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ABSTRACT

Considerable research efforts have been invested in identifying the individual and contextual
factors that facilitate employee creativity. However, the literature also abounds with conflicting
research results regarding critical factors for employee creativity. At the basis of these contradictions is
the lack of attention that has been given to the study of the potential differential impact of these
antecedents on specific sub-processes of creativity. Historically, scholars have focused on studying the
antecedents of creativity as an outcome variable, but far less is known about how these factors
differentially impact the various stages within the creative process.
Building on this research gap, the aim of this study is to explore the possible differential impact
on the phases of the creative process of five antecedents previously identified as important predictors of
creativity: (1) personality; (2) rewards; (3) the role of co-workers; (4) leadership; and (5) the
configuration of work settings.
The present study demonstrates the need to conceive creativity as a process if we want to
advance in building a comprehensive theory of employee creativity. We found that the factors that
emerged in one phase of the creative process were not necessarily the same as the factors observed in
other phases. In fact, the prerequisites for creativity in one phase sometimes contradicted the necessary
conditions for creativity in another phase. Specifically, we found evidence for six countervailing forces.
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FROM CREATIVITY TO SUCCESS:
BARRIERS AND CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS IN THE CREATIVE PROCESS

In the past decades, research on employee creativity has flourished (Shalley & Zhou, 2008). The
increased interest in creativity in organizational literature is not surprising given that many organizations
have shifted their focus from production to knowledge work and thus increasingly depend on the
creativity of their employees to establish and maintain a competitive advantage (e.g., Grant & Ashford,
2008; Mumford, 2000; Rank et al., 2004; Shalley et al., 2004).
Given the importance of creativity to organizations, a large amount of studies have tried to
identify and describe the individual and contextual factors that facilitate (or hinder) employee creativity
(for recent reviews, see Perry-Smith & Shalley, 2003; Shalley & Zhou, 2008; Shalley et al., 2004).
However, despite the notable support for how traits and contexts affect employee creativity, there are
certainly a number of inefficiencies in the literature, as highlighted by some conflicting research results.
Scholars have suggested that these inconsistencies might largely be explained by the conceptualization
of creativity as an outcome (Shalley et al., 2004). Whereas the conceptualization of creativity as an
outcome doesn’t take into account the conversion process from idea to outcome and its prerequisites,
the conceptualization of creativity as a process emphasizes that each phase of the creative process may
be related to another – possibly conflicting – set of critical success factors (Rank et al., 2004; Shalley et
al., 2004; Unsworth et al., 2000).
To date, research has not yet identified the antecedents of specific sub-processes of creativity.
As a result, little is known about the extent to which distinct antecedents are associated with various
phases of the creative process, neither do we know whether the antecedents that have already been
identified, can be applied universally to all stages of the creative process (Amabile et al., 2002; Gilson et
al., 2005; Rank et al., 2004; Shalley et al., 2004; Unsworth et al., 2000). Building on this research gap, the
aim of this study is to explore the possible differential impact on the phases of the creative process of
five antecedents previously identified as important predictors of creativity: (1) personality; (2) rewards;
(3) the role of co-workers; (4) leadership; and (5) the configuration of work settings.
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BACKGROUND

Based on research on antecedents of creativity, the main conclusion that can be drawn is that
employee creativity is a function of the employee’s individuality, of features of the context surrounding
the employee, and of the interaction between the two. For example, regarding individual differences,
research has shown that creative outcomes are more likely to occur when the creative individual is
flexible in absorbing information (McCrae & Costa, 1997), prefers to solve problems in innovative ways
(Kirton, 1976, 1994), and is more open to new experiences (Feist, 1998). Regarding context, the key
finding is that managers and organizations can build work environments that support employee
creativity by setting creativity work goals, and providing developmental feedback on creative goal
progress (Amabile & Mueller, 2008; Paulus, 2008; Tierney, 2008; West & Richter, 2008; Zhou, 2008).
The impressive support for how these factors affect employee creativity has however been built
on the dominant conceptualization of creativity as an outcome variable. In examining the antecedents of
creativity, research has, for example, used supervisory ratings of employee’s creative performance and
the number of patent disclosures as measures of creativity (e.g. George & Zhou, 2001a; Oldham &
Cummings, 1996; Tierney & Farmer, 2002).
Consequently, very little is known about the impact of these factors on the way that individuals
start, develop, and pursue creative outcomes (Mumford, 2000; Shalley et al., 2004) and the
intrapersonal and interpersonal processes through which employees’ creative ideas and actions are
translated into viable creative outcomes (Drazin et al., 2008). This is surprising, as early creativity
theories (e.g. Kanter, 1988; West & Farr, 1989) already conceived creativity as a multistage process
model consisting of three distinct phases: (1) idea generation, (2) idea promotion, and (3) idea
realization.
Scholars have suggested that the dominance of the outcome approach and neglect of the
process approach is at the basis of the number of inefficiencies in the literature (Shalley et al., 2004). For
example, with regard to personality, some studies show that introversion (Feist, 1999) is closely linked
to employee creativity, whereas others show that having an extraverted personality helps employees to
produce creative outcomes (Taggar, 2002). Regarding motivation, foremost, non-material, intrinsic
motivators have been demonstrated to be important for creativity (Amabile, 1985, 1997; Amabile et al.,
1994). The role of extrinsic motivation for creative performance is less clear, with scientists arguing
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against (Amabile, 1985, 1997; Amabile et al., 1994) and in favour of extrinsic rewards (Eisenberger &
Armeli, 1997; Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001).
As opposed to the conceptualization of creativity as an outcome, process models of creativity
highlight that each phase may be associated with its own set of critical success factors and outcomes
(Rank et al., 2004; Shalley et al., 2004; Unsworth et al., 2000). For example, it may be that the mixed
research results regarding the link between introversion and extraversion on the one hand and
employee creativity on the other hand, can be explained by the phase to which these factors apply. That
is, while having an introverted personality may be linked to an individual’s ability to generate new ideas,
having an extraverted personality may be an advantage in the next phase of the creative process in
which the employee needs to convince stakeholders in the organization to invest in the idea.
Therefore, to clarify some inconsistencies found in the literature, the first contribution of this
research is to explore the differential impact of individual and contextual factors on the creative
process. Based on West & Farr (1989) and Kanter (1988), we conceive creativity as a multistage process
consisting of three phases: (1) idea generation, (2) idea promotion and (3) idea realization (following
earlier research by Janssen 2000, 2001; Scott & Bruce, 1994; Van der Vegt & Janssen, 2003). Idea
generation refers to the production of a new idea. In the phase of idea promotion, the acquisition of
information, resources, and support required to move the idea into practice is central. The creative
process then ends with the ultimate implementation of the idea so it can be applied within a role, group
or the total organization (Kanter, 1988) (Figure 1).

Insert Figure 1 – Process model of creativity

Second, identifying how distinct antecedents are associated with the various phases of the
creative process is an important research gap to be addressed, as research shows that only a minority of
creative ideas are successfully translated into innovations (Ford, 1996). Sometimes ideas get rejected
prematurely because the idea was brilliant in concept, but flawed in application. More often, however,
ideas remain unimplemented because individuals and organizations focus their energy on the
generation of ideas (e.g., brainstorming events, idea boxes, etc.), but fail to invest attention, efforts and
resources in the promotion and implementation of the creative ideas that originate from those
initiatives (Shalley, 2008). With the promotion and implementation of ideas being constrained in many
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organizations, it is important to identify the systems and practices that both individuals and
organizations can adopt to bridge the gap between idea generation and idea implementation.
To this end, we focus our research on those antecedents that have received the most research
attention and are advanced as most important in affecting employee creativity (Perry-Smith & Shalley,
2003; Shalley & Zhou, 2008; Shalley et al., 2004): (1) personality (measures of one or more dimensions
associated with the Five Factor Model of personality or the Creative Personality Scale (e.g., Amabile,
1998; Anderson & Gasteiger, 2008; Ford, 1996; George & Zhou 2001a, 2001b; Mostert, 2007; Mumford
& Hunter, 2005; Scott & Bruce, 1994: Sim et al., 2007)); (2) rewards (contingent rewards such as
monetary incentives (e.g., Amabile, 1985, 1997; Amabile et al., 1994; Eisenberger & Armeli, 1997;
Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001)); (3) the role of co-workers (complementarity and co-worker support and
contribution (e.g., George & Zhou, 2001a; Jackson, 1992; King & Anderson, 1990; West, 2002; West et
al., 2004)); (4) leadership (leadership style and leader-member relationship (e.g., Byrne et al., 2009;
Amabile & Conti, 1999; Amabile et al., 1996; Grosse, 2007; Madjar et al., 2002; Oldham & Cummings,
1996; Wang & Casimir, 2007)); and (5) the configuration of work settings (e.g., Shalley et al., 2004:
Woodman et al., 1993)). We aim to identify their differential impact on the different stages of the
creative process (Figure 2).

Insert Figure 2 – Preliminary model

METHODOLOGY

As the purpose of the present study was to explore the role of personality, motivation, coworkers, leadership, and work settings in the creative process, an inductive methodology was most
appropriate. An inductive methodology aims to develop theory that is empirically grounded (Glaser &
Straus, 1967; Yin, 1989). Within inductive methodologies a distinction is made between grounded
theory and analytic induction. We chose analytic induction because it explicitly accommodates existing
theories (Manning, 1982). Analytic induction typically consists of an exploratory phase and a conclusive
phase.
In the exploratory phase the extant literature is screened to develop a preliminary framework.
In a next step, data are gathered to explore the preliminary model and develop theory (Manning, 1982).
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As such, the starting point of our research was a review of the literature to develop the preliminary
framework presented in Figure 2.
In the conclusive phase, the conceptual model is tested using a qualitative design. All data were
gathered through in-depth interviews. All interviews were conducted face to face by one of the two
members of the research team. They were recorded and typed-out afterwards. Interviews were
conducted using a semi-structured questionnaire containing open questions that pertained to our
conceptual model. This allowed the interviewer to tailor the questions to the interview context, and to
the interviewees (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002). To build internal validity, we probed inconsistencies further
(Eisenhardt, 1989).

Data collection

It was our intention to obtain data that were both broad and deep enough to ensure a rich
accumulation of data from which to draw conclusions. To this end, three measures were taken. First, we
chose to collect data from two broad classes of creative workers, as identified by previous research
(Florida, 2002): creative professionals or ‘knowledge workers’ on the one hand and individuals active in
the super-creative core (occupations within the arts, design, and media) on the other. Second, we
selected a sample of eleven cases for each category of our research population (i.e., twenty-two cases in
total). These cases were carefully selected in order to maximize their representativeness of the different
industries (e.g., ICT, consultancy, product development, pharmaceutics, communication, and
engineering) and creative fields (e.g., theatre, photography, literature, cabaret, painting, music, fashion,
design, and media). In this respect, we examined a relatively large number of cases before selection to
ensure diversity of practices and contexts and thus increase the potential vigorousness of the theory
induced from the results. Third, following Ford’s (1996) recommendation to incorporate the vision of
key stakeholders in the creative process, interviews were also held with key advocates for the majority
of cases (e.g., peers, senior managers, team members). This allowed us to trace antecedents as
perceived by other individuals than just the creative person.
As highlighted by these measures, we applied theoretical sampling to select our case studies –
the approach that is advised to analytic induction (Denzin, 1989) – in order to emphasize theoretical
issues and to challenge the preliminary theory (Eisenhardt, 1989; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Pettigrew,
1990).
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Data analysis

Our aim was to explore the role of specific antecedents in the different phases of the creative
process so that implications could be drawn for future theory testing. It was important, therefore, to
identify a set of constructs that were theoretically meaningful, internally consistent, vigorous, and
distinct, for which earlier creativity research proved essential to guide categorization of antecedents.
Furthermore, definitions of antecedents as developed in prior research were beneficial in evaluating the
meaningfulness and distinctiveness of the specific antecedents emerging out of our analyses. This was
important in order to allow future research to empirically test the relationships found. The results that
emerged out of our analysis was the outcome of an iterative process consisting of data collection,
coding of the interview data, developing or refining emerging ideas, researching existing theory,
followed by new data collection.
Finally, in order to check whether the final model was in line with all the collected data, a
reanalysis was conducted to confirm that the identified antecedents described all data and not merely a
part of them. For this purpose, the electronic NUDIST Qualitative Data Analysis System was used. This
reanalysis confirmed the validity of the identified antecedents.

RESULTS

Our case study analysis supported our main premise that invoking a process view is important
when one wants to identify and describe the antecedents of creativity. That is, we found that the phases
of idea generation, idea promotion, and idea realization were each associated with a distinct set of
characteristics.

Personality

Our analyses revealed four dispositions that seem to play a significant role in the idea
generation phase. Most importantly, idea generation requires having a creative mind, following earlier
work by Mostert (2007), Feist (1998) and Oldham & Cummings (1996). Respondents described it as
“having a rich inner experience of the world”, “seeing life from a wide variety of perspectives and angles”
9

and “having an eye for new opportunities in any given situation”. However, when asked to elaborate on
the downside of such a creative mind, respondents mentioned that they often burn-out when they need
to put their ideas into action and have to focus on too many implementation details.
Idea generation also calls for people that are able to combine autonomy with responsibility.
Autonomy is an important precondition as respondents agree that generating new ideas requires that
one has the psychological freedom to leave the traditional paths. However, without the ability of the
individual to correctly and responsibly deal with this autonomy, opportunities may not be seized and
work-related priorities may be neglected.
Consistent with earlier findings relating openness to experience to creativity (Feist, 1998),
respondents stressed the need to be open to experiences for idea generation. More than that, they
indicated that they actively sought experiences and contact with people from a wide variety of
backgrounds, for which interviewees indicated four main motives. In first instance, they are eager to
broaden their horizons. Second, being in contact with others is an important way of structuring one’s
mind and ideas. By making ideas explicit to others, divergent thoughts are crafted into a coherent
concept. Third, others act as a critical sounding board and can provide feedback as regards content,
structure, and completeness of the idea. Finally, engaging in contacts helps the individual to evaluate
the idea to check whether the finalized idea is valuable and has the potential for success.
Perseverance and a communicative personality emerged as the critical factors for the promotion
of ideas. Perseverance is closely related to the persistent belief in the creative idea and refers to the
perseverance of the individual in the face of obstacles or resistance. All respondents underscored the
importance of sticking to the final idea when selling it: if at this point in the process one makes
concessions to please stakeholders, this jeopardizes selling success. Not surprisingly, having a
communicative personality appears to relate to the successful promotion of ideas as well.
Scholars have suggested that during the realization phase of the process, creativity is less
needed and dispositions beneficial for implementation prevail (Amabile et al., 1996; Sim et al., 2007;
West, 2002; West et al., 2004). This was confirmed by our data, as the phase of idea realization doesn’t
require a creative mind, but flexible, task-oriented and result-oriented individuals. These characteristics
enable the individual to turn the ideas and concepts into plans and actions, guarantee that attention is
paid to the smallest details to avoid errors and permit to efficiently handle unforeseen problems that
arise during realization.
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Rewards

With regard to the role of rewards in stimulating creativity in organizations, our analysis
provided a possible explanation for the conflicting research results found in earlier employee creativity
studies (e.g., Amabile, 1985, 1997; Amabile et al., 1994; Eisenberger & Armeli, 1997; Eisenberger &
Rhoades, 2001). Results revealed that extrinsic motivation inhibits idea generation, as respondents
indicated that their ability to generate ideas was hampered when they experienced external pressure
and felt compelled to accommodate external expectations. However, extrinsic motivation facilitates idea
realization, as extrinsic motivators were welcomed to help them persist and fully complete the
realization of the idea. The prospect of being rewarded afterwards can be an important motivator to
keep track of the last steps and pay attention to those final little – although important – details.

The role of co-workers

Our data clearly indicate the significance of co-workers in the idea generation phase. Previous
research has identified complementarity in the team as an important precondition for creative success
(Amabile, 1988; King & Anderson, 1990; West, 2002; West et al., 2004), but it remains unclear which
attributes of group complementarity stimulate creativity in which stages of the creative process
(Jackson, 1992; West, 2002).
We found that complementarity with regard to knowledge and expertise is important in the
phase of idea generation. When the co-workers have different professional backgrounds, crossfertilization of know-how is facilitated.
For idea promotion, it is complementarity in the networks of the team members that is
essential. Occupying a different function on a different level in the organization, working in a different
domain of interest, or having connections to former clients or key stakeholders are mentioned as
examples of these complementarities.
With regard to idea realization, both creative people as key informants stressed that creative
geniuses often burn-out when they need to put their ideas into action and have to focus on too many
implementation details. In this regard, the creative persons in our study were found to be creative,
flexible and result-oriented, but sometimes lacked the needed dispositional characteristic of being taskoriented. Data indicate however that successful creative minds are aware of this weakness and
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therefore gather skilled people around them to take on the role of implementation experts. Hence,
complementarity in personality is crucial for idea realization.

Leadership

Previous research showed that a supportive leadership style (as opposed to a controlling one)
boosts creativity (Amabile & Conti, 1999; Amabile et al., 1996; Madjar et al., 2002; Oldham & Cummings,
1996) and that a trustful and understanding leader-member relationship relates to creative performance
(Anderson & Gasteiger, 2008), although others have failed to duplicate these findings (Scott & Bruce,
1994). Our results suggest that the role of the leader differs greatly depending on the phase within the
creative process. Whereas some phases call for a supportive, non-regulating leadership style as
advanced by these authors, others call for a rather strict regime.
In the phase of idea generation, the leader plays a facilitating role. That is, the leader does not
have a formal hierarchical position because this is believed to hinder idea generation. Even though
equality was the key word, in most cases a clear leader was present, but his role was a largely informal
one (often, this leader was the individual who had first articulated the idea). This informal team leader
gave his/her team extremely high levels of autonomy, but on the other hand he/she was constantly
overlooking the process and making sure that the team kept a clear sight of its vision and objective. This
is consistent with earlier work of Grosse (2007).
For idea promotion, a leader who is in close contact with superiors, top management or
influential people in the business will have more success in acquiring the needed resources. Moreover, if
the leader can fall back on previous successes and has an established reputation, credibility is high and
funds are more easily obtained.
The role of the leader in the phase of idea realization is, as opposed to the phase of idea
generation, a formal and hierarchical role that mainly consists of coordination and maintaining a strict
regime in which deadlines are respected and quality requirements are met. He/she has a general
overview of the project and has the final responsibility for the successful implementation. His/her role
as team leader entails anticipating, setting priorities, taking decisions, and making sure the team can
respond adequately when unforeseen circumstances arise.
In combination with a rather strict regime however, and in order to successfully implement an
idea, a leader’s people management skills are crucial. Successful team leaders are usually quite
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demanding, but do realize that they must value and appreciate every single person that helps them
accomplish the ultimate goal. They are very much aware of the fact that typically the idea generator is in
the picture but that the crucial role of the doers is often overlooked. Giving them the visibility and the
appreciation they deserve contributes significantly to a successful idea implementation.

Configuration of work settings

Finally, the study adds to the literature by providing a deeper understanding into the relevance
of work setting configuration for creativity. Results of earlier work suggested that dense settings might
diminish creativity, but clear support remains missing (Shalley et al., 2004).
Our results show that for idea generation, work settings need to stimulate interpersonal
contacts as much as possible such that cross-fertilization between different departments and/or
domains of expertise is promoted. Extensive and varied contacts allow for the transfer of knowledge and
helps discussing problems that arise from everyday business or contact with clients. To this end, several
organizations in our sample used for example landscape offices and flexible work stations to stimulate
contact between colleagues.
The configuration of work settings was only of marginal importance in the phase of idea
promotion.
For the idea realization stage, the importance of being physically and psychologically isolated
was mentioned. Whereas external impulses stimulate idea generation, they hinder idea realization.
Physical isolation allows innovative teams to work more effectively and efficiently as they have a
separate space where they can concentrate on their objective without being distracted. Psychological
isolation refers to the need to be protected from constant outside interference. Interest groups and
stakeholders who are prone to interfere must be kept outside of the process so that they cannot distract
the focus of the working team. All respondents believed isolation was the only way of ensuring that the
initial creative idea was realized and not just a weak derivative of the initial idea.
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DISCUSSION

Although in the last decades, organizational research on individual creativity has flourished and
extensive research has been conducted on explaining variance in creativity as an outcome, little
research has addressed the process that underlies creativity. This paper attempts to redress this gap by
examining how important antecedents identified by previous research differentially impact each phase
of the creative process. In this respect, the present study formulated an answer to the call of several
scholars to pay attention to what factors enhance the different phases of the creative process (Amabile
et al., 2002; Gilson et al., 2005; Rank et al., 2004; Shalley et al., 2004; Unsworth et al., 2000). The model
highlights the consequent phases of idea generation, idea promotion, and idea realization and their
relationship with identified antecedents as personality, rewards, the role of co-workers, leadership, and
the configuration of work settings.

Theoretical and managerial implications

The present study has demonstrated the need to conceive creativity as a process if we want to
advance in building a comprehensive theory of employee creativity. Different antecedents have in fact
been shown to facilitate the different stages of the creative process. Investigating the antecedents of
consequent phases and their interactions is imperative to gain more in-depth knowledge of what
facilitates and impedes engagement in each stage of the creative process and the consequent
engagement in the next phase.
In examining differential influences on the creative process in the idea generation, idea
promotion and idea realization phase, a remarkable conclusion emerged. As expected, we found that
the factors that emerged in one phase of the creative process were not necessarily the same as the
factors observed in other phases. In fact, the prerequisites for creativity in one phase sometimes
contradicted the necessary conditions for creativity in another phase. Understanding these
countervailing effects and distinct antecedents of creativity phases is important for both academic and
managerial reasons. With respect to academic implications, insight into countervailing effects expands
our knowledge of the dynamics that shape the way the creative process unfolds. From a managerial
point of view, our results suggest that stimulating creativity in organizational settings is not only a
matter of continuous reflection on the presence of facilitating antecedents and absence of impeding
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factors within the organization as they emerged out of previous research on creativity. This study
emphasizes that organizations will have to take into account countervailing factors over consequent
creativity phases and will have to invest in balancing these countervailing antecedents by use of
strategies and policies.
Specifically, we found evidence for six countervailing forces.
People need rewards, sometimes…
First, at the individual level, rewards were found to have a countervailing effect in the phases of
idea generation and idea implementation. In the phase of idea generation, rewards emerged as an
inhibiting factor of idea creation. Findings suggest that extrinsic drivers that urge to engage in idea
creation have counterproductive effects and block idea generation. In the phase of idea realization
however, rewards were found to have a positive effect on the successful implementation of the creative
idea. This countervailing effect of rewards is especially challenging in organizational settings, as
organizations will have to monitor the presence and absence of extrinsic drivers in the different phases
of the creative process.
Creators need doers
Another factor that differentially impacted the different phases was task versus creative
orientation. Both disposing of a creative mind and being task-oriented appeared essential to creativity,
respectively for idea generation and idea implementation. As pointed out by the respondents, however,
being task-oriented is a personal disposition that is difficult to combine with the characteristic of having
a creative mind, as these people have a hard time focusing on implementation details. Nevertheless,
both dispositions are indispensable, depending on the phase of the creative process. In this respect, our
results highlight the importance of team composition in overcoming this difficulty. One can expect the
ability of the creative person to gather talented and more task-oriented people around him to prove
essential.
Knowing when to stand your ground
Third, idea generation depends on people that are eager to seek feedback from others in order
to discuss, improve and evaluate their idea. In this respect, it is essential for the creative individual to be
open to suggestions and remarks and to incorporate these into the idea. Openness to feedback and
willingness to redirect and refine the idea, however, appear detrimental in the phase of idea promotion.
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Here, perseverance is needed to avoid the individual from making concessions to stakeholders that in
the end devalue the idea. This implies a crucial lesson for creative individuals, as they are challenged to
tailor the countervailing tendencies to adjust or to persevere. Depending on the phase of the creative
process, they have to let openness to feedback or persistence prevail.
Experts and networkers: teams of all the talents
Furthermore, different forms of team complementarity emerged to be crucial depending on the
phase of the creative process. In the phase of idea generation, a complementary group structure with
regard to knowledge and expertise was found to be important for idea generation, whereas
complementarity with regard to networks is crucial for idea promotion. In the phase of idea realization,
it was complementarity with regard to personality that emerged as essential. The need for teams to be
complementary with respect to knowledge, networks, as well as personalities makes it however difficult
to compose a team that meets all these requirements. In fact, this is further aggravated by the need for
continuity of team members, as every loss and replacement within the team endangers the success of
the creative process (Kanter, 1988).
The best leaders wear many hats
Fifth, our findings highlight the countervailing roles that team leaders must take on throughout
the different phases of the creative process. Whereas in the phase of idea generation, the leader plays
the role of an informal facilitator who does not have a formal hierarchical position and has an equal
voice with the rest of the team, in the phase of idea realization, hierarchy is imperative for successful
implementation as there needs to be a coordinator that takes the decisions and bears final
responsibility. These countervailing effects of leadership in distinct creativity phases stress the
importance of a knowledgeable and competent leader who is able to change his leadership style
according to the phase of the creative process. The phase of idea promotion can in this regard be seen
as a pivoting point for both the leader and his team, and clear communication is crucial to ensure that
no problems arise out of the shift from facilitator to coordinator.
Please do (not) disturb!
Sixth, as for the broader organizational context, both interpersonal contacts and isolation
appeared to be critical in the creative process. Previous research has already shown the importance of
organizational structure on cross-fertilization and the creation of ideas (Iwamura & Jog, 1991; Kanter,
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1988; Pillinger & West, 1995). However, our research expands these findings by showing the importance
of physical and psychological isolation for idea realization. Thus, creativity requires the balance to shift
from maximal inclusion to isolation during the creative process. Organizations are thus challenged to
stimulate connectedness in the organization to enable creative thinking, while providing the possibility
to creative teams to isolate themselves physically and psychologically when reaching the
implementation phase. Findings of our study seem to suggest that organizations will have the best
chance to manage this conflicting need if they invest in an organizational culture and structure that
promotes continuous contact, but at the same time structurally offer creative teams the possibility to
temporally isolate themselves.

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The findings in this study are subject to a number of caveats, which point to the need of future
research. The first caveat concerns the limitations of the used research design. The used research was
inductive in design, as the aim of the present study was to build substantive generalizable theory in an
underresearched area. The strength of this design is that it permits us to identify new insights and
relationships with regard to the distinct antecedents of the phases of the creative process. The
weakness of this research design is that it does not give researchers an estimate of the relative
importance of antecedents or the variance that each antecedent explains in the idea generation, idea
promotion, or idea realization phase. Our data identify antecedents that appear important in shaping
the outcome of a particular phase of the creative process. However, these antecedents and their
relationship with the distinct phase could not be tested because the constructs and their relationships
were induced from this data set. Future research could test the variance of each factor on the outcome
of a distinct phase and of the creative process as a whole.
Second, cases were studied after the creative process had already unfolded. As for the
methodology’s limitations, one might argue, for example, that phenomena like imperfect recall, memory
distortion, and attributional biases may compromise the accuracy of the respondents’ retrospective
accounts and perceptions. In spite of our efforts to validate the accounts offered by creative people by
comparing them with the vision of the interviewed stakeholders, this research is still subject to these
biases. Participative observation (Singleton & Straits, 2005) would have been a valid alternative,
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although we would have had to reduce the number of case studies, which would have resulted in
reduced data validity and reliability.
Third, although we have tried to capture a broad range of studies to represent creativity in work
settings, this research is generalizable only to the extent that we succeeded in capturing relevant control
variables. Even though we tried to control for some industry effects for knowledge workers and creative
fields for super-creatives, other relevant effects may not have been controlled for.
Despite of these limitations, we believe that this study has extended our understanding of
employee creativity and has identified some systems and practices that both individuals and
organizations can adopt to bridge the gap between idea generation and idea implementation.
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FIGURE 1
Process model of creativity
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FIGURE 2
Preliminary model
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