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Abstract

Current research in organizational behavior suggests that organizations should adopt collectivistic values because they promote
cooperation and productivity, while individualistic values should be avoided because they incite destructive conflict and
opportunism. In this paper, we highlight one possible benefit of individualistic values that has not previously been considered.
Because individualistic values can encourage uniqueness, such values might be useful when creativity is a desired outcome. Although
we hypothesize that individualistic groups should be more creative than collectivistic groups, we also consider an important compet-
ing hypothesis: given that collectivistic groups are more responsive to norms, they might be more creative than individualistic groups
when given explicit instructions to be creative. The results did not support this competing hypothesis and instead show that individu-
alistic groups instructed to be creative are more creative than collectivistic groups given the same instructions. These results suggest

that individualistic values may be beneficial, especially when creativity is a salient goal.
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Introduction

Over the past two decades, the US business commu-
nity has been keenly interested in differences between
Asian and Western cultures. Spurred by Japan’s eco-
nomic success, there was widespread enthusiasm during
the 1980s for applying Japanese management techniques
to American businesses. Best-selling management books
(e.g., Ouchi, 1981; Pascale & Athos, 1981) and the popu-
lar press heralded efforts by American companies to
implement procedures (such as quality circles and auton-
omous work teams) that might re-create the cooperative
atmosphere of a typical Japanese organization (Kagono,
Nonaka, Sakaribara, & Okumura, 1985). Since that time,
even as the source of rapid economic growth has shifted
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from Japan to China, interest in Asian business practices
has continued unabated.

Attention to Asian work practices has coincided with
and perhaps fueled an increasing reliance on work
groups in Western organizations (Ilgen, Major, Hollen-
beck, & Sego, 1993). US corporations have become
increasingly “team” based (McGrath, 1997), with
employees spending a larger proportion of their time
working in groups (Ilgen, 1999). As a result, it has
become increasingly important to understand how
employees might best meet the demands of a cooperative
work environment. And, according to many manage-
ment scholars, what is needed is a fundamental shift
from the individualistic mindset that has traditionally
characterized the American workplace to a more collec-
tivistic approach that places the needs of the group over
those of the individual (Locke et al., 2001).

Moving from an individualistic to collectivistic orien-
tation has many potential implications. For example, it
has been observed that collectivistic group values reduce
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social loafing and increase cooperation (Wagner, 1995),
and that people in collectivistic organizational cultures
will identify more strongly with their work groups
(Chatman, Polzer, Barsade, & Neale, 1998). However,
there may also be some downside risks associated with a
shift toward collectivism. Although collectivistic values
may promote feelings of harmony and cooperation, they
may also extinguish the creative spark necessary for
innovation. Given the widely recognized importance of
creativity for sustaining competitive advantage, such a
byproduct of collectivism might have considerable nega-
tive consequences (Kanter, 1988).

To explore this possibility, we present an experiment
designed to show how an individualistic vs. collectivistic
orientation can influence the creativity of people work-
ing on a group task. This paper proceeds as follows.
First, we describe the basic elements of individualism
and collectivism by describing how people in these con-
trasting cultures view themselves in relation to others.
Second, we link individualism and collectivism to crea-
tivity and argue that individualism is preferable when
creativity is the desired outcome. Third, we consider an
important counter-argument to our basic position. We
explore whether people in collectivistic cultures may also
be creative if they are instructed to arrive at creative
solutions (Flynn & Chatman, 2001). Finally, we test
these alternative hypotheses in a laboratory experiment
on group creativity.

Defining individualism and collectivism

Just as Western businesses have intensified their
efforts to learn from Asian organizations, so too has
there been a rise in research on cross-cultural differences
between the two regions (e.g., Ilgen et al, 1993). Asian
and Western cultures have been distinguished along a
variety of characteristics (Cohen & Nisbett, 1994; Trian-
dis, 1994). However, it is the dimension of individualism
and collectivism that has received the most attention by
psychologists specializing in cross-cultural research.

Cultural values of individualism and collectivism
differ in their relative emphasis on independence vs.
interdependence with one’s group (Markus & Kitayama,
1991). In individualistic cultures, people are viewed as
independent and possessing a unique pattern of traits
that distinguish them from other people (Markus &
Kitayama, 1994). In contrast to such independence and
uniqueness, people in collectivistic cultures view the self
as inherently interdependent with the group to which
they belong. Therefore, whereas people in individualistic
cultures often give global and abstract descriptions of
themselves (e.g., I am optimistic), people in collectivistic
cultures might ask how they could possibly describe
themselves in the absence of information about a partic-
ular situation (Bachnik, 1994). To someone from a col-
lectivistic culture, a relatively abstract description of the

person can appear artificial because it implies that he or
she is the same regardless of context (Cousins, 1989).

One of the most important consequences of these
divergent views of the self is the degree of conformity
that is observed in social settings. A meta-analysis of
studies using Asch’s (1956) line judgment task suggested
that Asians demonstrated a stronger tendency to con-
form than Americans (Bond & Smith, 1996). In fact, the
very concept of conformity may have different connota-
tions in different cultures. While conformity is often
viewed negatively in an individualistic culture, unique-
ness can be viewed as a form of deviance and conformity
associated with harmony in a more collectivistic culture
(Kim & Markus, 1999).

Because the person’s identity is closely linked to his/her
social group in collectivistic cultures, the primary goal of
the person is not to maintain independence from others,
but to promote the interests of the group (Davidson, Jac-
card, Triandis, Morales, & Diaz-Guerrero, 1976). In con-
trast, most people in individualistic cultures assume that
their identity is a direct consequence of their unique traits.
Because the norms of individualistic cultures stress being
“true” to one’s self and one’s unique set of needs and
desires (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, & Nisbett, 1998), the
person may be encouraged to resist social pressure if it con-
tradicts his/her own values and preferences. Thus, people in
individualistic cultures can be expected to be consistent in
their views and maintain them in the face of opposition,
while people in collectivistic cultures might consider the
failure to yield to others as rude and inconsiderate.

In collectivistic cultures, self-esteem is not derived
from idiosyncratic behavior or from calling attention to
one’s own unique abilities. There is greater emphasis on
meeting a shared standard so as to maintain harmony in
one’s relationship to the group (Wink, 1997). People in
collectivistic cultures are therefore not motivated to
stand out from their group by competitive acts of
achievement or even making positive statements about
themselves (Kitayama, Markus, & Lieberman, 1995).
Instead, there is a tendency toward self-improvement
motivated by concern for the well being of the larger
social group. Whereas members of individualistic cul-
tures strive for special recognition by achieving beyond
the norms of the group, collectivists are more motivated
to understand the norms for achievement in the particu-
lar context so as to meet that standard (Azuma, 1994).
Therefore, one might expect groups defined by collectiv-
istic norms to be high in collaboration and achievement
of collective goals, whereas groups with individualistic
norms may have greater variability in performance
among its individual members.

The malleability of cultural frames

Most of the research on the individual-collectivism
dimension has found that growing up in a particular
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country alters the person’s self-concept (Markus &
Kitayama, 1991) and that such differences in self-con-
strual, much like a personality trait, can be used to pre-
dict behavior across a wide variety of situations.
Typically, this research has compared differences
between East Asians and European North Americans
(Lehman, Chiu, & Schaller, 2004) using nationality as a
proxy for a person’s underlying cultural values of indi-
vidualism vs. collectivism (Brockner, 2003). In spite of
such between-country differences, however, it should be
recognized that there can also be substantial within-
country variation on this dimension. (Oyserman, Coon,
& Kemmelmeier, 2002). Not only are there differences
among individuals within a given country, but variance
can also be demonstrated across discrete social units.
For example, Chatman and Jehn (1994) showed that
there are systematic differences among American firms
on this dimension. They noted that individualistic firms
are those that attempt to increase performance through
the accomplishment of individual goals, stressing the vir-
tues of competition among employees for pay and pro-
motions. In contrast, collectivistic firms place greater
emphasis on organization-wide objectives, making
greater efforts to promote cooperation among employees
in achieving their collective goals.

The variability of firms on individualism—collectivism
suggests that cultural values may be more malleable
than previously assumed (Brockner, 2003). In addition
to being the product of a lifetime of socialization, cul-
tural values might also be subject to more immediate
influences in the social situation. Self-construals like
individualism—collectivism might be situationally
primed, so that a particular set of values becomes salient
to the person. For instance, Gardner, Gabriel, and Lee
(1999) found that European North American students
mentioned more group attributes and fewer personal
attributes when their collective self was primed as com-
pared to when their private self was primed. This phe-
nomenon, called “cultural frame switching” has also
been demonstrated in studies of bicultural individuals
where multiple cultural identities have been primed in a
variety of ways (see Hong, Chiu, & Kung, 1997). For
example, in one study, bicultural participants were
primed with either Chinese or American cultural sym-
bols (e.g., the Chinese Dragon or Mickey Mouse), with
the result that people who were primed with Chinese
symbols made more situational attributions than those
who were primed with American symbols (Hong, Mor-
ris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000).

An important implication of research on cultural
frame switching is the possibility that organizations can
emphasize certain cultural values, depending on their
presumed utility for the work environment. As we have
noted, many organizational scholars have argued for the
usefulness of collectivistic values, emphasizing the
greater social harmony and interpersonal helping that

may be associated with collectivism (Flynn & Chatman,
2001). These scholars have also stressed the potential for
greater social control with a culture that is based on
strong interpersonal ties and the acceptance of group
norms (O’Reilly & Chatman, 1996). Because individuals
are seen as striving to be accepted and approved by oth-
ers in a collectivistic culture, there may be greater poten-
tial for social control in organizations displaying such a
culture. Unfortunately, it may be precisely this increased
level of conformity that may also undermine creativity in
organizations that promote collectivistic values.

Individualism—collectivism and group creativity

Creativity has typically been defined by ideas that are
both novel and useful (Amabile, 1983). Initially, research
on creativity was person-centered, focusing on the per-
sonality traits of highly creative people (Helson, 1996).
Highly creative individuals were found to have traits
such as independence of judgment, autonomy and self-
confidence (Barron & Harrington, 1981) that allowed
them to break with their social and occupational groups
to propose novel ideas that might not be readily
accepted. Because creative ideas are often deviant
(Moscovici, 1976), most people are reluctant to express
them out of fear of receiving negative evaluations from
other group members (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987). There-
fore, it can be argued that creativity and conformity are
intertwined, not only in understanding why certain peo-
ple are more creative than others, but also in explaining
why certain situations may generally encourage or stifle
creative behavior.

Research on creativity, at the group level, has high-
lighted the potential trade-off between social control and
creativity (Nemeth & Staw, 1989). A long tradition of
group research has demonstrated that people often con-
form to the majority view, even when they know it is
wrong (Asch, 1956). Typically, deviants are viewed as diffi-
cult and as an impediment to the group’s ability to achieve
its goals or reach a shared decision (Nemeth & Staw,
1989). Although conformity pressures can help maintain
some level of group cohesion and may sometimes be nec-
essary for the group to be productive, such pressures can
also pose a limitation for groups that seek creativity. For
example, research on minority influence suggests that dis-
sent, even when wrong, actually causes groups to think
more divergently and ultimately to solve problems more
creatively (Nemeth & Kwan, 1985; Nemeth & Wachtler,
1983). To the extent that conformity limits the expression
of dissenting viewpoints, it can stifle a group’s ability to
think of novel solutions to a problem. Research on brain-
storming also points to the limitations of conformity.
Even though the primary goal of brainstorming groups is
to generate a wide variety of ideas, people often refrain
from expressing ideas that they think are too strange or
unrealistic, because they fear negative evaluations from
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other group members (Diehl & Stroebe, 1987; Osborne,
1957). The net result may be that many creative ideas are
never expressed, nor acted upon.

We argue that a particular dimension of culture can
serve to either intensify or mitigate conformity pressures
in task groups. Given that collectivistic cultures promote
harmony and interdependence, we would expect to find
a higher level of conformity in such cultures (Bond &
Smith, 1996). Given that individualistic cultures value
uniqueness and encourage people to be independent
from the group, it is likely that such a culture would not
only reduce conformity pressures but also prompt indi-
viduals to maintain their points of view in the face of
opposition (Nemeth, 1985). The resulting diversity of
ideas expressed and tolerance of competing viewpoints
should, over time, facilitate group creativity.

In summary, we hypothesize that individualism offers
a more conducive climate for creativity than that of col-
lectivism. In group settings, for example, we would
expect that an individualistic culture would be associ-
ated with reduced conformity pressures, which may con-
tribute to the ability of a group to generate a greater
number of divergent ideas and to arrive at task solutions
that are judged to be more creative. Thus,

Hypothesis 1. Individualistic groups will have higher
performance than collectivistic groups on creativity
tasks.

Competing hypothesis: Norms for creativity

Although there are many reasons to believe that a col-
lectivistic culture can impede creativity, some organiza-
tional researchers (e.g., Flynn & Chatman, 2001; O’Reilly
& Chatman, 1996) have argued that a strong (and collec-
tivistic) culture may actually improve creativity. In support
of this claim, these authors cite some prominent businesses
(e.g., Hewlett Packard, IBM, and 3 M) that are known for
both their collectivistic cultures and for innovation. They
argue that these firms have set widely accepted goals for
innovation, often supported by specific targets such as a
percentage of sales generated by new products. In these
firms, innovation is expected and the expectations are
backed by strong social norms. Therefore, if innovation is
the stated goal of the firm, it is possible that a collectivistic
culture provides additional support for such an objective.

In group settings, one might similarly predict that col-
lectivistic values will encourage creativity if that is the
expressed goal or objective of the group. If a task group is
instructed to find creative solutions to a problem, for
example, we might logically expect it to display more crea-
tivity than when it has been directed to find practical solu-
tions. However, given the arguments of O’Reilly and
Chatman (1996) and Flynn and Chatman (2001), we might
also expect to find an interaction between the instructions
given to a group and the dimension of individualism—

collectivism. When specifically instructed to seek creative
solutions to a problem, collectivistic groups might display
greater evidence of creativity than individualistic groups.

Hypothesis 2. There will be an interactive effect of task
objectives and group culture on creative performance.

Hypothesis 2a. Collectivistic groups instructed to be cre-
ative will be more creative than individualistic groups
instructed to be creative.

In contrast, when instructed to find practical solu-
tions to a problem, collectivistic groups might exhibit
less creativity than individualistic groups. More practical
ideas are typically less divergent (Kirton, 1976), and
more likely to reflect continuity with the ideas proposed
by others (Sternberg, Kaufman, & Pretz, 2002). Such
ideas, while less creative, may be useful when a group
desires incremental improvement over more creative
ideas that take the group in a new direction. Further-
more, recent research suggests that people are responsive
to instructions to be either “creative” or “practical” and
that the ideas generated under different instructional
conditions are qualitatively different in the desired direc-
tion (O’Hara & Sternberg, 2000). Given that collectivis-
tic groups might be more responsive to a shared goal,
they should also be more responsive to instructions to be
practical than individualistic groups. Therefore, it is pos-
sible to make the following prediction:

Hypothesis 2b. Collectivistic groups instructed to be
practical will be less creative than individualistic groups
instructed to be practical.

Unleashing creativity

In contrast to the argument that innovation is a col-
lective or normatively sanctioned activity, many organi-
zational researchers have noted that innovation often
results from individuals deviating from accepted or nor-
mative practices. For example, Katz and Kahn (1978)
have argued that organizations need to preserve individ-
ual spontaneity and initiative to remain adaptive to
changing environmental conditions. Kanter (1988) has
likewise noted that flexibility in the design of work roles
and the empowerment of individuals doing the work are
what allow innovation to occur throughout the organi-
zation. In a similar vein, Nemeth and Staw (1989) have
stressed that innovation is the product of the free flow of
ideas that can result from dissent rather than consensus.
Each of these arguments, in essence, defends the virtues
of individual freedom in organizational settings. And,
when translated to the group context, these arguments
not only imply that individualistic groups will display
more creativity than those with collectivistic values (as
specified by Hypothesis 1), but that the culture of a
group might interact with a goal for creativity in a man-
ner that is quite different from that of Hypothesis 2.
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There may be a positive interaction of individualism
and organizational goals, such that the advantages of an
individualistic culture may be especially salient when
there are explicit goals for innovation. The well-known
product design firm, IDEO, may be a case in point. As
described by Sutton and Hargadon (1996), employees at
IDEO are specifically instructed to be creative and the
staff is well aware of such a mandate for creativity. Yet,
this organization has a rather individualistic culture
where people are encouraged to stand out and be unique.
Therefore, not only is it possible for goals for creativity
and individualism to co-exist in the same organization; it
is quite likely that there is an interaction between these
two factors. That is, an organization’s desire for creativ-
ity may serve to unleash the creative talents of individual
members in the firm. Alternatively, it can be argued that
the creative capabilities normally associated with indi-
vidualistic cultures may lie dormant in situations that
call for practical solutions. These capabilities may, how-
ever, come to the fore when there are specific demands
for creativity. When the situation calls for creativity, an
individualistic culture may thus have an inherent advan-
tage over a more collectivistic culture. Translated to the
group level, we would therefore expect to find an interac-
tion of group culture and objectives, as follows:

Hypothesis 3. Group culture and objectives will have an
interactive effect on creativity, such that the advantages of
an individualistic (as opposed to collectivistic) culture will
be strongest when groups are instructed to be creative.

Overview of the research

To study the effects of culture on creativity, we exper-
imentally manipulated an individualistic vs. collectivistic
orientation as well as specific instructions to be creative
vs. practical. We experimentally varied the salience of
individualism or collectivism in order to better discern
causality, since the common practices of either using
intact social groups (e.g., comparing Asians vs. Euro-
pean Americans) or assigning individuals to conditions
on the basis of personality differences (e.g., high vs. low
collectivism) do not control for confounding variables
(see Brockner, 2003). By experimentally manipulating
both cultural orientation and group objectives, it is pos-
sible to test for possible main effects of individualism—
collectivism as well as the hypothesized interaction of
culture and objectives on group creativity.

Method
Participants and design

Two hundred and four students at a large American
university in an introductory course on Organizational

Behavior participated in the study in exchange for
course credit. The sample consisted of 53% females, 59%
Asian-Americans and 23% European-Americans, 6%
East Indian, 3% Hispanic, 3% African-American, and the
remaining 6% identified themselves as “other”.! The study
was a 2 (Culture: Individualistic vs. Collectivistic) x 2
(Instructions: Creative vs. Practical) factorial design.
Groups of three people were randomly assigned to each of
the four conditions resulting in 17 groups per condition
and a total of 68 groups.

Procedure

Participants were told that they were taking part in a
study of how groups interact to solve problems. The
study consisted of three phases. In the first phase, partic-
ipants were asked to complete a survey that was
designed to prime either a collectivistic or individualistic
mindset. In the second phase, each group was asked to
generate ideas about how to solve a particular
problem. In the third phase, each group was asked to
select the idea that they believed was either the most cre-
ative or practical depending on the experimental condi-
tion to which they were assigned. The entire study took
approximately 1 h to complete.

Phase 1: Manipulation of cultural orientation

Before the study began, participants were asked to fill
out a pre-discussion survey that was ostensibly designed
to determine how they view themselves in relation to
other people. All participants were asked to write at least
three statements in response to each question, and they
were given 10 min to complete the survey.

Participants in the individualistic condition were
asked to respond to the following three questions:

A. Write three statements describing yourself.

B. Write three statements about why you think you
are not like most other people.

C. Write three statements about why you think it
might be advantageous to “stand out” from other
people.

Conversely, participants in the collectivistic condition
were asked to respond to the following three questions:

A. Write three statements describing the groups to
which you belong.

B. Write three statements about why you think you
are like most other people.

! We included a variable that measured the percentage of the group
who identified themselves as “Asian” as a covariate in all reported
analyses. Because the covariate was not significant in any analysis, it
was subsequently dropped from the analyses.
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C. Write three statements about why you think it
might be advantageous to “blend in” with other
people.

Although people typically respond to survey ques-
tions in an effort to communicate their attitudes and
beliefs, it is also the case that the process of responding
to questions may itself have an effect on peoples’ atti-
tudes and beliefs (see Schwarz, 1999 for an extensive
review). That is, people may infer their attitudes based
on their responses to particular questions. Salancik and
Conway (1975), for example, found that when subjects
responded to a series of questions that led them to recall
specific behaviors indicating they were relatively sup-
portive of religion, they reported feeling more religious
than a group of subjects who were led to recall the oppo-
site. This finding is all the more surprising given that
people tend to have fairly well-defined views on religion
prior to participating in an experiment. Salancik and
Conway (1975, p. 839) concluded rather humorously
that, “Rather than attempting to figure out what goes on
inside someone’s head, it may be easier to simply put
things into his head and see what comes out in overt
behavior.” Our culture manipulation followed the same
logic. Instead of pre-selecting people based on their per-
sonal beliefs related to individualism or collectivism, we
led them to recall specific instances in which they
behaved in accordance with one set of values or another,
in an effort to manipulate their cultural orientation. In
essence, this manipulation extended the logic of cultural
priming to the particular dimension of individualism—
collectivism (see Hong et al., 1997, 2000, Hong, Benet-
Martinez, Chiu, & Morris, 2003).

Phase II: Decision making task

After 10min elapsed, the experimenter returned and
collected the pre-discussion surveys. The experimenter
then introduced the participants to the next task. Each
group was instructed to be either creative or practical.
Instructions to be creative vs. practical were necessary
for two reasons. First, despite the fact that participants
were asked to generate ideas, past research suggests that
the goal of being creative while completing such tasks
can be ambiguous unless the group is given specific
instructions (Katz & Poag, 1979). Second, manipulating
task goals allowed us to specifically test for the interac-
tion predicted by Hypothesis 3. Instructions to be crea-
tive or practical were manipulated by substituting the
appropriate word (in parentheses) in the following com-
munication to participants :

Next, I am going to ask you to complete a (practical/cre-
ative) decision making task. This task is based upon a
scenario that takes place at a major West Coast Univer-
sity: after years of mismanagement and poor quality

food, the University restaurant has finally gone bank-
rupt and is being shut down. The school administration
is trying to decide what new business should go into that
space. You have fifteen minutes to come up with as
many (practical/creative) solutions to their problem as
possible.

The experimenter then handed a single sheet of lined
paper to the person seated to his right. The group brain-
stormed potential business ideas, while one person
recorded the group’s solutions. The recorder was
instructed to write down each and every solution that
was proposed. The recorder was also allowed to partici-
pate in the discussion.

Phase III: Idea selection

After the idea generation phase, the experimenter
then handed each group a separate sheet and instructed
each group to select (as a group) the idea that they
agreed was the most creative or practical (depending on
the experimental condition). Once the group selected an
idea, they were instructed to write the selected idea on a
line. Each group had 10 min to make a selection of the
most creative (or practical) solution.

Dependent variables

Idea generation. Creativity in groups often depends on
the ability to generate ideas. In fact, a number of creativ-
ity researchers have noted the importance of the sheer
number of ideas in arriving at creative solutions (e.g.,
Cambell, 1969; Simonton, 1999). Therefore, we first mea-
sured creativity by counting the total number of ideas
each group was able to produce in the 15 min idea gener-
ation period.

Convergent vs. divergent thinking. Convergent thinking
tends to move toward a single solution to a problem, and
involves the generation of multiple ideas that are of the
same general category (Guilford, 1956; Mayer, 1992). In
contrast, divergent thinking involves the generation of
many ideas that are qualitatively different from one
another. Divergent thinking is widely considered to be
an important antecedent to creativity because creative
solutions are defined as unique or original in nature
(Amabile, 1983).

Following past research (Guilford, 1956; Larey &
Paulus, 1999) convergent thinking was measured in
terms of the flexibility of the ideas generated by the
group, where flexibility refers to the extent to which
groups are able to generate ideas that cross categories.
To assess flexibility, two coders who were blind to the
conditions and predictions of the study were instructed
to categorize all of the ideas generated in the entire sam-
ple by their semantic similarity. For instance, all of the
ideas that involved using the space as a restaurant were
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categorized together (e.g., another restaurant such as a
Jack-in-the Box, Denny’s, or food court). Next, the cod-
ers counted the number of ideas generated within each
category. Each particular idea then received a score
based on the number of times a given category of idea
appeared in the sample. For example, there were 111 res-
taurant ideas in the sample, so each restaurant idea was
given a score of 111. In contrast, there were only 19 ideas
suggesting that the empty space be used for a library, so
each library idea received a score of 19. Finally, the
scores for each idea were averaged together so that each
group had a final score which reflected the diversity of
ideas they were able to generate. Therefore, a higher
score meant that a group’s ideas were on average more
common (or convergent), while a lower score meant that a
group’s ideas were on average more unique (or divergent).

Recall that each group was told that a restaurant had
previously occupied the empty space. Therefore, a second
way to measure convergent solutions to this problem
would be to examine how often each group suggested that
the empty space be used for another restaurant. Divergent
thinking would involve generating business ideas that are
different from the previous solution of using the space as a
restaurant. Hence, two coders (who were blind to the con-
ditions and hypotheses of the study) counted the number
of restaurant ideas generated by each group. A restaurant
was defined as a business that primarily sells food. Since
there was substantial agreement between the two coders
(r=.97, p<.001), their assessments of the number of res-
taurant ideas generated by each group were averaged
together. The total number of restaurant ideas was then
divided by the total number of ideas generated.

Subjective rating of creativity. Two (additional) coders,
who were also blind to the experimental conditions and
hypotheses of the study, coded each idea for creativity.
The coders were told to emphasize the “novelty” of each
idea while making their ratings. Each coder was given a
scale of 1-5, with the following definitions for specific
points on the scale:

5=Extremely creative. A creative idea is extremely
novel or original.

3 = Average creativity

1 = Very uncreative. An uncreative idea is extremely
common. These ideas are probably the most obvious
ideas to come to mind.

Because the two coders demonstrated significant
agreement in their ratings of the ideas (r=.65, p <.01),
their assessments were averaged together. Scores for
each of the ideas generated by the group were then aver-
aged into a single index of overall group creativity.

Creativity of selected idea. The creative process does not
end with the idea generation phase. One idea is typically

selected for implementation. Therefore, a more stringent
test of our hypotheses might require a rating of the ideas
selected by each group for implementation. Accordingly,
two separate coders (who were blind to the hypotheses
and conditions of the study) rated each idea selected by
the group for its creativity. Using the same 1-5 scale as
the assessment of all proposed ideas, the two coders
demonstrated significant agreement (r=.71, p<.001).
We therefore averaged the ratings into a single measure
of the creativity of the selected idea.

Manipulation checks. To check the effectiveness of the
manipulation of cultural orientation, each participant’s
responses to the pre-discussion questionnaire was coded.
Since the participant wrote at least three statements in
response to each culture orientation question, there were
nine or more statements on individualism—collectivism
measured for each person. Two blind coders evaluated
each participant’s statements on the degree to which
they reflected the values of individualism or collectivism.
Both coders were unaware of the hypotheses and experi-
mental conditions (that is, the cultural questions to
which the participants responded). The coders were
given the following definitions of individualism and col-
lectivism:

Individualism. A set of cultural values that emphasizes
individual autonomy, the prioritization of personal
goals over group goals, and the definition of one’s self
in terms of one’s individuality and uniqueness from
the group.

Collectivism. A set of cultural values that emphasize
group harmony, the prioritization of collective goals
over personal goals, and the definition of one’s self in
terms of the groups one belongs to.

The coders rated the statements provided by each
participant on 5-point scales, with 1 denoted as “individ-
ualistic,” 5 denoted as “collectivistic” and 3 representing
“can’t tell.” Each participant received three scores corre-
sponding to the three sets of statements. The three scores
were then averaged to a single score for each participant.
Finally, the individual scores were averaged to the group
level by adding all the participants’ scores for each
group. All ratings were averaged across the coders, since
there was significant agreement between the two coders
on the scores received by individuals (r=.84, p<.001)
and groups (r=.91, p <.001).

As a second cross-check of the effectiveness of the
manipulation, we conducted an additional analysis of
the effects of priming for individualism vs. collectivism.
Forty undergraduates (who did not participate in the
main experiment) were administered a survey in which
they were first primed for either individualism or collec-
tivism and then subsequently assessed on this cultural
dimension. Participants first completed the open-ended
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items used to manipulate individualism vs. collectivism
in the present experiment (i.e., they were asked to write
nine statements according to their randomly assigned
condition), and then completed a popular five-item mea-
sure of individualism—collectivism drawn from previous
research (Wagner, 1995).

Results
Manipulation checks

A 2 (collectivistic vs. individualistic orientation) x 2
(creative vs. practical instructions) ANOVA on the
group culture manipulation rating revealed only a sig-
nificant main effect for culture, F(1,64)=294.42, p <.001
that was in line with the manipulation.

An ANOVA was also conducted on the results from
the additional survey. Consistent with the manipulation,
participants in the individualistic condition reported
being significantly more individualistic than participants
in the collectivistic condition, F(1,38)=6.09, p <.05.

Idea generation

Univariate analyses of variance indicated no signifi-
cant main effect for culture, F(1,64)=1.08, ns, and no
significant main effect for instructions, F (1,64) =.34, ns,
on the number of ideas generated by the group. How-
ever, there was a significant interaction between culture
and instructions, F(1,64)=12.94, p=.001 (see Fig.1).
We explored this interaction first by examining the effect
of culture among groups who were instructed to be crea-
tive and then among groups who were instructed to be
practical. The results showed that individualistic groups
who were instructed to be creative generated signifi-
cantly more ideas (M =37.4) than collectivistic groups
who were instructed to be creative (M=26.1),
F(1,32)=11.26, p<.01. Conversely, collectivistic groups
who were instructed to be practical generated somewhat

more ideas (M =33.5) than individualistic groups
instructed to be practical (M =27.2), though the differ-
ence between these means was only marginally signifi-
cant, F(1,32)=3.13, p<.10.

We further explored the interaction by examining the
effect of instructions among individualistic groups and
then among collectivistic groups. The results showed
that individualistic groups who were instructed to be cre-
ative generated significantly more ideas (M =37.4) than
individualistic groups who were instructed to be practi-
cal (M =272), F(1,32)=8.81, p<.01. In contrast, collec-
tivistic groups generated significantly more ideas when
instructed to be practical (M =33.5) than when they
were instructed to be creative (M =26.1), F(1,32)=4.51,
p<.05.

Convergent vs. divergent thinking

Univariate analyses of variance revealed no signifi-
cant main effect for culture, F(1,64)=2.58, ns and no
significant main effect for instructions, F(1,64)=.26, ns.
However, there was a significant interaction between cul-
ture and instructions, F(1,64)=6.46, p<.05. We exam-
ined this interaction first by comparing individualistic
groups and collectivistic groups instructed to be creative.
The results showed the individualistic groups instructed
to be creative generated more unique ideas (M =30.08)
than collectivistic groups given the same instructions
(M =3745), F(1,32)=9.71, p<.01. No other internal
comparisons yielded significant results.

As noted earlier, convergent vs. divergent thinking
was also measured as the proportion of restaurant ideas
generated by the group. Univariate analyses of variance
showed no significant main effect for culture,
F(1,64)=2.60, ns, and no significant main effect for
instructions, F(1,64)=.033, ns. However, there was a
marginally significant interaction between culture and
instructions, F(1,64)=3.41, p<.10. We examined the
interaction first by comparing individualistic and collec-
tivistic groups who were instructed to be creative. The
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Fig. 1. Idea generation by condition.
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results showed that collectivistic groups instructed to be
creative generated significantly more restaurant ideas as
a percentage of the total number of ideas generated
(M=14%) than did individualistic groups (M =7%)
given the same instructions to be creative F(1,32)=9.73,
p<.01. No other internal comparison yielded significant
results.

Subjective ratings of creativity

Univariate analyses of variance revealed no signifi-
cant main effect for culture, F(1,64)=2.09, ns, and no
significant main effect for instructions, F(1,64)=1.44,
ns, on the rated creativity of ideas generated by the
groups. However, once again, there was a significant
interaction between culture and instructions, F(1,64)
=5.01, p<.05. To understand the nature of the interac-
tion, we first compared individualistic and collectivistic
groups who were instructed to be creative and then those
who were instructed to be practical. The results showed
that, when instructed to be creative, individualistic
groups generated ideas that were rated as more creative
(M =3.03) than those generated by collectivistic groups
(M=283), F(1,32)=9.18, p<.0l. However, when
instructed to be practical, there was no significant differ-
ence between the ideas generated by individualistic
(M=284) and collectivistic groups (M =2.89),
F(1,32)=.14, ns.

We also explored the interaction by comparing the
role of instructions among both individualistic and col-
lectivistic groups. The results showed that individualistic
groups generated ideas that were rated as more creative
when they were instructed to be creative (M =3.03) than
when they were instructed to be practical (M =2.89),
F(1,32)=5.45, p<.05. However, there was no significant
difference in the ratings of creativity between collectivis-
tic groups instructed to be creative (M =2.83) vs. those
groups that received practical instructions (M =2.89),
F(1,32)=.397, ns.

Although significant differences were found between
individualistic and collectivistic groups, particularly
when they were instructed to be creative, the mean level
of creativity for the highest condition was rated as only
slightly “above average” by our coders. Therefore, it is
possible that observed differences between experimental
conditions could be due to differences in lower or mid-
range levels of creativity. Because we were interested in
knowing whether there would be differences in highly
creative ideas generated by the various groups, we re-
analyzed the data using a measure that was more reflec-
tive of high levels of creativity.

We calculated the number of ideas generated by each
group that were rated as “4” or higher on the 5-point
scale of creativity, and then divided that number by the
total number of ideas generated. This yielded a propor-
tional measure of high creativity. Using this measure,

‘ —&— Individualism —#— Collectivism
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Fig. 2. Highly creative ideas by condition.

univariate analyses of variance revealed no main effect
of culture, F(1,64)=.88, ns, but a main effect of instruc-
tions, F(1,64)=5.79, p<.05. Groups instructed to be
creative generated a higher percentage of creative ideas
(M =28%) than groups instructed to be practical (M=
21%). There was also a significant interaction between
culture and instructions, F(1,64)=4.78, p<.05. As
shown in Fig. 2, individualistic groups instructed to be
creative generated a significantly higher percentage of
creative ideas (M = 32%) than collectivistic groups given
the same instructions (M =23%), F(1,32)=15.93, p<.05.
However, when instructed to be practical, there was not
a significant difference between collectivistic (M = 23%)
and individualistic groups (M =19%) on this propor-
tional measure of creativity, F(1,32)=.661, ns. As one
might expect, individualistic groups instructed to be cre-
ative (M =32%) generated a greater percentage of crea-
tive ideas than individualistic groups instructed to be
practical (M =19%), F(1,32)=10.94, p<.01. However,
there was no significant difference between collectivistic
groups instructed to be creative (M =23%) vs. those
instructed to be practical (M =23%), F(1,32)=.023, ns.

Creativity of selected idea

Univariate analyses of variance revealed a significant
main effect for culture, F(1,64)=6.13, p<.05, such that
individualistic groups selected ideas that were rated as
significantly more creative (M =2.77) than collectivistic
groups (M =2.18). There was also a significant main
effect for instructions, F(1,64)=14.08, p <.01, such that
groups instructed to select their most creative idea chose
ideas that were rated as significantly more creative
(M =2.92) than groups instructed to select their most
practical idea (M =2.03). There was no significant inter-
action between culture and instructions, F(1,64)=.00,
ns, on the ratings of selected ideas.?

2 These results hold when the total number of ideas generated by
each group was included as a covariate. The covariate was not
significant.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to understand the
effects of individualism and collectivism on group crea-
tivity. We argued that an individualistic culture should
foster creativity because it emphasizes uniqueness and
standing out from one’s group, instead of cohesiveness
and conformity with group norms. This argument would
support a main effect of individualism on groups’ ability
to perform on creative tasks. Nonetheless, we also con-
sidered the position that collectivistic groups may actu-
ally be more creative when there are specific norms or
instructions to be creative. The logic underlying such an
interaction is that collectivistic groups would exert
greater pressure on group members to achieve a specified
goal such as task creativity. Finally, we considered the
contrasting argument that individualistic groups would
be most creative when they are instructed to be creative.
The logic of this alternative interaction is that, even
though the creative capability of group members may be
facilitated by individualistic values, these capabilities
may lie relatively dormant when groups are directed
toward practical solutions. Only when the group is
instructed to be creative will the creative potential of its
members be unleashed.

We analyzed the effects of cultural orientation (indi-
vidualism vs. collectivism) and task instructions (creative
vs. practical solutions) on three measures on creativity.
On none of these measures (number of ideas, divergent
ideas, and rated creativity of ideas) did we find any main
effects of culture. However, we did find a significant
interaction of cultural orientation and task goals.
Underlying this interaction was a pattern of results
showing that individualistic groups were more creative
than collectivistic groups when there were specific
instructions for creativity, while differences on the cul-
tural variable were either non-significant or in the oppo-
site direction when there were instructions for
practicality. We also found that individualistic groups
displayed more creativity when instructed to find crea-
tive as opposed to practical solutions, while collectivistic
groups failed to show a similar shift in response to the
instructions.

These findings provide important confirmation of the
benefits of individualism for performance on a creative
task. On every measure, individualistic groups were more
creative than collectivistic groups when instructed to do
so—generating more ideas, presenting a greater number
of ideas that depart from the pre-existing solution (i.e., res-
taurants), and posing ideas that were judged to be more
novel. These results, while quite consistent, do not imply
that individualistic groups will violate task goals, or that
individualism is so powerful as to stimulate creativity
regardless of the purposes of the group. The results simply
show that, when creativity is explicitly desired, individual-
ism will serve to facilitate such performance.

An alternative explanation

Although one might logically interpret the results as
providing evidence for the superiority of individualism
(as opposed to collectivism) in stimulating group creativ-
ity, especially given instructions to be creative, there is an
alternative explanation of the results. It is possible that
individualistic groups may not be better at thinking
independently, but simply superior at following direc-
tions. If this alternative is correct, we would expect to
find that individualistic groups are not only superior to
collectivistic groups on creativity when there are specific
instructions to be creative, but they are also better (in
terms of practicality) when there are specific instructions
to be practical.

In testing this alternative explanation, we coded all
the ideas generated by each group on their practicality.
Two coders who were blind to the hypotheses and con-
ditions of the study were asked to code each idea on a
scale of 1-5. They were told that a score of “1” meant
that the idea was, “Very impractical. An impractical
idea is extremely unlikely to be implemented” while a
score of “5” meant that the idea was, “Very Practical. A
practical idea is extremely likely to be implemented.”
There was significant agreement between the two cod-
ers (r=.86, p<.0l), so their ratings were averaged
together.

Univariate analyses of variance revealed no signifi-
cant main effect of culture, F(1,64)=.92, ns, nor an
interaction, F(1,64)=.869, ns. There was only a main
effect of instructions, F(1,64)=4.08, p<.05, such that
groups who were instructed to be practical generated
ideas that were rated as being significantly more practi-
cal (M =3.04) than groups instructed to be creative
(M =2.92). These results would seem to rule out the pos-
sibility that individualistic groups were simply better at
following task instructions rather than being more crea-
tive than collectivistic groups.

Idea generations vs. idea selection

In this study, we explored not only the idea genera-
tion stage of the creative process, but also the selection
of a particular idea. The results for idea selection
revealed a main effect for culture such that individualis-
tic groups selected the most creative ideas. Although this
finding supports the general argument that individual-
ism is more likely to promote creativity, we did not
observe the interaction between culture and instructions
that was found in the analyses of ideas generated by
groups. One possibility is that the process of creativity is
path dependent such that individualistic groups gener-
ated more ideas, which gave them a larger and more
diverse pool of ideas from which to make their final
selection. Unfortunately, this explanation is doubtful,
since there was no main effect of culture on the total
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number of ideas generated, and the results held when the
total number of ideas was included as a control variable.

Another possibility is that the process through which
individualistic and collectivistic groups arrive at an
agreement may be different. If people in individualistic
groups aim to “stand out” by calling attention to their
personal contributions, and the group has difficulty
reaching consensus, then the idea selected may appear to
be a compromise between multiple competing ideas.
Consequently, instead of selecting only one idea from
the list, an individualistic group may be more likely to
select a multi-faceted idea that contains elements of
more than one idea from their original list. For instance,
instead of suggesting that a café be placed in the empty
space, an individualistic group may be more likely to
suggest a café with live music and a free massage. In
other words, they may select more novel solutions as a
means toward reaching agreement on a group solution.

To explore this possibility, we asked two additional
coders to count the number of facets in each idea
selected. Univariate analyses of variance revealed a sig-
nificant main effect for culture, F(1,64)=7.03, p=.01,
such that individualistic groups selected ideas that were
more multi-faceted (M =2.28) than collectivistic groups
(M =1.54). Furthermore, we found a significant positive
correlation between the number of facets in the selected
idea and its creativity rating derived from a separate set
of coders (r=.64, p <.01). While these results are specu-
lative, they suggest that individualistic groups may have
a unique way of selecting ideas for implementation, and
this selection process may contribute to the creativity of
group solutions.

Implications for organizational innovation

The results of this study not only provided some evi-
dence for the value of individualism; they also shed light
on a popular counter-argument. The notion that collec-
tivistic groups can act creatively—if they are simply
instructed to do so—did not receive support by any of
our operationalizations of creativity. Although prior
research suggests that individuals are more likely to
accommodate group norms in a collectivistic culture,
our results suggest that this does not necessarily mean
that creativity will prevail, even when there are specific
demands for creativity. Apparently the very dynamics
that make group members more amenable to following
instructions in a collectivistic setting may work against
their consideration of creative solutions. Thus, the
“norms for creativity” argument may not hold true, at
least on group creativity tasks.

Although this research was conducted at the group
level, one might logically consider its implications for
organizational behavior. This is especially appropriate in
the case of collectivistic practices being adopted by
Western organizations, since these practices generally

involve an emphasis on team rather than individual
behavior.

Our results raise concerns about whether collectivis-
tic cultures are best suited for contemporary organiza-
tions. Although collectivistic cultures may improve
some aspects of organizational life (such as helping
behavior and interpersonal cooperation), such cultures
may also inhibit creativity. This is somewhat ironic,
since the reason often cited for adopting collectivistic
practices is their ability to bring greater innovation to
the organization (e.g., Tushman & O’Reilly, 2002).
While collectivistic ideas are touted for helping organi-
zations adapt to changing environmental conditions,
they may, according to our results, actually impede cre-
ativity under precisely those conditions that demand
innovation.

Caution flags should also be raised about the more
limited hypothesis that collectivism and strong norms
for innovation can combine to bring creativity to organi-
zations. We did not find any evidence for the interaction
of collectivism and specific demands for creativity, as
one might expect from the arguments of O’Reilly and
Chatman (1996) and Flynn and Chatman (2001). At the
root of their “norms for innovation” argument is the
assumption that creativity is something that can be
required and reinforced by the social structure of an
organization. Of course, one problem with this argument
is the fact that creativity, by its very nature, may result
from the violation rather than enforcement of shared
norms and procedures (Nemeth & Staw, 1989). Because
a creative idea usually requires one to do something in a
new or different way (Amabile, 1988), the greater the
novelty of an idea the more likely will there be a depar-
ture from current beliefs and values of an organization.
This is probably why organizations often regard the
most innovative ideas as inherently threatening—as
something to be resisted by those who control both the
resources and ideology of the firm (Frost & Egri, 1991;
Nemeth, 1997).

We would expect collectivistic organizations to be
more adept at exploitation than exploration (March,
1991). Because strong social pressures mean that
coworkers are observing, rewarding, and sometimes
punishing employee behavior, a collectivistic organiza-
tion may be better able to mobilize people’s efforts than
an individualistic organization. There may, as a result,
be stronger motivation, more attention to detail, and
less deviance from accepted business practices. While
these factors are often necessary for high work perfor-
mance, they are not prerequisites for innovation. It is
commonly argued (e.g., Staw, 1995; Sutton, 2001) that
an innovative firm must tolerate greater variance in
both work attitudes and behavior. Therefore, while an
individualistic firm may not be as efficient as a collec-
tivistic company, it is more likely to provide fertile
ground for creative ideas.
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Limitations

An obvious limitation to this research is that our par-
ticipants were undergraduate students working in
groups that met for a short period of time. We cannot
therefore be certain that our results would generalize
beyond laboratory groups. It is possible that, within
organizations, collectivistic groups tend to be associated
with some characteristics that make them more innova-
tive or that innovation interacts with a third variable
associated with the individualism—collectivism dimen-
sion. However, many of the factors known to reduce cre-
ativity in laboratory groups (e.g., self-censorship of ideas
and conformity pressures) are also present in naturalistic
settings (Janis, 1982). And, most organizations have
mechanisms (e.g., selection and socialization) that can
heighten the effect of creativity-related variables over
time (e.g., Chatman, 1991; Schneider, 1987). As a result,
it may be reasonable to conclude that the effects of indi-
vidualism—collectivism that are demonstrated in labora-
tory settings would have a parallel impact on people
interacting in on-going organizations.

In drawing conclusions from this study it may also be
useful to take note of the potency of the manipulation of
individualism—collectivism. Because we experimentally
manipulated the cultural orientation of group members,
one can question whether this manipulation fully
tracked the range (and strength) of naturally acquired
cultural values. At best, our manipulation altered the
salience of individualism vs. collectivism. Since many
individuals may hold a mixture of values on this dimen-
sion rather than a strict dichotomy of interests (Triandis,
1989), the manipulation may have brought to the fore
those values that best fit individualism or collectivism.
Although the manipulation of individualism—collectiv-
ism did produce statistically significant results, one
might argue that even greater differences could be
expected with intact groups representing cultures at
opposite ends of this dimension (e.g., European Ameri-
cans vs. Asian nationals).

Finally, it may be important to consider the match
between individualism—collectivism and the setting in
which creativity was assessed. Since collectivistic organi-
zations make heavy use of teams in producing goods and
services, it was logical to test the effects of collectivism
on group behavior. Although there was somewhat less of
an imperative for testing individualism in a group set-
ting, it was necessary to test both individualism and col-
lectivism within the same task environment. Because our
group brainstorming task may have fit more closely with
the ideology of collectivism than individualism, it could
have been argued that collectivistic conditions would
most likely show positive effects on creativity. Of course,
the opposite pattern was found by our analyses. The
results were more supportive of individualism than col-
lectivism (at least when there were specific demands for

creativity), even though the task may have been better
suited to collective rather than individual behavior. In
the future, researchers might consider experiments that
fully cross both individualism—collectivism and the task
environment (e.g., individual vs. group problem solving).
In this way, one might track the relative influence of
individualism—collectivism on both individual and group
creativity.

Conclusion

We began by noting an apparent shift away from
individualistic values in work organizations to those
reflecting a more collectivistic culture. Although many
scholars have argued for the utility of such a shift, there
has been relatively little study of its unintended or possi-
ble negative consequences. Our results suggest that col-
lectivistic values may extinguish the spark necessary for
creativity in groups. We also found that barriers to crea-
tivity in collectivistic groups cannot easily be sur-
mounted by simple demands for creativity. Therefore,
while individualistic groups may at times appear to be
divisive and even unruly, such a cultural orientation may
actually help groups meet the requirements of innova-
tion in the workplace.
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