Freitas, Liberman & Higgins, 2002; Plessner, Unkelbach, 

Memmert, Baltes & Kolb, 2009) and enhances goal pursuit (Spiegel, Grant-

Pillow & Higgins, 2004). Moreover, as both approach motivation (Roskes et 

al., 2012) and promotion-focused states (Baas et al., 2011) associate with 

cognitive flexibility, it is conceivable that independent people were superior 

under an originality norm when task significance was high because they were 

cognitively more flexible.  
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The same logic applies to interdependent people under a feasibility 

norm especially when task significance is high. The goal of interdependent 

people to fit in and be similar to others matches a norm to produce ideas that 

are feasible, practical and useful. This regulatory fit may then lead to an 

approach motivation, high task engagement and a high creativity, which may 

have been caused by high cognitive flexibility.  

In Chapter 2 we also found that interdependent people were more creative 

under an originality norm when task significance was low. This was an 

unexpected pattern, but DPCM may help understand why this was the case. 

Under an originality norm, interdependent rather than independent people 

produced more ideas when task significance was low, and marginally more 

ideas under low rather than high task significance. It is thus conceivable that 

here interdependent people, not hindered by their fear to fall outside of the safe 

parameters of their group due to original and thus deviant ideation, engaged in 

persistent probing and consequently were highly creative. Future research 

could put these hypotheses to the test. 

 

In Chapter 3 I showed that under power instability, low power people 

were cognitively more flexible, and thus that the effects reported in that 

chapter relate more to the flexibility than to the persistence pathway of the 

DPCM. Chapter 4 showed that under power stability, high power people were 

more creative under legitimacy rather than illegitimacy of power, while 

legitimacy of power did not affect high power people’s creativity under power 

instability. As high power people are more approach-motivated under stable 

and legitimate power (Keltner et al., 2003), it is thus likely that this was 

operating on the flexibility pathway as well. 

 

Chapter 5 showed that the possibility to leave a legacy neutralized the 

negative effects that mortality salience has on creative performance, but only 

when creativity was socially valued. Moreover, it turned out that this was the 

case especially for individualistic rather than collectivistic people, and that the 

number of ideas people had generated mediated this effect. In general, 

mortality salience leads to conformity and rigidity, and people may be 
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reluctant to engage in creative activity, unless creativity can help them reach 

symbolic immortality. It may be possible that some of the results in this 

chapter can be further qualified by DPCM. More specifically, I would expect 

that under mortality salience, people become more persistent when they can 

leave a legacy, and that this in turn leads to high creativity. As they probably 

still have some rigidity of thought, they would start out with a relatively 

demarcated area of thought, and produce a high number of original ideas 

within this area. Participants in the control conditions may have been 

cognitively more flexible especially when they could leave a legacy by being 

creative. It is also possible that the creativity task in itself aroused positive 

activating emotions especially under legacy, that these positive emotions led to 

high cognitive flexibility, and that this in turn caused high creativity.  

 

One limitation of the experiments that I have presented is that creative 

performance was not directly contingent on outcomes relevant to the motive 

to fit in or stand out. In Chapter 2, participants did a brainstorm and under 

high task significance, their ideas would be presented to the dean. However, 

their input would be made anonymous and thus not lead to direct recognition 

and potential praise from the dean. In Chapter 3, I informed participants that 

the creativity task was relevant to power, but left in the middle if a power gain 

or loss would be based on an evaluation of their creative performance. In the 

last experiment of Chapter 5, others would write ideas on the basis of the ideas 

participants generated, but again, it was not said that they would be identified 

as the ones that produced these ideas.  

It is possible that if an important resource was directly contingent on people’s 

creative performance, people would become narrowly focused on the creativity 

task, and they would experience pressure to do the task well. This could then 

translate in a high cognitive load and potentially inferior creative performance. 

However, research has shown that people that expect a hostile negotiation and 

are asked to come up with negotiation tactics that they would use in the 

upcoming negotiation produce more and more original competition tactics 

than people that expect a cooperative negotiation. Importantly, creative 

performance on other tasks, unrelated to winning the conflict, was shown to be 



Chapter 6 – General Discussion 

!

! 119 

lower when expecting a hostile negotiation (De Dreu & Nijstad, 2008). In the 

experiments in this dissertation the creativity tasks were relevant to the 

motive to fit in or stand out, and I showed that when this was the case, creative 

performance went up. It may, however, be that creative performance on tasks 

that are not directly functional or relevant to people’s motives goes down.  

 

 Another limitation of the experiments that I conducted is that I only 

looked at individual creativity and not so much at group creativity. The motive 

to fit in vs. stand out may be particularly relevant in group settings, and future 

research should examine how the functionality of creativity plays out in those 

settings. Interdependent people doing a brainstorm in a group may be highly 

effective (i.e., produce a high number of original ideas) only to the extent that 

they prioritize group interest over self-interest. Indeed, it has been shown that 

groups high in pro-social motivation are more creative (Bechtoldt et al., 2010) 

especially when individual members have an independent rather than 

interdependent self-construal (Bechtoldt et al., 2012).  

Similarly, Chapter 3 showed that under power instability, low rather than high 

power people were superior creative performers especially when creativity was 

relevant to power. In group settings, however, dysfunctional power struggles 

may arise. High power people that feel threatened by lower power 

counterparts may strategically try to exclude low power people that want to 

rise to power. Low power people may engage in deceit and withhold their most 

creative ideas to harm group output and prevent the person in power to take 

credit for the group’s output. In other words, the functionality of group 

creativity will largely depend on the willingness of group members to work 

constructively together, exchange ideas, build on these ideas, and ultimately 

successfully implement these ideas to forward the group and not so much 

individual interests.  
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Concluding remarks 
 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to assess the 

functionality of creativity. People have two important, and to some extent 

conflicting, motives: the motive to fit in with a group, and the motive to stand 

out of a group. To be creative means to find the right balance between these 

two; one needs to come up with ideas that are both feasible – and thus 

acceptable to a social group – and original – and thus deviant from social 

consensus. I showed that creativity can be functional in satisfying either one of 

these motives, and that it depends on a combination of personality and the 

situation which of these two motives becomes more prominent and how this 

translates to creative performance.  

Creativity can be functional to the motive of independent people to be unique, 

of interdependent people to fit in, to the motive to gain power, and to the 

motive leave a legacy and be existentially reassured once reminded of 

mortality. However, people are reluctant to be creative when they fear falling 

outside the safe perimeters of their group, when they can lose power, or when 

they are reminded of death and creativity cannot help them to cope with this.  

 

 Creativity is essential to coping with big societal, economic and 

environmental challenges that humanity face nowadays and will face in the 

future. Only by constantly adapting to changing social circumstances by 

finding novel and suitable solutions, by applying new ideas to come to 

innovation, and by crafting new products we will be able to keep on surviving 

and prospering. An evolutionary framework may help to uncover how, when 

and why what people make small steps for man, but giant leaps for mankind 

through creative breakthroughs. !
!

 

 


