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How to Kill Creativity

Teresa Amabile

When I consider all the organizations I have studied and worked with over the past
22 years, there can be no doubt: creativity gets killed much more often than it gets
supported. For the most part, this isn’t because managers have a vendetta against cre-
ativity. On the contrary, most believe in the value of new and useful ideas. However,
creativity is undermined unintentionally every day in work environments that were
established — for entirely good reasons — to maximize business imperatives such as
co-ordination, productivity, and control.

Managers cannot be expected to ignore business imperatives, of course. But in
working toward these imperatives, they may be inadvertently designing organisations
that systematically crush creativity. My research shows that it is possible to develop
the best of both worlds: organisations in which business imperatives are attended to
and creativity flourishes. Building such organisations, however, requires us to under-
stand precisely what kinds of managerial practices foster creativity — and which kill it.

The three components of creativity

Within every individual, creativity is a function of three components: expertise,
creative-thinking skills, and motivation. Can managers influence these components?
The answer is an emphatic yes - for better and for worse — through workplace practices
and conditions.

Expertise is, in a word, knowledge - technical, procedural and intellectual. Creative-
thinking skills determine how flexibly and imaginatively people approach problems. Do
their solutions up-end the status quo? Do they persevere through dry spells?

Not all motivation is created equal. An inner passion to solve the problem at
hand leads to solutions far more creative than external rewards, such as money. This
component — called intrinsic motivation - is the one that can most immediately be
influenced by the work environment.

Source: T. Amabile (1998) Harvard Business Review, September, 77-87.
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Figure 2.1 The three components of creativity

Managing creativity

[Amabile’s research has identified six general categories of managerial practice that affect
creativity. These are challenge, freedom, resources, work-group features, supervisory encour-
agement, and organizational support.] Taking the six categories that have emerged from
our research in turn, let’s explore what managers can do to enhance creativity — and
what often happens instead. It is important to note that creativity-killing practices are
seldom the work of lone managers. Such practices usually are systemic — so widespread
that they are rarely questioned.

Challenge

Of all the things managers can do to stimulate creativity, perhaps the most efficacious is
the deceptively simple task of matching people with the right assignments. Managers
can match people with jobs that play to their expertise and their skills in creative
thinking, and ignite intrinsic motivation. Perfect matches stretch employees’ abilities.
The amount of stretch, however, is crucial: not so little that they feel bored but not so
much that they feel overwhelmed and threatened by a loss of control.

Making a good match requires that managers possess rich and detailed information
about their employees and the available assignments. Such information is often diffi-
cult and time consuming to gather. Perhaps that’s why good matches are so rarely
made. In fact, one of the most common ways managers Kkill creativity is by not trying
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to obtain the information necessary to make good connections between people and
jobs. Instead, something of a shotgun wedding occurs. The most eligible employee is
wed to the most eligible — that is, the most urgent and open - assignment. Often, the
results are predictably unsatisfactory for all involved.

Freedom

When it comes to granting freedom, the key to creativity is giving people autonomy
concerning the means - that is, concerning the process — but not necessarily the ends.
People will be more creative, in other words, if you give them freedom to decide how
to climb a particular mountain. You needn’t let them choose which mountain to
climb. In fact, clearly specified strategic goals often enhance people’s creativity.

I'm not making the case that managers should leave their subordinates entirely out
of goal- or agenda-setting discussions. But they should understand that inclusion in
those discussions will not necessarily enhance creative output and certainly will not
be sufficient to do so. It is far more important that whoever sets the goals also makes
them clear to the organization and that these goals remain stable for a meaningful
period of time. It is difficult, if not impossible, to work creatively toward a target if it
keeps moving.

Autonomy around process fosters creativity because giving people freedom in how
they approach their work heightens their intrinsic motivation and sense of ownership.
Freedom about process also allows people to approach problems in ways that make the
most of their expertise and their creative-thinking skills. The task may end up being a
stretch for them, but they can use their strengths to meet the challenge.

How do executives mismanage freedom? There are two common ways. First, man-
agers tend to change goals frequently or fail to define them clearly. Employees may
have freedom around process, but if they don’t know where they are headed, such
freedom is pointless. And second, some managers fall short on this dimension by
granting autonomy in name only. They claim that employees are ‘empowered’ to
explore the maze as they search for solutions but, in fact, the process is proscribed.
Employees diverge at their own risk.

Resources

The two main resources that affect creativity are time and money. Managers need to
allot these resources carefully. Like matching people with the right assignments, decid-
ing how much time and money to give to a team or project is a sophisticated judge-
ment call that can either support or kill creativity.

Consider time. Under some circumstances, time pressure can heighten creativity.
Say, for instance, that a competitor is about to launch a great product at a lower price
than your offering or that society faces a serious problem and desperately needs a
solution — such as an AIDS vaccine. In such situations, both the time crunch and the
importance of the work legitimately make people feel that they must rush. Indeed,
cases like these would be apt to increase intrinsic motivation by increasing the sense
of challenge.
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Organizations routinely kill creativity with fake deadlines or impossibly tight ones.
The former create distrust and the latter cause burnout. In either case, people feel over-
controlled and unfulfilled — which invariably damages motivation. Moreover, creativity
often takes time. It can be slow going to explore new concepts, put together unique solu-
tions, and wander through the maze. Managers who do not allow time for exploration
or do not schedule in incubation periods are unwittingly standing in the way of the cre-
ative process.

When it comes to project resources, again managers must make a fit. They must
determine the funding, people, and other resources that a team legitimately needs to
complete an assignment — and they must know how much the organization can legit-
imately afford to allocate to the assignment. Then they must strike a compromise.
Interestingly, adding more resources above a ‘threshold of sufficiency’ does not boost
creativity. Below the threshold, however, a restriction of resources can dampen cre-
ativity. Unfortunately, many managers don’t realize this and therefore often make
another mistake. They keep resources tight, which pushes people to channel their cre-
ativity into finding additional resources, not in actually developing new products or
services.

Another resource that is misunderstood when it comes to creativity is physical
space. It is almost conventional wisdom that creative teams need open, comfortable
offices. Such an atmosphere won’t hurt creativity, and it may even help, but it is not
nearly as important as other managerial initiatives that influence creativity. Indeed, a
problem we have seen time and time again is managers paying attention to creating
the ‘right’ physical space at the expense of more high-impact actions, such as match-
ing people to the right assignments and granting freedom around work processes.

Work-group features

If you want to build teams that come up with creative ideas, you must pay careful
attention to the design of such teams. That is, you must create mutually supportive
groups with a diversity of perspectives and backgrounds. Why? Because when teams
comprise people with various intellectual foundations and approaches to work — that
is, different expertise and creative thinking styles — ideas often combine and combust
in exciting and useful ways.

Diversity, however, is only a starting point. Managers must also make sure that the
teams they put together have three other features. First, the members must share
excitement over the team’s goal. Second, members must display a willingness to help
their teammates through difficult periods and setbacks. And third, every member must
recognize the unique knowledge and perspective that other members bring to the
table. These factors enhance not only intrinsic motivation but also expertise and
creative-thinking skills.

Again, creating such teams requires managers to have a deep understanding of their
people. They must be able to assess them not just for their knowledge but for their atti-
tudes about potential fellow team members and the collaborative process, for their
problem-solving styles, and for their motivational hot buttons. Putting together a team
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with just the right chemistry - just the right level of diversity and supportiveness — can
be difficult, but our research shows how powerful it can be.

It follows, then, that one common way managers Kkill creativity is by assembling
homogeneous teams. The lure to do so is great. Homogeneous teams often reach ‘solu-
tions’ more quickly and with less friction along the way. These teams often report high
morale, too. But homogeneous teams do little to enhance expertise and creative think-
ing. Everyone comes to the table with a similar mind-set. They leave with the same.

Supervisory encouragement

Most managers are extremely busy. They are under pressure for results. It is therefore
easy for them to let praise for creative efforts — not just creative successes but unsuc-
cessful efforts, too — fall by the wayside. One very simple step managers can take to
foster creativity is to not let that happen.

The connection to intrinsic motivation here is clear. Certainly, people can find their
work interesting or exciting without a cheering section - for some period of time. But
to sustain such passion, most people need to feel as if their work matters to the orga-
nization or to some important group of people. Otherwise, they might as well do their
work at home and for their own personal gain.

Managers in successful, creative organizations rarely offer specific extrinsic rewards
for particular outcomes. However, they freely and generously recognize creative work
by individuals and teams — often before the ultimate commercial impact of those
efforts is known. By contrast, managers who Kkill creativity do so either by failing to
acknowledge innovative efforts or by greeting them with skepticism. In many compa-
nies, for instance, new ideas are met not with open minds but with time-consuming
layers of evaluation — or even with harsh criticism. When someone suggests a new
product or process, senior managers take weeks to respond. Or they put that person
through an excruciating critique.

Not every new idea is worthy of consideration, of course, but in many organizations,
managers habitually demonstrate a reaction that damages creativity. They look for rea-
sons to not use a new idea instead of searching for reasons to explore it further. An inter-
esting psychological dynamic underlies this phenomenon. Our research shows that
people believe that they will appear smarter to their bosses if they are more critical — and
it often works. In many organizations, it is professionally rewarding to react critically to
new ideas.

Unfortunately, this sort of negativity bias can have severe consequences for the cre-
ativity of those being evaluated. How? First, a culture of evaluation leads people to
focus on the external rewards and punishments associated with their output, thus
increasing the presence of extrinsic motivation and its potentially negative effects on
intrinsic motivation. Second, such a culture creates a climate of fear, which again
undermines intrinsic motivation.

Finally, negativity also shows up in how managers treat people whose ideas don’t
pan out: often, they are terminated or otherwise warehoused within the organization.
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Of course, ultimately, ideas do need to work; remember that creative ideas in business
must be new and useful. The dilemma is that you can’t possibly know beforehand
which ideas will pan out. Furthermore, dead ends can sometimes be very enlighten-
ing. In many business situations, knowing what doesn’t work can be as useful as know-
ing what does. But if people do not perceive any ‘failure value’ for projects that
ultimately do not achieve commercial success, they’ll become less and less likely to
experiment, explore, and connect with their work on a personal level. Their intrinsic
motivation will evaporate.

Supervisory encouragement comes in other forms besides rewards and punish-
ment. Another way managers can support creativity is to serve as role models, per-
severing through tough problems as well as encouraging collaboration and
communication within the team. Such behavior enhances all three components of
the creative process, and it has the added virtue of being a high-impact practice that
a single manager can take on his or her own. It is better still when all managers in
an organization serve as role models for the attitudes and behaviors that encourage
and nurture creativity.

Organizational support

Encouragement from supervisors certainly fosters creativity, but creativity is truly
enhanced when the entire organization supports it. Such support is the job of an orga-
nization’s leaders, who must put in place appropriate systems or procedures and
emphasize values that make it clear that creative efforts are a top priority. For exam-
ple, creativity-supporting organizations consistently reward creativity, but they avoid
using money to ‘bribe’ people to come up with innovative ideas. Because monetary
rewards make people feel as if they are being controlled, such a tactic probably won'’t
work. At the same time, not providing sufficient recognition and rewards for creativ-
ity can spawn negative feelings within an organization. People can feel used, or at least
under-appreciated, for their creative efforts. And it is rare to find the energy and pas-
sion of intrinsic motivation coupled with resentment.

Most important, an organization’s leaders can support creativity by mandating infor-
mation sharing and collaboration and by ensuring that political problems do not fes-
ter. Information sharing and collaboration support all three components of creativity.
Take expertise. The more often people exchange ideas and data by working together,
the more knowledge they will have. The same dynamic can be said for creative think-
ing. In fact, one way to enhance the creative thinking of employees is to expose them
to various approaches to problem solving. With the exception of hardened misan-
thropes, information sharing and collaboration heighten peoples’ enjoyment of work
and thus their intrinsic motivation.

Whether or not you are seeking to enhance creativity, it is probably never a good
idea to let political problems fester in an organizational setting. Infighting, politick-
ing, and gossip are particularly damaging to creativity because they take peoples’
attention away from work. That sense of mutual purpose and excitement so central to
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intrinsic motivation invariably lessens when people are cliquish or at war with one
another. Indeed, our research suggests that intrinsic motivation increases when
people are aware that those around them are excited by their jobs. When political
problems abound, people feel that their work is threatened by others’ agendas.

Finally, politicking also undermines expertise. The reason? Politics get in the way
of open communication, obstructing the flow of information from point A to point B.
Knowledge stays put and expertise suffers.
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