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

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

production of alimentary and extensive exploitation of our environment. We 

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

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

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

wrote my dissertation on a laptop weighing one kilogram that saved my 

document, checked my spelling and grammar and could connect me to the 

world wide web on which I could find the scientific articles that I used to build 

this dissertation. 

 

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

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

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

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

you come up with does not work. In this dissertation I examined the 

functionality of creativity from an evolutionary perspective. If creativity is 

functional in terms of evolutionary fitness and if such evolutionary 

functionality motivates creativity, we should see that people become more 

creative if it helps them to achieve evolutionary goals.  

People have two important motives: the motive to fit in with a social group 

because this enhances survival chances, and the motive to stand out of a group 

because this can lead to having a privileged position within the group and thus 

enhance reproduction. Individuals should be concerned with both motives, and 

depending on the situation or on personality one of them may be more 

prominent.  

 

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

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

creative. Four empirical chapters presented eight experiments that examined 

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

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

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

satisfying either one of these motives. 

 

Self-construal and Creativity 

 

Chapter 2 focuses on the relationship between self-construal and 

creativity. A growing body of research suggests that independent as opposed 

to interdependent self-construal leads to higher creativity, as independent 

people are more motivated to distinguish themselves from others and 

creativity is a means toward showing their uniqueness (e.g., Goncalo & Staw, 

2006). People with an interdependent self-construal, in contrast, primarily 

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

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

community and society as a whole (Kitayama et al., 1995; Kim & Markus, 

1991).  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

may be less inclined to be creative than independent ones. 

 

However, we expected that the extent to which independent rather 

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

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

distinguishing themselves positively from others. We predicted that for 

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

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

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

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

and dimly lit, and consequently may lead to lower motivation to engage in 
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creative activity. For interdependent people, a feasibility norm aligns more 

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

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

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

outside of the realm of the research setting. 

 

As hypothesized, we showed that under an originality norm 

independent rather than interdependent people produced more and more 

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

showed that under a feasibility norm, interdependent rather than independent 

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

Surprisingly though, results also showed that interdependent as opposed to 

independent people produced more and more original ideas under an 

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

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

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

social group. Chapter 2 thus shows that when creativity is functional to the 

goal of positive distinction or fitting in, people become more creative. 

  

Power and Creativity 

 

Chapter 3 is about the way power influences people’s creative 

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

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

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

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

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

Falbe, 1991). As power is an important predictor of resource acquisition, we 

hypothesized that when creativity is functional to gaining power, people 

should become more creative.  
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People high in power generally are less influenced by the situation, are 

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

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

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

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

accumulate more resources and influence. One way to do this is to be creative. 

We showed that indeed powerful people are more creative than powerless 

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

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

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

while powerless people are motivated to gain power.  

Across three experiments, we show that when power positions are unstable, 

low power individuals are more flexible thinkers, are less avoidant and process 

information more globally.  Consequently, they achieve more creative insights, 

especially when being creative is functional to gaining power.  Chapter 3 thus 

shows that when creativity is functional to evolutionarily advantageous power 

gains, powerless people are more able to be creative, while powerful people 

have a tunnel vision to prevent a power loss and are thus less creative. 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1992).  

Legitimate power hierarchies are characterized by cooperation and 

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

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

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

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

Under illegitimate high power, people may inhibit themselves as they are less 
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inclined to exert their undeserved power or because they are caught up in 

protecting their power position (Lammers et al., 2008). Indeed, under 

illegitimate power, high power people have been shown to be less approach-

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

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

paralleling the findings of instability of power. 

 

Although it is generally assumed that perceptions of illegitimacy lead 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

economic turmoil.  

In Chapter 4 we show that under power instability, legitimacy did not alter the 

creativity of high-power individuals. Under power stability, however, more 

creative insights were achieved when power was legitimate rather than 

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

their position, they may be caught up in protecting their evolutionarily 

advantageous position, which impairs their creative performance. 

 

Mortality Salience and Creativity 

 

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

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

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

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

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

manifests itself in adhering more strongly to the cultural worldview and 

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

meeting up to the standards and values within a worldview (Rosenblatt et al, 
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1989). These two mechanisms presumably serve to give a sense of immortality 

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

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

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

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

assessed whether creativity can be functional in coping with the existential 

threat coming from morality salience.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

generally leads to conformity and narrow mindedness, I predicted that 

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

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

hypothesized that this should hold only when creativity would be socially 

valued and would be especially pronounced for individualistic rather than 

collectivistic people. 

 

Results confirmed these hypotheses. Under mortality salience, people 

were more creative when they could leave a legacy than when not; this pattern 

was especially pronounced for individualistic people; and this was only the case 

when creativity was socially valued. Interestingly, creativity predicted the 

accessibility of death thoughts. It may thus be that creativity makes death less 

threatening, as people have been existentially reassured. Chapter 5 thus 

showed that creativity can be functional to achieve existential reassurance, 

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

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

immortality. 
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Conclusion 

 

 This dissertation used an evolutionary framework to assess the 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

translates to creative performance.  

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

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

motive leave a legacy and be existentially reassured once reminded of 

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

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

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

 

Creativity is essential to coping with big societal, economic and 

environmental challenges that humanity face nowadays and will face in the 

future. Only by constantly adapting to changing social circumstances by 

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

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

and prospering. An evolutionary framework can be functional to uncover how, 

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

mankind through creative breakthroughs.  


