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Macro, Meso, and Micro Creativity:
The Role of Cultural Carriers

Fathali M. Moghaddam and Lauren Covalucci

In the film 7he Third Man (1947), the complicated and dark character Harry
Lime puts his finger on part of the mystery of creativity: the ability to ‘think
outside the box' and generate valuable novel ideas, methods, interpretations,
and ways of problem solving generally. Creativity does not always arise out
of conditions of peace, tranquilicy, and afftuence. The extraordinary creativ-
ity of the Renaissance took place in the context of the violent conflicts that
engulfed the Icalian city states. In more recent times, the creativity involving
Irish artists such as William Butler Yeats, James Joyce, and the Irish National
Theater emerged in the context of violence of early twentieth-century Irish
society. The computer innovations of Alan Turing took place during World
War IL The relationship between creativity and freedom is also complex. For
example, in nineteenth century England women were deprived of important

inte + Don't be so gloomy. After all its not that awful. Like the fella says, in ltaly for 30 years under
the Borgias they had warfare, terror, murder, and blvodshed, but they produced Michelangelo, Leonardo da
Vinci, and the Renaissance. In Switzerland they had brotherly love—they had 500 years of democracy and
peace, and what did that produce? The cuckov clock. So long Holly. huep://www.imdb.com/title/t0041959/
quotes
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political, educational, and economic rights—yet this era produced arguab
the finest female novelists to ever write in English (Jane Austen, Charlott);

and Emily Bronte, and George Elliot). Great art, drama, and literatyre hay
been produced in the context of repressive political systems, as in the cgeq 0:.
nineteenth-century Russian novels produced by the Tolstoy, Dostoycvsky, and
others. A key factor during these eras was support for the products of Creatiy.
ity from powerful elites, who helped shape the dominant ideology and value
system in society. Perhaps because of the enormous complexity of crearjyi
in the context of the larger society, psychologists have in general tackled thjs
topic by focusing on the ‘creative individual’ rather than taking into cop.
sideration the society in which the creative individual lives. We believe it i
essenrial to adopt a broader perspective.

This chapter explores creativity by examining two main issues, before pro-
posing a new way to consider the links between different levels of creativity,
Our first focus is on the distinction between processes at three levels: macro,
involving large-scale societal transformations; meso, involving the organiza-
tional and small group level; and micro, involving the intra-personal level,
The second issue explored is the puzzle of how influence is achieved across
the macro, meso, and micro levels. We assume that influence is bi-directional,
both top-down from macro to meso and micro, and bottom-up from micro
to meso and macro. But irrespective of the source and direction, the puzzle is:
how does this influence come about?

A major innovation we propose is that creative processes at macro, meso,
and micro levels are nurtured and connected by creativity carriers, which are
specialized forms of ‘cultural carriers —means through which values and nor-
mative systems are propagated (Moghaddam 2002). Examples of cultural car-
riers are the American flag and the Islamic veil, which from one perspective
are both ‘just pieces of cloth.” However, these pieces of cloth ‘carry’ values that
are enormously important in American and Islamic cultures respectively. We
propose that by giving importance to certain values propagated through cul-
tural carriers, societies influence creativity at meso and micro levels. Examples
of creativity carriers are the Internet and the computer, both of which have
been used to create and propagate new ideas and ways of doing things.

We argue that processes at macro, meso, and micro levels are imfo.lvc(?,
to some degree, in all creativity, even when the unit generating creativity 1S
primarily macro, meso, or micro. Until recently, most creativity researc.h has
focused on micro-level creativity and cognitive processes within individuals
(see readings in Kaufman and Sternberg 2010). Some attention has lately
been given to meso-level creativity (e.g., Nijstad et al. 2006), and to0 Wflflf
groups and organizations, such as Apple and Microsoft, as ‘creative units.
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A great deal of attention has been given to how such units are influenced by
Particular leaders like as Steve Jobs and Bill Gates. However, far less attention
has been given to the influence of societal processes, such societal values asso-
ciated with the entrepreneurial spirit in the USA (for an exception, see Leung
and Lo 2014),

There are at least two major kinds of macro-level creativity. First, ‘creativ-
ity carriers’ involve features of societies that enhance creativity at meso and
micro levels. This results in waves and surges in creativity such as Elizabethan
theater, renaissance art, nineteenth-century English novels, twentieth-century
American films, and twenty-first-century computing software in California.
Second, ‘movement creativity’ involves large-scale innovations that trans-
form the normative system and bring about major changes, as has happened
through the women’s liberation movement and the Black Power movement,
as well as through major revolutions.

Our discussion of creativity gives importance to the dynamic nature of
creative processes. We argue thar activities at macro, meso, and micro levels
are interdependent. This dynamism means that when creative force is not
aligned ac all three levels, its impact is muted. For example, Gregor Mendel
(1822-1884) was an isolated researcher who discovered in the late nineteenth
century that inheritance takes place through the transmittance of discrete
units, genes, rather than the ‘blending’ of different characteristics of the par-
ents in the offspring. However, Mendel did not work in a group, so at the
meso level there were no others to continue and spread the news of his find-
ings when he died. Nor was the larger scientific community and sociecy—the
macro level—thinking along the lines of his discoveries. As a consequence, it
was only in the early twentieth century that the rest of the world caught up,
and that Mendel’s discoveries found a wider audience.

Micro Creativity

The idea of a lone creative genius is nothing new: it is so ingrained into our
cultural consciousness that research on group creativity has only (relatively)
recently started picking up steam. Moreover, the relationship berween the
individual, group, and the larger society has received scant atrention. We
argue that ‘surges’ and ‘waves’ of creativity, such as the creativity in computer
technologies in twenty-first-century America and the creativity in Elizabethan
theater in England, are achieved when individual, group, and societal-level
creative processes are linked by creativity carriers. Such links have not been
a focus on psychological research, because the focus of discussion has almost
exclusively been individual creativity, the micro level.
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A main reason for this focus on the micro level of creativity is the ngp.
rative of the lone genius, the long-held idea that innovation and crearjy;
flows through an individual vessel. In the classical tradition, the Greeks a5
Romans thought of creativity as a divine energy that was channeled through
artists, often poets, who went on to author great works. This is why Greek ang
Roman epic poetry begins with an invocation to the Muses on behalf of 4 sip.
gular, humble creator. Virgil's Aeneid is an excellent exan}ple of this: the poem
opens ‘Arma virumque cano, ‘I sing of arms and a man,’ regardless of the fact
that Virgil is actually just codifying a folk tale passed down for generations, He
then calls on the muse to help Aim recount Juno’s anger and all that followed,
To the ancient (and modern) imagination, he is a human conduit of divine
creative energy, chosen specially by the gods. Homer before him was seen the
same way—so was Socrates. The books of the New Testament share a similar
origin story: the four Gospels are seen as written by four divinely inspired
individuals, in isolation rather than as a group. Through the ages, divine influ-
ence began dropping out of this narrative, but the focus on individual literary
genius remains. Dante, though he begins the Divine Comedy with an invoca-
tion that mirrors Virgil’s, was seen less as a conduit and more as a creator in
his own right. By the time we arrive at literary greats like Hemingway and
Salinger, the myth of the isolated genius is well intact sans divinicy. In all these
cases, the creative leaps and bounds are seen as the product of individuals
rather than of their culture or their immediate surroundings. Virgil was amaz-
ing and is timeless, but the Aeneid is more Rome’s creation than his.

The archetype of the lone genius has moved through the sciences as well.
We use Mendel as an example of what happens when new ideas, through no
faule of the creator’s, do not come to fruition because of a lack of creative
receptivity at the meso and macro levels. Newton and Leibniz: are two other
enormously important academics—again, true geniuses in their own right—
whose developments were seen as the result of their own individual work.
(We're all familiar with the twist, here. Their story provides support to our
assertion: if these two truly did work independently, which is fairly agreed
upon, how did they both come to invent calculus if their community had not
so perfectly set the stage for it?) Philosophy has its examples, as well: Descartes
begins his most famous work with a narrator who has shut himself away .from
the world, full of external stimuli that do nothing but confuse and hln.der
his talent. This narrative has been repeated to us through every discipl}nc.
When psychologists began to seriously examine creativity, and with Amerlcanf
individualism making them only too receptive to the do-it-yourself lone wol
creators, it is no small wonder that they focused on the individual to the
exclusion of creative groups and societies.
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If our cultural history so often points to individuals as the most founda-
rional sources of creativity, what reason is there to question the narrative?
Change is often spearheaded by one remarkable person, and it seems only
natural that they be recognized for their accomplishments. In this paper, we
are not seeking to minimize the contributions of individuals, but to reexam-
ine the idea that creative change happens only from the bottom-up, like an
organism that spreads and reproduces outward. Rather, we point to the fact
chat humans have continually worked in groups to achieve our current place
in the biological pecking order. Virtually no one shuts herself in her room
with a notebook and candle and successfully creates change beyond her front
door. Modern writers, for instance, may go out into the wilderness to ‘live
deliberately’'—before returning to their offices to have their diaries proofread
by their editors. Workshop settings are now seen as crucial for poets, play-
wrights, biographers, and memoirists, and are a seminal part of the education
process for creative writing. Group work is not limited to writing, and group
input and feedback are now rightly seen as imperative exercises for anyone in
the arts, both to give and receive feedback as well as to generate ideas that can
be taken back to the individual drawing table. The lone genius has an impor-
tant part in the creative process, but she is not the only part, and we do not
think she is the most foundational. Individual luminaries only pave the way
for amazing creative leaps and bounds as part of a greater whole.

Creativity research is still relatively young to psychology and was not
brought to wide attention until the well-known 1950 address by J.2. Guilford
to the American Psychological Association (discussed in Simonton 2000).
The little research that has emerged since then focuses on the individual in
part because micro creativity is easier to observe and study than creativity in
groups. In some sense, a group is an intangible thing—you can ask a group
what the group thinks (and get an answer!), but that will tend to come through
the voice of individuals who then have the chance to his their own spin on
the verdict. Even research that does look ac group or cultural creativity tends
to do so through this lens of the individual. Much research on group creativ-
ity is purposed toward increasing it by increasing the creative effectiveness
of its individual members. Social loafing solutions often focus on personal
accountability, for instance, rather than group structure. Some exceptions are
the research on how diversity and group incentives relate to creativity (e.g.,
Eckel and Grossman 2005; McLeod et al. 1996).

After Guilford’s 1950 address, psychologists particularly explored intra-
personal properties of creativity. Guilford himself focused on the measure-
ment and development of creativity on the individual level, enjoining other
scientists to help him pursue the line further (1967). Social creativity did
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not take the spotlight, though he recognized its potential in study;

work. Research on creativity in education came closer to a rnoreymg grfi’ul:

not macro)-level view: for instance, several essays in Gowan's 196?“0[51 l;-
ogy examine the effect teachers can have on their students’ creative = 'c:\l
Effects were measured by the individual development of each childpolt]cnuh.
rather than by the classroom’s joint ability to problem-solve or crcat' v il
. A .large and more modern body of research exists on the linkcig een
mdl.v1dual characteristics and creativity. The cultural fascinagi = ith
genius personalities sparked much curiosity about whether the intro ” ::cd/
mls.ux.]derstood-artist personality somehow contributed to creative ex::irence
or if it was the other way around, with great talent weighing on individu-'
als to shape them into the lonely genius trope. Psychologists studied artists
Fhemsclvcs (Drevdahl and Cactell 1958) as well as many traits that could
impact a person’s creativity. This research led to interesting findings, such as
the case of gifted children who had lost a parent, showing that cgr;ain ar-
ent—child relationships 4o produce more creative children (Albert 1971); End
that,'despite the stereotype, madness is a hindrance rather than a hei to
cr.ea.uvil:y (Rothenberg 1990). The relationship between intelligence andire—
ativity received a lot of attention from the 1950s (Getzels and Jackson 1962;
Schubert 1973; Barron and Harrington 1981; Sternberg and O’Hara 1999:
N.us.baum and Silvia 2011), whereas that berween sexual orientation and cre:
ativity received less attention (Ellis 1959; Demb 1992).

Thus, the individualistic, reductionist tendencies of traditional psycholo

.have pervaded creativity studies. In the next section, we turn to meso creati%/}-’
ity, which is vitally important but has received less attention.

Meso Creativity

Humans spend most of their lives in small groups: from the family, to a school
clas.sroom, to friendship group, to work group, and so on. Desp,ite the cen-
trallfy of small groups in human life, creativity in groups was not adequatel
ftudled until recently,’ and the now-extant research on groups and crgativi )
is USl'l:l.uy ambivalent and sometimes highly negative toward the idea of routy
creativity. To support our overarching theory—that the three levels of CiativIz
ity interact deeply and are all crucial to a creative act—it will help to show
that work in groups is worthwhile, despite its complications. ?

| . : :
Evenin 2001, after the brainstorming baom, Kurtzberg and Amabile shared our complaine (2000-2001).
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The discussion of the pitfalls of group creativity began early in the twen-
tieth century and stretched to an explosion of research in the ‘70s and ‘80s.
Many of these studies aimed to debunk the idea that two heads (or three, or
three dozen) will always be berter than one. Several main problems with group
creativity have received very wide attention, an example being social loafing.
The concept was introduced by French engineer Maximilien Ringelmann in
1913, who observed a group of people pulling a rope. Ringelmann noted that
the individuals would pull harder when they worked alone than when they
worked as a group. The sum of the whole, rather than being greater than the
sum of the parts through mutual encouragement and camaraderie, as many
would have thought, was Jess than the sum of the parts. The observation was
taken back up in the mid-1970s, termed ‘social loafing’, and has been written
about continuously since (Simms and Nichols 2014). As the phenomenon
was further explored by greater evidence, the focus turned not to proving the
existence of social loafing but toward research on what causes it and how to
mitigate it.

We therefore have a well-established literature on why social loafing occurs:
interest level, morale, group dynamics, stress, perception of other group
members’ competence, leadership, and comfort level all contribute. One
meta-analysis of social loafing studies observes the following: ‘Social loafing
appears to be moderate in magnitude and generalizable across tasks and sub-
ject populations. The integrated model of individual effort on collective tasks
suggests that social loafing occurs because individuals expect their effort to be
less likely to lead to valued outcomes when working collectively than when
working coactively’ (Karau and Williams 1993, p. 700). (The same researchers
found thar social loafing decreases when group participants see each other as
incompetent.)

Several explanatory models for social loafing have been put forward for
the purpose of identifying and correcting inefficiency in group work. Karau
and Williams (1993) list factors such as evaluation potential, dispensability of
effort, matching of effort, and self atcention that appear in many social loaf-
ing models as explanations for unproductive behavior. Many of the models
they discuss isolate one of these factors as the main cause of social loafing,
excluding others. In addition, most imply that the individual is the locus of
creativity. They propose ways to boost the individual’s creative potential as
a way of adding to the productivity of the group. This is not an invalid way
to affect group creativity, of course—for instance, Tziner and Eden (20006)
show that a high-achieving member of a group can have a noticeably positive
effect on group performance, and that effect is greater if the group consists of
other high achievers. Though these measures can be helpful, we think that an
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understanding of small groups as creativity generators themselves wil| enrich
solutions to social loafing (and other such phenomena). The optimizatiop of
group work should focus on the group’s total output, rather than the sy, of
individual contributions. As we will see later, well-established and highly U
cessful groups like Apple or Ideo tend to focus on improving group creagiv
from a structural perspective: from the top down rather than the bottom, up
There is also some evidence that social loafing can be a net positive, Bluhr;,
(2009) explores the idea that social loafing is an adaprive quality to lessep
individual stress. If a group of social loafers produces completely satisfactory
results when working less hard than they would individually, the group as 3
whole benefits: individuals can come together to solve a complex problem
with relatively lictle stress, helping to prevent burnout when the group breaks
up and the members go back to individual tasks. The group task may go 4
well ac it would have were there not social loafing, but the tasks done by
individuals will receive greater effort, thus producing more creativity overall,
The ways in which groups work together have also come under scrutiny,
particularly the now ubiquitous practice of brainstorming. One can brajn-
storm alone, but the technique is more commonly done in a small group,
where the group identifies a problem to be solved and works together to iden-
tify possible solutions. A seminal 1958 paper identifies four core rules thar
define the process:

1. Criticism is ruled out. Adverse judgment of ideas must be withheld until
lacer.

2. ‘Free-wheeling’ is welcomed. The wilder che idea, the better; it is easier to
tame down than to think up.

3. Quantity is wanted. The greater the number of ideas, the more the likelihood
of winners.

4. Combination and improvement are sought. In addition to contributing
ideas of their own, participants should suggest how ideas of others can be
turned into better ideas; or how two or more ideas can be joined not still
another idea. (Taylor et al. 1958, pp. 24-25)

In theory, by collectively throwing ideas together, the group will be more
productive and more original than a person coming up with solutions alone.
Listening to the ideas of others is supposed to spark ideas throughout the
group so that elements can be combined in new and interesting ways.?
Criticism is supposed to be withheld so that members feel as free as possible to

*In theory, brainstorming is a compacted, artificial form of creative Darwinism. Rather than pitting only
one person’s ideas together, a group can see that many more ideas up against each other. More competi-
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say whatever comes to mind—no idea is too wild for a brainstorming session,
and a ridiculous idea might very well cause another member to come up with
something more practical. Paulus (2000) argues that the diversity of a group
can expose its members to a multitude of unfamiliar viewpoints, allowing
them'to make new associations and connections. This group-wide, interper-
sonal stimulation of associations facilitates lateral thinking that bridges fields
and, supposedly, spawns innovation.

By the time researchers began testing the efficacy of brainstorming, it had
already been adopted across a wide variety of industries. To examine whether
brainstorming was as productive as it seemed, Taylor et al. (1958) conducted
a study where discussion groups of four men were compared against indi-
viduals, and against nominal groups of these individuals who did not actually
interact. He found that the groups, far from producing more creative ideas
than the nominal groupings of individuals, did more poorly than the indi-
viduals. They hypothesized that the deficit could be due to a fear of criticism
(either unvoiced or voiced, if the group is breaking Taylor et al.’s rules) ro
some variation of what we know as groupthink. The study has some glaring
limitations: the uniformly small group sizes; the uniformity of the sample (all
groups were composed of men); the limited set of problems the group was
asked to discuss; and, most notably, groups were only given 12 minutes to dis-
cuss each problem, which hardly facilitates an involved discussion. A review
of many similar studies comes to similar conclusions—given that the groups
examined were small, the problems given to them were simplistic, and the
only function of creativity measured was the generation of raw ideas (Lamm
and Trommsdorff 1973).

Nonetheless, productivity loss is a well-document effect of brainstorming.
By the 1980s, researchers began examining productivity loss more closely to
determine its causes. Taylor was right that brainstorming sessions were less
useful when the members feared criticism, and others have found that exter-
nal pressure can squash a brainstorming session as well (Amabile 1998). Diehl
and Stroebe’s 1987 study examines a few more problems with brainstorming,
namely free riding, when some group members contribute less energy because
they expect others to pick up the slack; and production blocking, the fact
that members must wait their turn share their ideas in a group. In theory,
a group of ten would only produce one idea in the time it would rake for
them to produce ten distinct ideas, were they working individually. Diehl and
Stroebe’s studies concluded that production blocking constituted most of the

tion means that the end product will ultimately be better and stronger. Simonton touches the relationship
between culwural factors and individual creativity through a Darwinistic lens in his 1999 paper (317).
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production loss in brainstorming groups. The solution seems obvioys:
groups more time to work through their ideas. If group work really doeg P
duce better and more original ideas than individual work, the extra time Spen-
should be worth it. Other researchers have found that anonymous clectroni:
brainstorming improves the process considerably (Cooper et al. 1998), Not
only does electronic brainstorming mirigate production blocking by remoy.
ing the spoken aspect, it makes it easier both to mask the participants’ iden,;.
ties and hold them accountable. (Anonymity has been shown to help Prevent
self-censorship in brainstorming, and personal accountability helps Mitigace
social loafing.)

But do brainstorming groups actually produce betzer ideas than the sapyq
group of individuals? As of Diehl and Stroebe’s (1987) study, the jury was our
on whether the quality of brainstormed ideas was higher. More recent studjes
have not been much more optimistic (Rietzschel et al. 2006). Why keep trying,
then? And do groups and companies persist in brainstorming just because they
are misinformed? It’s always possible that the general public is mistaken—i¢
happened before—but yet prevalence of brainstorming as a tactic for creativity
remains. Some, like Paulus, are believers in the potential of meso-level creaiv-
ity; his 2004 paper describes opportunities for improving creativity in groups
and creative benefits that only come from working in teams.

If there is an overarching theme of group work literature regarding the opti-
mization of team creativity, it is this: the most creative and productive groups
control for group work pifalls by carefully and deliberately structuring group
discussion. It is somewhat paradoxical to think that imposing a rigid and
unchanging structure over a wide variety of groups allows for more creativ-
ity—however, we see this often paralleled in the arts, where creators can be
most productive when left to their almost ritualistic habits, and most prolific
when restraints are imposed on them. To take a broader perspective, this is
one of the more interesting ways that the levels of creativity interact. As much
as it can be stifled by an oppressive culture, mid-level creativity can also blos-
som under a certain level of adversity. While one cannot artificially impose
certain cultural conditions on a society in order to make it more creative,
perhaps the most effective creative groups are able to do that for themselves.

For explanation, we may want to turn to the industries that are depen-
dent on creativity to stay relevant. Some models of industrial innovation not
only use creative teams and brainstorming processes to survive: they thrive
off of these sessions.? In looking for positive role models of excellent group

giVe

*Bennis and Biederman examined ‘Great Groups' like Apple and the scientists behind the Human
Genome Project in their 1997 book Organizing Genius: The Secret of Creative Collaboration.
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creativity, psychologists often stumble over a firm called IDEO. Famous for
their ‘human-centered’ focus, the company is a (very lucrative) legend in the
world of design and is contracted by a wide number of industries for problem-
solving help. Part of their success lies in their practice of hiring exemplary
people; they claim the lion’s share, though, is due to their method. The com-
pany guards itself carefully against the common pitfalls of group work by
Jeaning on what amounts to a formula for innovation. The ways their focus
groups interact discourage groupthink and social loafing while creating an
environment of creative safety and freedom.

The company is open abour their process and has shared much of their
method with the public. They have published many of their tips for generat-
ing ideas and facilitating discussion, including a document called the Human-
Centered Design Toolkit. The toolkit focuses on using design to empower
developing countries and problem-solve with the help of the local commu-
nity, but it has other applications as well, and it gives us a good glance into the
company’s philosophy. In this toolkit, you see that their choices streamline the
creative process and minimize distraction so that the focus is on innovation. A
leading passage early in the text illustrates this:

The challenges you face are very complex and are likely to have been explored by
predecessors. You will have a higher likelihood of success at solving such com-
plex, difficult, and already-examined problems by intentionally assembling the
right team of people. This team will work best if it consists of a core group of
3-8 individuals, one of whom is the facilitator. By mixing differenc disciplinary
and educational backgrounds, you will have a better chance of coming up with
unexpected solutions when these people approach problems from different
points of view. (Ideo Human-Centered Design Toolkit, 2nd edition, P. X)

We learn several things in this paragraph. First, they value diversity. This can
pose its own challenges—in a group with mixed educational backgrounds, a
blue-collar worker unused to research may feel intimidated by someone else
in the room with a PhD and therefore contribute less than her potential. It
will fall to the structure of the group, and the participants’ commitment,
to remedy this. Second, we see that IDEO means to encourage vastly dif-
ferent lines of thinking, again a difficult task. A group of individuals with
different focuses and areas of expertise can easily devolve into a roomful of
people talking past each other, another outcome that must be avoided. Last,
Ideo encourages a facilitator. A too-strict leader may encourage groupthink
as individual members suppress the urge to rock the boat and deviate too far
from the leader’s opinion. A leader who is not respected by the group, though,
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will lose the ability to keep the discussion on track and enforce a beneficiy]
structure, among other benefits a good leader can provide to a creative
(Reiter-Palmon and Illies 2004).

There are counterpoints to Paulus, IDEQO, and other optimists about group
work. Pirola-Merlo and Mann (2004) take a deflationary stance toward group
creativity, cliiming that ‘failure to account for aggregation across time as well
as across individuals can result in misleading empirical results, and can regy],
in the erroneous conclusion that team climate influences team Creativity
directly rather than indirectly via individuals’ (p. X). Their study supports the
proposal that teams, as such, have no creative generative power—the 7 4 ;
factor we assume makes two heads to be better than one. If true, this could
pose challenges for our three-tiered model of creativity; however, our mode]
would not be invalidated. It could be the case that the meso level of creariyi
serves more as a gatekeeper than an amplifier, allowing talented individuals to
reach a larger audience and keeping the relatively mediocre ideas at bay.

The link berween meso creativity and the micro and macro levels, we argue,
are carriers that are particularly effective at the group level. These carriers work
to enhance group culture and guide individual members to higher creativ-
ity performance. For example, consider the title ‘impressionists’ adopted by
the avant-guard French artists, including Cézanne, Degas, Monet, Renoir,
Pissarro, and Sisley, after their highly controversial exhibition of 1874. This
title came from a satirical and highly critical article written about the exhibi-
tion. Bur the rebellious stand of the impressionists (who had declared they
would not participate in the traditional Selon de Paris art show put on by
the French Académie) included adopting the ‘label’ of ‘impressionists’ given
to them by their mocking critics. The title ‘impressionists’ came to serve as a
powerful carrier, helping to define them, and propagating their ideas. Groups
develop a wider variety of names, behavioral styles, norms, traditions, and
habits, that can serve as creativity carriers, connecting the group both to the
individual members and to the wider society.

group

Macro Creativity

In this part of the discussion, we explore the meaning of macro creativity,
arguing that it is often the most crucial level of creativity. Our argument
might seem counterintuitive, since Western cultural tradition tells us that the
source of creativity is the individual. This tradition has bled into creativity
research. For instance: the major tests of creativity, such as the Torrance Tests
of Creative Thinking (TTCT), measure individual performance (this is akin
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to IQ tests such as the Stanford—Binet that test the intelligence of individu-
als). These tests are necessary and important, but their prevalence assumes that
the individual level of creativity is the only level that macters—we do not, for
example, have any well-established metrics to measure the creative potential
of a group or society. Florida (2007, 2014) has written provocatively about
the role of what he calls the ‘creative class’ in narional and global economies,
and some of his discussions (such as on ‘creative class centers’ and a ‘super-
creative core’ in the creative class) do touch on collective processes. Through
the ‘3T’ of economic development, Technology, Tolerance, and Talent, he
explores the context in which the creative class gathers and thrives. However,
he neglects the social psychological collective processes that enable creativity
to thrive.

There are also possible misconceptions concerning group creativity, which
calls to mind the (negative) phenomena of ‘collective thinking’ and ‘group
mind.’ It seems impossible that a collective could think, or that a group could
have a mind. The difficultly comes not because groups are nor creative, but
because it does not make sense to expect groups to ‘think’ as though they were
individuals. Instead of supposing that a culture comes together as a larger
version of a single mind, we see macro-level creativity as a certain directional
force influenced by social factors—which in turn acts on smaller groups, and
on individuals.!

There is already some published discussion of the relationship berween
culture and creativity, typically focusing on explicit, formal processes. For
example, in summing up research on creativity and culture in greater China,
Leung and Lo (2014) argue that, ‘...the development of creative industries
in Greater China follows three major models: (1) the minimal role of the
Hong Kong government regarding creative potential explored and realized
by both individuals and groups; (2) partnerships berween the government,
groups, individuals, and the market in the case of Taiwan; and (3) the domi-
nant role of the state in the People’s Republic of China (PRC), where the
creativity of groups and individuals has to conform with the principles of
economic modernization, social harmony, and political correctness’ (p. 369).
There is no doubr that government intervention in the ‘creative industries’
is quite direct in the PRC as opposed to a nation like Taiwan, constituting a
legistative and explicit cultural influence on individual creativity. However,
the informal, implicit influence of the government on creative industries is
quite considerable in all societies. For example, ‘political correctness—which
reflects values made dominant by government agencies and political elites—

‘C.f. Vygousky 1978.
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has a very strong influence even in the USA and other Western societjes Thi
is evident in the widespread influence of ‘politically correct’ multiculyyy, S
and relativism, strongly endorsed in a top-down manner in the edy
system (Moghaddam 2012).

Woodman’s work provides an interactionist perspective on Creativity, |
posits, like we do, that creativity is the combination of factors a¢ Se;fer:l
different individual and group levels, and gives a model for organizationga]
creativity: “The gestalt of creative output (new products, services, ideas, pro-
cedures, and processes) for {an] entire system stems from the complex Mosaic
of individual, group, and organizational characteristics and behaviors oceyy.
ring within the salient situational influences (both creativity constrainip
and enhancing) existing at each level of social organization’ (Woodman et alg
1993, p. 296). These influences combine on the individual and small groul;
levels and are influenced by organizational atcicudes, policy, and leadership
to produce aggregate organizational creativity. Beyond this, the concept of
creativity carriers can also provide some more concrete explanation of the
interaction between levels of creativity.

alism
Catiop

Creativity Carriers

In each era, the normative system of society encourages (and pushes) cre-
ativity in certain direction (see Simonton 2004, on creativity and zeitgeiss).
Directional shifts become particularly apparent in times of revolution, when
revolutionaries forcibly change the directions of creativity. This change is most
clearly apparent in the arts and humanities—take the turn away from ‘frivo-
lous’ Rococo style toward neoclassicism after the French Revolution—burt it
also takes place in scientific research. For example, in the Soviet Union, Stalin
shunned the advanced genetics pioneered by Nikolai Vavilov (1887-1943)
and other legitimate scientists, forcing researchers to invest time and effort
in bogus ‘indigenous’ breeding ideas (see Moghaddam 2013, pp. 173-177).
In Iran after the 1979 revolution, Khomeini's followers attacked and emptied
the universities, preventing ‘Western style’ research and encouraging so-called
‘Islamic research.” These political disruptions provide clear evidence of how
macro-level shifts in a society can change the direction of creativity, particu-
larly through severe punishments against those who attempt to be creative in
ways unacceptable to the new regime.

The same top-down processes are apparent in the USA and other Western
societies, often driven by market forces rather than direct government inter-
vention, For example, consider the role of the computer as cultural carrier. In
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the era of the ‘computer revolution,’ it is almost inevitable that young people
invest their creative energies in the realm of computing. Mark Zuckerberg
and his collaborators launched Facebook in 2004, and within a decade the
social nerworking service became a California-based company with a market
value of over $200 billion. Twitter, Snapchat, Yik Yak, and numerous other
novel social networking platforms have been launched, and millions of young
people from around the world dream of joining the new Californian ‘gold
rush’ riding on computer technologies. In other historical eras, these young
people would have been developing their creative talents in other domains,
such as writing sonnets, or finding ways to breed faster and stronger horses, or
identifying shorter routes to travel across newly discovered oceans and conti-
nents. But in the twenty-first century, it is the computer that gives direction
to creativity for many young people. Their dreams, imaginations, and aspira-
tions are moved and shaped by computer as cultural carrier.

Collective Movement Creativity

Certain, cultural, social, and political movements involve collective creativ-
ity that is both top-down and bottom-up in influence. There is top-down
influence in fashion when leading fashion magazines such as Vogue ‘set a
trend’ by celebrating certain styles and colors of clothing. For example, here
is a tip from Vogue about new designers to follow: ‘It’s a big year for Erdem
Moralioglu. He is the reigning British Womenswear Designer of the Year, a
trophy won after he showed his swoon-inducing Victoriana-hothouse spring
collection—a thing of verdant beauty based on a fantasy abour an intrepid
lady explorer and illustrator of exotic flora’ (Vogue 2015, p. 418). Morelioglu
will see quite a bit of imitation as consumers flock to his style. But the influ-
ence of Vogue is not deterministic, because by the time the designs and colors
propagated by Vogue and other ‘top’ sources filter to the masses, they have
been altered along the way by those who wear them. Fashion for and by the
masses involves creativity by the many, often in ways not predicted by the
‘top’ sources. Examples like this are interesting because a few elite individuals
are making creative decisions that effect change in the communiry ar large,
whereas our previous examples move from one member of the community
up through the elites to then trickle back down. (See our previous example of
Mendel.) Large-scale creative change or innovation does not always follow the
pattern of one obscure genius, to influential friends, to mass adoption, and
societal revolution: it can also be a new idea from one elite member of society
that filters down to the masses.
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Movements such as Black Power and women’s liberation also involve this
bi-directional creativity, though they originate from a position without powe,
rather than from the powerful. In large-scale social movements, macro-leye|
changes in attitude and opinion trickle down (or up) to the people in power,
thus changing policy and cultural norms on the way. The voices of individuals
play an important role in such movements, but the ‘creativity of the crowd’ i
vital, with recent electronic technologies, ‘E-swarming,” and other Interner.
based communication giving a voice to those who may not have otherwise
had one. These are the instances where two (thousand, hundred thousand)
heads are better than one, and where the ‘mob’ can be a source of grear innova-
tion. Crowd wisdom and creativity is a focus of ‘swarm intelligence’ research,
which proposes that collective human life results in solutions that individuals
alone could not have created (Krause et al. 2009). Diversity of background,
ability, and especially opinion can be useful, as empirical research has shown
how novel ideas arise from collective decision-making processes when critical
debate, rather than ‘getting along,’ is given priority in groups (Nemeth and
Ormiston 2007). Group decision making by animals also takes place and can
have superior results (Conradt and Roper 2007). For example, Seeley (2010)
studied how honeybees make collective decisions to overcome sometimes life-
and-death challenges through ‘novel’ solutions (novel in the sense that the
bees are in a new environment and having to deal with unknown topogra-
phies and hazards).

Conclusion

Our focus has been on the narrative of creativity as originating from the indi-
vidual alone is not as well-founded as psychological literature and Western
tradition may lead us to believe. Creativity is multi-layered. Small groups
and also societies can be creative, each in different ways, in addition to ‘tra-
ditional’ individual creatives. More important than isolating any one source
of creativity is acknowledging the role of all three levels, in communication
with one another, in a particular creative process and creative movement as
a whole. An individual’s good idea seldom (if ever) has any impact with-
out being discussed and improved upon by a group; and individuals isolated
from creative and intellectual stimulation—both of which are provided by
groups—seldom have world-changing ideas. As Barron (1999) argued, all cre-
ativity is collaboration.

We are not simply (and uselessly) saying that ideas spread because groups
adopt them. We cannot evaluate how many ideas were stifled by unreceptive,
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pootly trained, or malicious groups of people, and thus never made it out
of an individual’s imagination. Conversely, it would be impossible to deter-
mine the number of ideas that started as fairly good, butr were made excellent
once they were taken up by a group; or, how many individuals had their best
ideas after being inspired by associations sparked by group work. Historical
evidence indicates that these numbers would be significant, were we able to
measure them. Likewise, it is seldom the case that creative ideas emerge solely
from an individual, or solely from a group, without significant input from
one another and from the cultural environment. As such, it makes little sense
to focus so granularly on studying just one tier of creativity. We look forward
to seeing more research on the integration of the three tiers—on the effect
of oppressive government regimes on personal creativity, or on innovation in
countries at war, or more research into how the traits of individuals impact
the creative success of the groups to which they belong.

Concluding Comment

To sum up, as Nijstad (2009) has outlined in his excellent book on Group
Performance, there are conditions in which groups are more creative than indi-
viduals working alone. This is what we would expect from an evolutionary
perspective, with humans having evolved to be functional in small groups over
millions of years. Small groups, such as family and friends, serve to socialize
individuals in relation to the creativity carriers of their cultures. For example,
family interactions in the twenty-first-cencury middle-class context have the
computer and the Interner at the center.

Creativity carriers in the twenty-first century, such as the computer and
the Internet, point to how the young are most likely to channel their creative
energies. It could be argued that such creativity carriers are ‘individualistic’
and involve individuals working in isolation, demonstrating different degrees
of creativity. This would endorse the ‘bowling alone’ thesis (Putnam 2001),
arguing that there is a decline in social capital associated with increasing indi-
vidualism and weakened traditional group life and communities. However,
our alternative interpretation is that the creativity carriers of the twenty-first
century are resulting in new electronic communities, crossing traditional bor-
ders such as nation states.

Central to our analysis are two striking features of creativity: first, that
creativity varies considerably across time and culture, including in the level of
creativity; second, that creativity can take place through processes that are at
macro, meso, and micro levels. We have proposed that creativity carriers link
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these three levels, as well as provide links across culture and time. Creativi
carriers do not fit neatly into the analytic framework of any one discipline; 5
multi-disciplinary approach is needed to better explore and understand the;n
For example, a research study on creativity in the computer industry couI(i
involve personality psychologists who examine the dispositional characteris.
tics of highly creative individuals, social researchers who explore the character-
istics of group creativity in the computer industry, as well as anthropologists,
sociologists, economics, and others who research the role of the larger socie
in creative developments in the computer industry. Historians, political sci-
entists, and others will be needed to contextualize the place of such objects
in history; philosophers and cultural psychologists will be needed to dissect
their symbolism; and neuroscientists and others would explore the interac-
tion of newly created computer technologies and software with our cognitive
and neural processes. A collaborative approach will the best way forward to
keep expanding the once-narrow view of creativity and gain a better and more
dynamic understanding of the creative process.
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