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ABSTRACT 

 

Creative ideas can lead to a variety of positive outcomes, but the individual 

psychological consequences of creativity are much less certain. Drawing on judgment 

and decision theory, I predict that creative ideas generated will actually make people 

less satisfied with the broader subject that the ideas are being generated about. For 

example, brainstorming new work processes will make a person less satisfied with her 

job, thinking of new product ideas will make a person less satisfied with the overall 

product category, and thinking of new extra-curricular programs a university could have 

will make you less satisfied with that school overall. Creativity as a process will serve 

as the basis of this effect and creativity as a characteristic of ideas will moderate this 

effect. A series of experiments support this prediction and replicate the results across 

different topics of creative idea generation. 
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THE CREATIVITY CURSE 

Creativity is an important goal for organizations because creative ideas can 

lead to profitable innovation (George, 2007). Correspondingly, a wide variety of 

research has sought explore antecedents to creativity and creative processes 

(Hülsheger, Anderson, and Salgado, 2009; Zhou and Hoever, 2014). With all of this 

work on how to encourage creativity, scholars have called for more work to 

understand the results of creativity as well (Anderson, DeDreu, and Nijstad, 2004; 

George, 2007; Goncalo, Vincent, and Krause, forthcoming).  I hope to contribute to 

that new stream of research by showing how creativity and creative idea generation 

can negatively affect a person’s satisfaction with the subject they are trying to be 

creative about. 

Creativity, Shifting Reference Points, and Relationships Altered 

Creativity can describe a process for thinking of novel ideas (Amabile, 1998) 

as well a characteristic of an idea itself, where “creative ideas are ideas that are both 

novel and useful” (Amabile, 1983). Creativity as a process is a method for generating 

new and profitable ideas within organizations (Paulus and Yang, 2001) is often 

directed toward particular defined issues (Unsworth, 2001) in a wide variety of 

organizationally relevant domains. People may direct creativity toward work processes 

(Oldham and Cummings, 1996), household products (Chua, Roth, and Lemoine, 

2014), or healthcare policies (Harvey and Kou, 2013), to name a few. Considering 

these creative processes not just as outcomes, may reveal how these processes might 

have unintended psychological consequences. For example, ideas for new work 

processes might change how people view the old work processes because the creative 

ideas that get generated serve as a point of comparison to existing processes, products, 

or polices, which makes the creative person less satisfied with reality by comparison. 

Feelings about the particular product or process may then even transfer to the overall 
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organization so that being less satisfied with something an organization does may 

make you less satisfied with the organization as a whole. 

 A wide variety of work on judgment shows that the presence of a better 

alternative, whether it is real or imagined, leads to decreased satisfaction with the real 

thing. In the counterfactual literature for example, experiences are evaluated relative to 

what other outcomes you believe could have occurred (Kahneman, 1995; Roese, 

1997). For example, focusing on the fact that you could have won an event makes you 

less satisfied with getting second place (Medvec, Husted, Madey, and Gilovich, 1995). 

Similarly, in the social comparison literature, a person’s evaluation of her own 

characteristics and abilities depends on how she compares to those around her 

(Festinger, 1954). Specifically, an idealized image seen in the media can make a 

person feel less satisfied with themselves (Richins, 1991). In work on job satisfaction, 

views on a job depend not only on the direct experience of the work, but also on how 

work compares to the ideal form of the job (Locke, 1969). Similarly, a typical level of 

compensation for a given job can affect an individual’s satisfaction with his own 

wages (Clark and Oswald, 1996). In all of these examples, the existence of some 

perceived better alternative diminishes satisfaction with a person’s reality. Creativity 

as a process of inventing new ideas will instantiate potential alternative to reality, 

which will then change the creative person’s relationship with that reality. 

 

H1: Relative to thinking about what already exists, generating creative ideas about 

something will decrease satisfaction with that object. 

 

 But how might the creativity of the ideas generated affect this outcome of 

dissatisfaction? In the job satisfaction literature (Locke, 1969; Clark and Oswald, 

1996), the greater the distance from the positive reference point, the worse a person 
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feels about their current job. Being slightly underpaid makes you feel bad, but thinking 

you are paid much less than you should be makes you feel even worse about your job. 

Based on this literature, more creative ideas would cause greater dissatisfaction, 

because they would be farther away from the current reality than uncreative ideas. 

Through that explanation, the creativity of ideas will moderate the relationship 

between the creative process and dissatisfaction where more creative ideas will 

encourage greater dissatisfaction.  

 

H2: The novelty of ideas generated with moderate the relationship between idea 

generation and dissatisfaction such that more novel ideas will result in greater 

dissatisfaction than less novel ideas. 

 

 In previous research on creativity as an independent variable, creativity has 

caused effects on tasks or outcomes unrelated to the topic itself. For example, 

creativity causes a lifting of psychological burdens caused by secrets unrelated to the 

creative task (Goncalo, Vincent, and Krause, 2015). Creativity has also increased a 

willingness to be dishonest on subsequent unrelated tasks to the creativity itself (Gino 

and Ariely, 2012; Vincent, Emich, and Goncalo, 2013). This raises the question 

whether the dissatisfaction caused by creativity will affect ratings and feelings of 

topics unrelated to the actual creative task, or whether it will be confined to the 

particular topic of creativity itself. Given the proposed mechanism of comparison to a 

reference point, the effect of creativity on satisfaction will be specific to the subject 

toward which creativity is being directed, rather than being based on a broader state 

effect on the person being creative, which would cause dissatisfaction more broadly. 

Thus, the prediction will be that creativity about an organization, product, or concept 

will cause dissatisfaction with that organization, product, or concept and not that idea 
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generation would cause dissatisfaction on any subsequent rating. There may be 

behavioral or affective consequences of the dissatisfaction itself, but that 

dissatisfaction will not be caused by a broad state of the person being creative. 

 

H3: Dissatisfaction stemming from creativity will be specific to the subject of 

creativity. 

 

In sum, I predict that when people generate ideas to about how to improve their 

work, those new ideas will create and highlight the existence of a better alternative 

which will then make the original work seem worse by comparison, causing a 

decrease in satisfaction. The creativity of the ideas generated will moderate the change 

in satisfaction whereby more creative ideas will have a stronger influence on 

satisfaction. This effect will be primarily limited to the subject of the creative idea 

generation and not extend to dissatisfaction in other domains. Creativity as a process 

will serve as the source of this effect and creativity as a characteristic of ideas 

generated through that process will serve as a moderator of that effect. 

Overview of Studies 

 I conducted four studies to investigate how creativity can shape satisfaction. In 

the first two studies I compared the satisfaction of those who thought of new creative 

ideas with those in a control condition to get a baseline example of how creativity 

could decrease satisfaction. In the third study I compared the satisfaction of those who 

thought of uncreative ideas to those who thought of more creative ideas to understand 

how the degree of creativity moderates change in satisfaction. In study four I use two 

groups who each generated ideas about a different topic to compare their satisfaction 

with the topic they generated ideas about to the one they hadn’t previously considered. 

This study shows how a person’s satisfaction with a domain varies based on 
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generating ideas within that same domain versus generating ideas for a different 

domain. These experiments together show a simple but robust effect of creativity 

decreasing satisfaction with the topic participants are being creative about, moderated 

by the novelty of the ideas generated. 

Study 1a 

 Undergraduate students (N = 94) from a major northeastern university 

participated in the experiment in exchange for course credit. Participants were 

randomly assigned to one of two conditions and participated in the experiment 

individually. Participants were randomly assigned to either the creativity condition or 

the control condition. In the creativity conditions, each student read the prompt 

“Please think of ten ideas for new extracurricular programs at Cornell.” While those in 

the existing condition read the prompt “Please think of ten current extracurricular 

programs at Cornell.” Those in both conditions then rated their satisfaction with the 

university on a four item scale. Participants rated these items by indicating their 

agreement with the statements on a 7 point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly 

disagree” to “Strongly agree”. These four statements were (1) “Typically, I am happy 

with my experience at Cornell,” (2) “I am satisfied with the current state of Cornell,” 

(3) “I would recommend Cornell to a friend applying to colleges,” and (4) “I have 

confidence in the people running Cornell” (α = .72). 

Results 

 Those who generated new ideas about Cornell extracurricular programs were 

significantly less satisfied (M = 5.59 , sd = .84) than those who just thought about 

existing Cornell programs (M = 5.97, sd = .65), T(1, 92) = 2.5143, p = .014. 

Conclusion 

 Viewing the creative process as a way through which individuals come up with 

new ideas, this experiment showed that those who are creative about university 
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programs will become less satisfied with the university in general. Relative to focusing 

on the realities of a subject, creative alternatives serve as a comparison point for the 

real world, which then makes the creative person less satisfied. This experiment 

directly supports hypothesis one. Study 1b will replicate this finding using a different 

subject pool and different target of creativity. 

Study 1b 

 Participants (N = 184) were recruited online to take part in the experiment in 

exchange for $1. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions and 

participated in the experiment individually. Participants were randomly assigned to 

either the creativity condition or the existing condition. In the creativity conditions, 

each participant read the prompt “Please come up with 10 ideas for new restaurant 

concepts that could go in your city or town.” While those in the existing condition 

read the prompt “Please come up with 10 restaurant concepts that already exist in your 

city or town.” Those in both conditions then rated their satisfaction with their 

restaurant experience in general on a five item scale. Participants rated these items by 

indicating their agreement with the statements on a 7 point Likert scale ranging from 

“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”. These five statements were (1) “I am satisfied 

with the current state of the restaurants I frequent,” (2) “I would recommend the 

restaurants I usually visit to a friend,” (3) “Typically, I am happy with my experience 

at restaurants,” and (4) “I have confidence in the people running most restaurants,” 

and (5) “I enjoy the food I get when eating out” (α = .89). 

Results 

 Those who generated new ideas for restaurant concepts were significantly less 

satisfied (M = 5.43 , sd = .73) than those who just thought about existing restaurant 

concepts (M = 5.77, sd = .72), T(1, 163) = 3.170, p = .0018. 
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Conclusion 

 This experiment replicates the findings of experiment 1a, that creative idea 

generation causes a decrease in satisfaction with the object of that creativity, using a 

different subject pool and a different target of creativity. It serves to demonstrate the 

robustness of this effect and shows the similarity in response between different groups. 

Together, these two studies give strong evidence in favor of hypothesis one. There are 

several questions that remain. First, these experiments do not show how characteristics 

of the ideas generated through this process would alter the dissatisfaction resulting 

from it. Second, while these experiments show results consistent with the comparison 

mechanism hypothesized, further experiments will test the underlying mechanism 

directly. 

Study 2 

 Participants (N = 193) were recruited online to take part in the experiment in 

exchange for $1. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions and 

participated in the experiment individually. Participants were randomly assigned to 

generate either the less novel solutions or highly novel solutions. The goal of these 

two conditions was to experimentally manipulate the creativity of the ideas that would 

be generated, in order to establish a causal link between creativity of ideas and 

dissatisfaction with the target of creativity. Creativity of ideas generated was 

manipulated through setting a simple goal of more novel solutions, which has been 

shown to change ideas generated (Shalley, 1991). In the conditions, participants read 

the prompt “Please come up with 10 ideas for restaurant concepts that are very 

similar/different to what exists in your city or town.” Conditions different only by 

whether they say the word “similar” or “different.” Given the creativity definition of 

novelty and usefulness (Amabile, 1983), novelty is the distinguishing characteristic 

where more creative ideas are generally defined as being more novel. The reason I 
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chose to use “different” instead of “novel” was to make it easier for participants to 

understand, the fact that “different” has a more direct opposite in “similar,” and finally 

that “different” did not come with some of the positive connotation that “novel” or 

“creative” might invoke. The word choice represented the concept of creativity while 

reducing uncertainty of directions for the participants and eliminating potential 

confounds. In both conditions, participants then rated their satisfaction with the 

restaurants in general using the same five item scale as in experiment 1b (α = .81). 

Results 

 Those generating ideas that were very different from what currently exists 

were significantly less satisfied (M = 5.26, sd = .92) than those who generated ideas 

that were very similar to what currently exists (M = 5.61, sd = .87), T(1, 191) = 

2.7356, p = .0069. 

Discussion 

 This experiment showed results consistent with hypothesis two giving 

evidence that the more creative and divergent ideas about a topic are generated the 

more dissatisfaction will result from those ideas. More creative ideas will result in a 

greater distance of comparison between the creative ideas and reality, which results in 

greater dissatisfaction. This experiment also gives further support for the comparison 

mechanism proposed. Both previous experiments do not exclude though a much 

broader person level explanation of change in satisfaction rather than one specific to 

the relationship between the creative person and the topic of creativity. The next 

experiment will explore whether the effect of creativity on dissatisfaction will be 

confined only to the topic a person is creative about or whether a person who is 

creative will become dissatisfied with unrelated topics across different domains. 
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Study 3 

 Participants (N = 175) were recruited online to take part in the experiment in 

exchange for $1. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions and 

participated in the experiment individually. Participants were randomly assigned to 

generate ideas about either restaurant concepts or Amazon Mechanical Turk. In the 

restaurant condition, participants read the prompt “Please come up with 10 ideas for 

restaurant concepts that are very different from what currently exists in your city or 

town.” In the Amazon Mechanical Turk condition, participants read the prompt 

“Please come up with 10 ideas for Amazon Mechanical Turk that are very different 

from what currently exists.” Participants in both conditions then rated their satisfaction 

with restaurants in general and with Amazon Mechanical Turk in general on two 

respective five item scales. The order of the scales was randomized. For both scales, 

participants rated these items by indicating their agreement with the statements on a 7 

point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”. The 

restaurant satisfaction scale was the same as the one used in study 2 (α = .85). The 

new Amazon Mechanical Turk satisfaction scale contained five items as follows (1) “I 

am satisfied with my usual experience with Amazon Mturk,” (2) “I enjoy the rewards I 

get from doing work for Amazon Mturk,” (3) “I would recommend Amazon Mturk to 

a friend,” (4) “Typically, I am happy with my experience with Amazon Mturk,” and 

(5) “I have confidence in the people managing Amazon Mturk” (α = .88). 

Results 

 For satisfaction with Amazon Mechanical Turk, those who generated ideas 

within domain were significantly less satisfied (M = 5.40, sd = .95) than those who 

generated ideas outside of the domain (M = 5.76, sd = .95) T(1,173) = 2.4537, p = 

.015. For satisfaction with restaurants in general, those who generated ideas about 

within domain were significantly less satisfied (M = 5.44, sd = .72) than those who 
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generated ideas outside of domain (M = 5.67, sd = .71) T(1,173) = 2.0678, p = .04. On 

both types of satisfaction, there were no significant effects of ordering of scales nor 

any interactions between ordering of scales and idea generation subject. 

General Discussion 

The four experiments above support for each of the three stated hypotheses. 

The first two experiments show that being creative about a topic will make a person 

dissatisfied with the reality of that topic. The third experiment shows that the more 

creative the ideas a person generated about a topic, the more dissatisfied that person 

will be. This experiments supports the explanation that the comparative reference 

point affects the creative person in a ways similar to comparisons for job satisfaction 

where a greater distance between the reality and the reference point causes greater 

dissatisfaction, rather than through counterfactual thinking where reference points 

very close to reality are more salient and affecting. Experiments one, two and three 

together show that creativity as a process produces dissatisfaction with the subject of 

the creativity and that creativity as a characteristic moderates that dissatisfaction. 

Experiment four shows that this change in satisfaction is targeted at the subject of the 

creativity, not at all subjects. These four experiments together show support not just 

for this effect, but for the comparison point mechanism as well. Whether a person is 

thinking about new programs a college could have, thinking about a potential better 

place to eat, or thinking of ways to do his job better, creativity will increase the 

distance between a hypothetical alternative and the real world, which will result in 

dissatisfaction with the topic of creativity. This effect is robust across different groups 

of people being creative as well as widely different topics as the subject of creativity. 

Theoretical Contribution 

This work contributes to the emerging study of creativity as an independent 

variable by helping to understand the broader results of creativity and creative 
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processes. While these alternative negative consequences from creativity are rarely 

studied at this point, organizations’ increasing emphasis on creativity should make 

finding theoretical understanding in those areas a high priority. This work also sought 

to establish a path for bringing together different explanations of reference dependent 

evaluations from various literatures to make unified and testable predictions. More 

broadly, this work enhances the link between the study of organizations and the study 

of judgement and decision making. In order to build this theory, one must take into 

account both decision making factors of a person and the context and relationships of 

that person. The hypotheses established and supported above establish important 

unified theory to make real predictions about organizationally relevant contexts and 

outcomes. 

Practical Implications 

When creativity is directed toward improving job processes, this effect will 

lead to a decrease in job satisfaction, which will be increased as more creative ideas 

are generated. Job satisfaction is an important organizational variable that has been 

tied to job performance (Judge, Thoresen, Bono, and Patton, 2001), turnover (Porter, 

Steers, Mowday and Boulian, 1974), and organizational citizenship behavior 

(Williams and Anderson, 1991). Similar effects could also occur in a wide variety of 

suggestion seeking and creative idea generating domains. When firms encourage 

consumers to come up with new products of features of products (Bayus, 2013) those 

same consumers may actually decrease their satisfaction with the existing product, 

which could lead to a variety of negative business outcomes (Szymanski and Henard, 

2001). As an example particularly relevant to academics, students in classes are often 

asked if they have any new ideas to improve the way a class is being taught. Asking 

this question and prompting creativity on this issue may then decrease satisfaction 

with the course as it currently exists. These are just a few examples of how this 
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creativity curse could damage the relationship between a person and a topic of their 

creativity, but there are certainly likely to be plenty of other cases across a wide 

variety of domains. 

Limitations 

 While satisfaction with a job, product, or company has been shown to have 

strong effects on important outcomes, the nature of this lab experimentation did not 

allow for a more direct link between creativity and behavioral outcomes. In the future, 

studies may move to the field and reinforce the more direct potential link between 

creative idea generation about a target and negative actions regarding that target. If 

people who brainstorm these new restaurant concepts are less likely to go to a 

restaurant in the next week for example, or if those asked to brainstorm ideas about 

how to improve their work put forth less effort in their jobs. 

 Another key limitation, which is also very common with lab experimentation, 

is the unknown duration of this effect. Whether the decrease in satisfaction will last or 

whether people will return to their normal feelings shortly after generating ideas is still 

unknown at this point. Though it is important to note that even a short lived decrease 

in satisfaction, if frequently prompted by efforts toward continuous improvement 

would cause those within the firm to keep re-experiencing and reinforcing this 

decrease in satisfaction. 

Future Directions 

Future studies could seek to better understand how this effect would interact 

with the traits of those generating ideas or with the broader context in which these 

ideas are being generated. Would a more creative person suffer and even stronger 

decrease in satisfaction from this creativity curse? Might other personality traits 

moderate or even eliminate the effects of these upward comparisons? While none of 

the instruction changes or framing choices in this paper had a moderating effect, future 
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work may seek to explore processes that mitigate or eliminate the organizational 

consequences of this effect. In the broadest sense I hope that this work will continue to 

inspire others to explore the effects of creativity as an independent variable, as well as 

to lead more people to explore the connections and potential links between judgement 

and decision making and organizational behavior. 

Conclusion 

Creativity is an important source of innovation and profit within organizations. 

Naturally, those organizations may seek out creativity from anywhere they can, 

employees, consumers, or outsiders alike. In their focus creativity though, it is 

important to understand not just the potential benefits that creativity may bring, but 

also the potential psychological consequences that the creative process may cause. In 

this work I have taken a look at some of those negative consequences by investigating 

creativity not just as an end goal, but as a cause of other effects. I have shown that the 

creative process can have negative effects on the relationship between the creative 

person and the topic of creativity and as well that the more creative the ideas someone 

comes up with, the greater these negative effects will be. I have arrived at this effect 

by bringing together a wide variety of literatures including judgement and decision 

theory, marketing, and management. While this could be the start of exploring the 

causal link from creativity to dissatisfaction, I believe it lays a solid and robust 

foundation for future work. 
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