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Summary:  It's increasingly common for managers to instruct employees to 'be creative' during
brainstorming sessions. But according to a new article, being creative in the workplace is
potentially fraught with peril because creativity itself is deeply personal.

FULL STORY

It's increasingly common for managers to direct employees to "be creative" during
office brainstorming sessions. But should employees acquiesce to that managerial
edict? According to a new paper from a U. of |. expert in work behaviors and
organizations, being creative in the workplace is potentially precarious because
creativity itself is deeply personal, which can make the creative act feel self-disclosing.

Research from Jack Goncalo, a professor of business administration at the Gies College of Business,
investigates the psychological and interpersonal consequences of creativity, showing that when prompted to be
creative, people share ideas that reflect their unique point of view and personal preferences -- which can be
risky business in the office.

"One of the things organizations often tell their employees is be creative, but that's not a benign instruction,"
Goncalo said. "When you're being creative, you're sharing something about yourself and allowing others to
make judgments about you. | think people -- both managers and employees -- should be mindful of the risks
involved. There ought to be some caution flags raised around the idea that employees can be freely creative,
unless you go through a lot of hoops to make sure there aren't consequences.”

Whether it's formulating the latest scientific breakthrough, developing new technology or creating a
collaborative work of art, creativity not only entails conjuring novel ideas but also mustering the courage to
openly express those ideas to colleagues, and thereby expose them to criticism.

"When people are being creative, they're not just solving problems. They're actually revealing something
deeply personal," Goncalo said. "The ideas that we share when we're brainstorming and generating ideas --
they're not just abstract, cold solutions to a problem. They're derived from our own unique idiosyncratic
perspective. You're reaching down into yourself to share something that reflects your point of view, and that
makes sharing those ideas risky, personal and consequential."

Over the course of five experiments, Goncalo and co-author Joshua H. Katz, a graduate student at lllinois,
sought to test the hypothesis that generating creative ideas would prompt the perception of self-disclosure.

When subjects were told to be creative, they inevitably "thought about their own preferences, their own likes
and dislikes, and less about what other people thought," Goncalo said.

"That reveals why creativity is risky, and it reveals something about the process that people go through, and

we measure this in the paper," he said. "We had experiments where we instructed people to generate creative

ideas for potato chip flavors and candle scents, and you can't help but read their ideas and feel like you know
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the person afterward."

Most of the research on creativity is on its antecedents and how to generate more of it. But this paper shows
that there are consequences to being creative, Goncalo said.

"When you say you don't like my idea, you're actually rejecting someone's perspective or point of view, which is
dangerously close to rejecting that person -- which is risky, to say the least, when you're in a workplace," he
said.

Another finding of the research is that being creative together is a way of getting to know someone else.

"When | hear your creative ideas, | get the sense that | can predict something about your personality," Goncalo
said.

One of the respondents for the creative candle scent experiment came up with some fairly unique ideas --
"Zombie Outbreak," "Spoiled Milk in a Hot Car" and a euphemism for canine flatulence.

"Based on those ideas, you may feel like you know this person, but you also might not necessarily like them,"
he said. "When people are being creative, they are sharing the kind of information that may rub people the
wrong way."

Being creative also is something that can help people bond or know each other better, Goncalo said.

"The most positive spin on this is that when people are creative together, a byproduct is that they get to know
each other a little better," he said. "Then again, you might not like what you hear. That's where the risk comes
from, but you can certainly match people on their mutual preferences, which could easily lead to bonding."

The research not only has implications for creative types and marketing managers, but also for any group
setting where out-of-the-box thinking and brainstorming is demanded.

"This speaks to making people feel anonymous when they're brainstorming," Goncalo said. "It's the same
reason that people share more when they know that their response will be anonymous, because there's less
risk. So one way to be more creative is by lowering the risk, but also realizing that it's an opportunity to get to
know each other better. It could certainly be an icebreaker.”

Story Source:

Materials provided by University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign, News Bureau. Original written by Phil
Ciciora. Note: Content may be edited for style and length.

Journal Reference:

1. Jack A Goncalo, Joshua H Katz. Your Soul Spills Out: The Creative Act Feels Self-Disclosing.
Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 2019

Cite This Page: .
MLA APA Chicago

University of lllinois at Urbana-Champaign, News Bureau. "As an act of self-disclosure, workplace creativity
can be risky business." ScienceDaily. ScienceDaily, 4 September 2019.
<www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/09/190904113210.htm>.

RELATED STORIES

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/09/190904113210.htm 2/3



23.03.2020 As an act of self-disclosure, workplace creativity can be risky business -- ScienceDaily

Want to Boost Creativity? Try Playing Minecraft

July 8, 2019 — Video games that foster creative freedom can increase creativity under certain conditions,
according to new research. The experimental study compared the effect of playing Minecraft, with or without ...
read more »

Employees Who Work in Open-Plan Offices Feel Worse and Are More Dissatisfied With Their Work

Jan. 18, 2018 — It is becoming increasingly common for employees to share the workplace with their
colleagues in large open-plan office areas. However, a new study from Sweden shows the opposite. The more
co-workers ... read more »

Can Big Data Yield Big Ideas? Blend Novel and Familiar, New Study Finds

Jan. 9, 2017 — Struggling to get your creative juices flowing for a new idea or project? A new study sheds light
on the secret sauce to developing creative ideas, and it all comes down to word ... read more »

Relationships Among Creative Identity, Entittement and Dishonesty Hinge on Perception of Creativity as Rare

Sep. 23, 2015 — Think that you are special because you are creative? Well, you are not alone, and there may
be some serious consequences especially if you believe that creativity is rare. A new study demonstrates ...
read more »
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