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M E L I S S A G . K E I T H

C A R O L Y N M . J A G A C I N S K I

Tell Me What To Do Not How To Do It: Influence of
Creative Outcome and Process Goals on Creativity

ABSTRACT
The current research examines the utility of using creative outcome goals and process goals to enhance

creativity. We propose that although creative outcome goals are likely to have a direct positive impact on
creativity, the relationship between process goals and creativity is mediated by creative process engagement.
Results from an experimental study demonstrated that creative outcome goals, particularly specific creative
outcome goals, relate directly as well as indirectly to outcome creativity through creative process engage-
ment. Creative process goals, however, impact outcome creativity only indirectly through creative process
engagement. Process goals also had a negative impact on perceptions of autonomy, which resulted in lower
levels of intrinsic motivation and ultimately creativity. The findings suggest that goals can be effective for
enhancing both creative process engagement and outcome creativity; however, care should be taken to
ensure that goals do not negatively impact autonomy.

Keywords: creativity, creative process, goals, motivation, autonomy.

Past research on motivation and creativity has focused primarily on the importance of intrinsic motiva-
tion for the production of creative outcomes—outcomes that are both novel and useful (Amabile, 1983; Liu
et al., 2016). Another much smaller line of research, however, has examined the role of extrinsic forms of
motivation such as goals for enhancing creativity. Past research has found that telling individuals to “be cre-
ative” often improves scores on creativity tests (Harrington, 1975; O’Hara & Sternberg, 2000–2001), idea
generation tasks (Carson & Carson, 1993; Litchfield et al., 2011; Madjar & Shalley, 2008), and creative
problem-solving tasks (Shalley, 1991, 1995). Moreover, research on the creative process suggests that direct-
ing attention toward relevant behaviors and cognitions (e.g., problem definition and idea evaluation) is ben-
eficial for creative problem-solving (Mumford & McIntosh, 2017). Together, these two bodies of research
suggest that there may be two ways to enhance creativity via goals—outcome goals and process goals. We
suggest that both types of goals may enhance creative performance but through different mechanisms. Pro-
cess goals direct attention to the “how” (i.e., relevant behaviors and cognitions) and should relate indirectly
to creativity through creative process engagement. Outcome goals direct attention toward “what” is expected
(i.e., relevant criteria) and are predicted to relate directly to creative performance.

Past theory and research on goal setting suggest that goals should be specific and challenging; however,
this vast body of research tends to focus on quantitative outcomes such as productivity (Locke &
Latham, 1990, 2002). Creativity, however, is a qualitative outcome, and it is not currently clear how to set
specific goals for qualitative outcomes. Previous research on outcome goals typically focuses on what we will
refer to as a general outcome goal (e.g., “be creative”). The content of such goals only specifies that the out-
come should be creative, but otherwise leaves the desired outcome open ended. In contrast, previous
research on the creative process often adds specificity by adding quantity standards (e.g., generate at least
five ideas), quality standards (e.g., at least 90% of the ideas you generate should be highly novel; Litchfield
et al., 2011), and/or adding structure (e.g., by specifying steps to take for engaging in the creative process;
Sagiv et al., 2010). Thus, we will investigate creative process and outcome goals that vary in their specificity.
General goals involve less structure and do not provide a numerical standard, whereas specific goals include
more structure and/or numerical standards. We expect that goal specificity will improve performance for
the goal areas—specific outcome goals will yield higher levels of outcome creativity and specific process
goals will result in higher levels of outcome creativity indirectly through increased creative process engage-
ment.
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One potential impact of goal specificity that must be considered is the impact of goal specificity on
autonomy and intrinsic motivation. As noted, creativity research and theory frequently cite intrinsic motiva-
tion as an important predictor of creative performance (Amabile, 1983; Liu et al., 2016). Extrinsic con-
straints, such as goals, may negatively impact intrinsic motivation when perceived as controlling rather than
informational (Deci, 1975; Deci et al., 2017). We suggest that specific process goals limit how individuals
engage in the creative process which may be perceived as controlling, thereby reducing feelings of autonomy
(Deci et al., 2017). Thus, although effective for directing attention toward the creative process, we consider
the possibility that specific process goals might negatively impact creativity by decreasing feelings of auton-
omy and intrinsic motivation.

Taken together, the current research answers past calls for a better understanding of goals in the creativ-
ity context (e.g., Litchfield, 2008; Shalley & Koseoglu, 2013) by examining both outcome and process goals
within the same study, as well as the role of goal specificity. Moreover, we examine how specific goals influ-
ence psychological mechanisms such as autonomy and intrinsic motivation which ultimately impact creativ-
ity. If specific goals negatively impact perceptions of autonomy and intrinsic motivation, their ability to
enhance creativity would be more limited.

CREATIVITY
Although there is broad consensus that creativity is defined as an outcome that is both novel and useful

(Amabile, 1982; Zhou & Hoever, 2014), focusing solely on creative outcomes does not explain how people
arrive at the creative outcome—that is, the creative process. Several models of the creative process exist;
however, most models include some version of problem definition, idea generation, and idea evaluation
(Montag et al., 2012). During problem definition, people work to define the parameters of the problem
(Reiter-Palmon, 2017; Reiter-Palmon et al., 1997; Reiter-Palmon & Robinson, 2009). Problem definition
often occurs automatically; however, conscious engagement in problem definition predicts higher levels of
creativity (Reiter-Palmon, 2017). Once a problem is defined, people often engage in idea generation (Reiter-
Palmon & Arreola, 2015). Idea generation (also sometimes referred to as brainstorming) is perhaps the most
studied part of the creative process, as it is sometimes used as a proxy for creative outcomes (e.g., Batey
et al., 2009). Finally, idea evaluation involves judging an idea against criteria and forecasting the implemen-
tation of that idea (Dailey & Mumford, 2006; Lonergan et al., 2004; McIntosh et al., 2021). Notably, these
stages of the creative process represent effective strategies for solving creative problems and thus are likely to
enhance creative outcomes, but they also exist independently. That is, individuals may engage in the creative
process without producing a creative outcome.

Notably, empirical research examining the creative process as a whole remains rather limited, particularly
in relation to creative outcomes (Montag et al., 2012). Researchers frequently examine individual stages of
the creative process in isolation (e.g., how problem construction [definition] relates to creativity; Reiter-
Palmon et al., 1997) with notable exceptions (e.g., Medeiros et al., 2018; Mumford et al., 1997). Examina-
tions of the creative process are further complicated by the largely invisible cognitive processes taking place
alongside the more visible behaviors (Ward et al., 1999; Weisberg, 1993). We use a measure of creative pro-
cess engagement that has been shown in previous research to relate to supervisor ratings of creative perfor-
mance (Zhang & Bartol, 2010a, 2010b) and self-ratings of creative performance (Henker et al., 2015; Tan
et al., 2019). Although self-reports are subject to certain limitations (Reiter-Palmon et al., 2012), they are
not inherently invalid (Ng & Feldman, 2012), and measuring the creative process through self-reports may
illuminate some of the less visible aspects.

GOALS AND CREATIVITY
Goals have been widely applied in the psychological literature as a means of enhancing motivation, pro-

ductivity, and performance across a number of domains (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; Locke & Latham, 1990,
2002). Put simply, goals direct attention by specifying “an object or aim of an action” (Locke &
Latham, 2002, p. 705). Specific, difficult goals have been widely applied in performance settings where the
quantity of outcomes is often important. We should not assume, however, that previous research on goal
setting will translate to qualitative outcomes such as creativity.

There are important differences between productivity outcomes and creativity outcomes that pose obsta-
cles to applying traditional goal setting (i.e., assigning specific, difficult goals) to creativity tasks. To begin,
creativity is a qualitative rather than quantitative evaluation of an outcome. Thus, setting a goal to increase
the quantity of an outcome will not necessarily increase creativity unless a quality goal is also present
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(Austin & Bobko, 1985; Shalley, 1991). Second, one of the benefits of goal setting is feedback gleaned from
goal striving (Ashford & De Stobbeleir, 2013). When a specific, difficult productivity goal (e.g., write a 10-
page paper in 3 hours) is assigned, people receive feedback from the task itself and can easily see how close
they may be to attaining the goal. In contrast, people who are told to write a creative paper are not as easily
able to gauge how close they may be to attaining the goal (Carson & Carson, 1993). Finally, creativity tasks
are necessarily ambiguous and complex. Indeed, some (e.g., Beghetto, 2019, 2021; Wang et al., 2011) have
argued that a certain level of uncertainty/ambiguity is important for creativity. That is, if the problem is well
defined, the process predetermined, and the desired outcome known, there is no room for creative expres-
sion. Goal-setting research has traditionally focused on relatively simple tasks or tasks that have clear means,
which suggests the research may not perfectly translate to creativity tasks (Kanfer et al., 1994; Mone & Shal-
ley, 1995; Shalley, 1991). The current research examines the application of goals to creative outcomes and
the creative process.

OUTCOME GOALS
Despite these differences between creativity and performance outcomes, goals for creative outcomes may

also be beneficial for creativity. Specifically, goals have been shown to encourage persistence, effort, and
attention toward goal areas, and indirectly influence performance through the development of effective task
strategies (Locke, 1996). Indeed, past research has suggested that creativity requires deliberation and con-
scious choice (Ford, 1996). That is, when deciding between habitual action and creativity, the habitual
action is often less risky and more likely to be positively received by others (Beghetto et al., 2021; Sternberg
& Lubart, 1996). Together, this suggests that creativity is not an unconscious default, and setting a creative
outcome goal—a goal specifying that outcomes should be both novel and useful—should direct attention
toward that goal area and away from habitual action (Shalley, 1995). In support of this idea, studies examin-
ing the influence of general creative outcome goals have determined that the presence of a goal to “be cre-
ative” increases creativity compared to a do your best goal that does not mention creativity (Carson &
Carson, 1993; Litchfield et al., 2011; Shalley, 1991, 1995).

In the current research, we operationalize general creative outcome goals as goals that specify that an
outcome should be creative (i.e., novel and useful). Litchfield (2008) noted that adding a quantitative com-
ponent to qualitative goals may increase their effectiveness. Thus, the specific creative outcome goal exam-
ined here includes a goal to be creative and a numerical standard of integrating three highly creative ideas.
Notably, we attempted to set a specific numerical goal that was not high in difficulty based on previous
research focused on idea generation (e.g., Litchfield et al., 2011; Reiter-Palmon & Arreola, 2015) and did
not include a time limit as is frequently done to increase difficulty. Creative outcome goals (whether general
or specific) are likely to require greater effort and persistence, as they require foregoing what Ward (1994)
referred to as “the path of least resistance.” That is, individuals tend to use passive approaches relying upon
existing mental models to solve problems (Finke et al., 1992). If, however, a creative outcome goal is pre-
sent, individuals are prevented from taking the path of least resistance and must exert more cognitive effort
to come up with an idea that is novel in addition to being useful. Although general outcome goals are likely
to result in higher levels of creativity than if no outcome goal is set, a specific outcome goal is likely to
require greater effort and have a stronger positive effect on creativity.

Hypothesis 1a: A general creative outcome goal will result in higher levels of creativity than no crea-
tive outcome goal.

Hypothesis 1b: A specific creative outcome goal will result in higher levels of creativity than a general
creative outcome goal or no creative outcome goal.

PROCESS GOALS
Past research suggests that the creative process is an important precursor to creative outcomes (Mumford

& McIntosh, 2017; Zhang & Bartol, 2010b). Thus, encouraging higher levels of creative process engagement
should result in higher levels of creativity. How to effectively encourage creative process engagement is an
important question at the center of the creative problem-solving literature. Creative problem-solving
assumes that the creative process is inherently a problem-solving process and can be studied just as any such
process and that engaging in certain behaviors and cognitions will yield higher levels of creativity. In a series
of studies, Mumford and colleagues supported this notion by using instructions to encourage participants to
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engage in various stages of the creative process finding that individual stages were beneficial for creativity
(Mumford et al., 1997; Mumford, Baughman, et al., 1996a; Mumford, Supinski, et al., 1996b).

The current study investigates several stages of the creative process, namely problem definition, idea gen-
eration, and idea evaluation. General process goals present these different stages to facilitate effective task
strategy while also providing flexibility to engage in the creative process stages in any order or not at all.
We suggest that process goals can be made more specific by adding both numerical specificity and structure
(i.e., requiring users to complete the stages in a specific order) to the creative process. Past research has pro-
duced equivocal findings with respect to structure resulting in two different perspectives (Sagiv et al., 2010).
On one hand, widely employed strategies such as brainstorming (Osborn, 1953) advocate for free association
and no restriction on how ideas are generated. On the other hand, past research has argued that structure
imposed through instructions may also result in creative outcomes (Rietzschel et al., 2014; Sagiv
et al., 2010). Beghetto (2019), for example, describes the benefits of “structured uncertainty” whereby crea-
tive expression in classrooms can be supported by giving students the opportunity to engage with uncer-
tainty while providing instructional supports (e.g., informational constraints; defined criteria). In other
research, Sagiv et al. (2010) gave participants a specific set of step-by-step instructions for generating ideas
and found that structured idea generation resulted in ideas that were more original and creative than those
generated in the no structure condition. Notably, research in this area has primarily focused on idea genera-
tion rather than the creative process as a whole. Thus, understanding whether and how to structure the
creative process has remained largely untested. We suggest that specific process goals are likely to increase
creative process engagement by further directing attention toward these relevant behaviors and cognitions
and increasing effort by including numerical standards.

Hypothesis 2a: General process goals will result in higher levels of self-reported creative process
engagement than no process goals.

Hypothesis 2b: Specific process goals will result in higher levels of self-reported creative process
engagement than general process goals or no process goals.

We predict that process goals direct attention toward important cognitive/behavioral strategies for pro-
ducing creative outcomes. Past research has noted, however, that engaging in the creative process does not
guarantee a creative outcome (Montag et al., 2012). For example, generating ideas even numerous and high
in quality does not guarantee that the best idea will be selected, or an effective solution is articulated
(Rietzschel et al., 2006). Other research, however, has suggested that more active engagement in the creative
process results in higher levels of creativity (e.g., Reiter-Palmon & Robinson, 2009). Additionally, past
research on goal setting suggests that goals indirectly impact performance by encouraging relevant task strat-
egy (Locke, 1996). Thus, we propose that process goals direct attention toward cognitive and behavioral
strategies that may enhance creative outcomes through increased creative process engagement.

Hypothesis 3: The relationship between process goals (general and specific) and creativity will be
mediated by creative process engagement.

AUTONOMY AND INTRINSIC MOTIVATION
An additional consideration is how specific goals will impact psychological mechanisms believed to be

beneficial for creativity. How specific goals impact creativity may be complex and depend on how the goals
direct attention. We propose that although specific process goals are likely to increase creative process
engagement, specific process goals may also have an indirect negative effect on outcome creativity if auton-
omy and intrinsic motivation are negatively impacted. Amabile’s (1983) componential model of creativity
identifies intrinsic motivation as one of the essential components of creativity. If goal-setting procedures
reduce intrinsic motivation, they are also likely to reduce creativity.

Drawing from the literature on cognitive evaluation theory (Deci, 1975) and brainstorming
(Osborn, 1953), Amabile’s (1983) componential model of creativity proposed that intrinsic task motivation
would be influenced by the presence or absence of extrinsic constraints in the social environment. Amabile
further proposed that extrinsic constraints would decrease intrinsic motivation and lead to less creative out-
comes. Although extrinsic constraints may manifest in several ways (e.g., evaluation, time pressure, and
external standards), much of the research on extrinsic constraints and creativity has focused on how extrin-
sic rewards impact intrinsic motivation (e.g., Amabile, 1985; Hennessey & Amabile, 1998). Although much
of the early research focused on the potential negative effects of extrinsic rewards (Amabile et al., 1986;
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Hennessey, 1989; cf. Eisenberger & Cameron, 1996, 1998; Eisenberger & Selbst, 1994), later theory and
research acknowledge that extrinsic rewards do not always work in opposition to intrinsic motivation. In
fact, Eisenberger et al. (1999) demonstrated that rewards contingent on performance standards led to higher
levels of perceived choice and intrinsic task interest compared to conditions with the same performance
standard but no reward. Other research on extrinsic constraints more broadly has also acknowledged that
not all constraints will negatively impact intrinsic motivation and creativity (Caniëls & Rietzschel, 2015;
Damadzic et al., 2022; Medeiros et al., 2014).

Considering the empirical research, Amabile and Pratt (2016) revised the componential model of creativ-
ity to acknowledge the potential positive effects of extrinsic motivation on creativity. They propose that
extrinsic motivation can act synergistically with intrinsic motivation to promote creative outcomes. Specifi-
cally, how extrinsic constraints impact intrinsic motivation will depend on whether they are viewed as con-
trolling or informational. Extrinsic constraints that are perceived as controlling will reduce perceived
autonomy, thereby negatively impacting intrinsic motivation and creative performance (Amabile &
Pratt, 2016; Deci et al., 2017). In contrast, when extrinsic constraints are viewed as informational (e.g.,
information about one’s competence), they can increase intrinsic motivation.

In the context of the current study, goals may be construed as extrinsic constraints because they are
externally imposed and constrain the outcome and/or process (Chang & Lorenzi, 1983; Mossholder, 1980).
We expect that outcome goals are likely to provide clarity and direct attention toward outcomes that are
both novel and useful. Process goals, in contrast, are likely to have a more complex relationship with crea-
tive performance. Past research on autonomy suggests that individuals are likely to feel less autonomous
when they do not have control over the methods used when engaging in a task (Reeve et al., 2003). Thus,
we propose that process goals may thwart one’s need for autonomy by decreasing the control individuals
have over how they engage in the creative process. Given the nature of goal specificity, this may be especially
true for specific process goals. Early research drawing from the componential model of creativity (Ama-
bile, 1988) supports this notion finding that external constraints, especially when perceived as controlling
(i.e., overly structured), can be harmful to creativity. Taken together, we argue that specific process goals
will have a negative impact on autonomy and intrinsic motivation. Moreover, the relationship between spe-
cific process goals and creative performance will be serially mediated by autonomy and intrinsic motivation.

Hypothesis 4a: Specific process goals will result in lower levels of self-reported autonomy than gen-
eral process goals or no process goals.

Hypothesis 4b: Specific process goals will result in lower levels of self-reported intrinsic motivation
than general process goals or no process goals.

Hypothesis 5: The relationship between specific process goals and creativity will be serially mediated
by autonomy and intrinsic motivation.

METHOD
PARTICIPANTS

A total of 587 undergraduate students were recruited from a Midwestern University to participate in this
experiment. Of the initial 587 participants, 25 participants were removed due to missing data and 2 partici-
pants were removed for spending too little time on the questionnaire items and invariant responding. The
remaining 560 participants were included in the analyses (Mage = 18.88, SDage = 1.19; 43.1% male; 62.9%
White and 25% Asian or Pacific Islander). The study received IRB approval and all participants received
course credit for their participation.

DESIGN
This study implemented a 3 (outcome goal: none, general, and specific) × 3 (process goals: none, gen-

eral, and specific) between-groups experimental design. All participants completed the experiment in a lab
setting on a computer using a task programmed through Qualtrics. The task involved coming up with a
plan to increase the participation of undergraduates in community service projects. Participants were ran-
domly assigned to conditions.

Outcome goals were manipulated in the task statement by giving participants the goal to either “come
up with a plan” [no outcome goal condition], “come up with a creative (original and practical) plan” [gen-
eral outcome goal condition], or “come up with a creative (original and practical) plan integrating at least
three highly creative ideas” [specific outcome goal condition].
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Process goals were manipulated during the second phase of the task. Participants in the no process goals
condition were not given goals to engage in the creative process. Participants in the general and specific pro-
cess goals conditions were given goals for problem definition, idea generation, and idea evaluation; however,
how these goals were presented differed. In the general process goals condition, participants were presented
with the process goals on the same page with open text boxes and told they could engage in the process
behaviors in any order or not at all if they wished. In the specific process goals condition, participants were
presented with goals for problem definition, idea generation, and idea evaluation sequentially and were told
they must complete the goals in the specified order. Specificity was also imposed in the problem definition
stage by specifying the number of ways the problem should be restated (at least three different ways), as well
as, in the idea generation stage by giving the goal to come up with at least five [creative (with general or
specific outcome goals)] ideas. Numerical standards in the specific goal conditions were chosen based on
previous research (e.g., Litchfield et al., 2011; Reiter-Palmon & Arreola, 2015) and were intended to be
highly achievable.

PROCEDURE
Participants in all conditions were introduced to a creative problem-solving task that presented the fol-

lowing problem: “[Your] University has decided that they would like their undergraduate students to be
more involved in community service. Currently only about 30% of the students volunteer either on campus
or in the community; however, there are many needs in the community. The University has brought in a
consultant (you) to help increase involvement in this area. Your goal is to come up with a plan to encou-
rage students at [Your University] to get involved in community service that could be presented to the Dean
of Students.”

Participants in different outcome goal conditions received slightly different versions of this task introduc-
tion. Participants in the no outcome goal conditions were given the prompt as presented above. Participants
in the general outcome goal conditions were told that their “goal is to come up with a creative (original
and practical) plan. . .” Participants in the specific outcome goal conditions were told that their “goal is to
come up with a creative (original and practical) plan integrating at least three highly creative ideas. . .” A
manipulation check indicated that the outcome goal manipulation was successful. A significant main effect
was found for the outcome goal conditions with respect to the statement: “My goal was to come up with a
creative solution to the problem” (F(2,550) = 15.84, p < .001, ƞ2 = .05). Compared to the no outcome goal
condition (M = 4.74), participants were significantly more likely to report coming up with a creative solu-
tion as their goal when either a general (M = 5.22) or a specific (M = 5.57) (p < .001 for each comparison)
outcome goal was given. In addition, those in the specific creative outcome goal condition were told to inte-
grate three creative ideas into their solution. As expected, the word count for the final solution was higher
for the specific outcome goal condition (M = 119.09) than the general (M = 72.39) and no (M = 84.54)
outcome goal conditions (p < .001). Clearly, the specific outcome goal required more effort.

In the next phase of the experiment, participants in the general and specific process goals conditions
were given goals to engage in three phases of the creative process: problem definition, idea generation, and
idea evaluation. Participants in the general process goals condition were given instructions that read, “On
this page you will find a number of strategies that have been used when solving [creative] problems. You
may use these strategies to develop a plan if you would like and complete the strategies in any order.” Goals
for problem definition, idea generation, and idea evaluation were given on the same page and participants
were able to engage in the creative process flexibly. Participants in the specific process goals condition were
given the instructions, “Next we will walk you through stages for solving this [creative] problem. All stages
must be completed as specified in the order given.” Participants were then given the process goals in order
and had to complete each stage of the creative process before continuing to the next stage. During the pro-
blem definition stage, participants were given the specific goal to restate the problem in at least three differ-
ent ways. A manipulation check indicated that the majority of participants restated the problem in at least
three different ways (99.69%). The specific process goals condition also generated significantly more pro-
blem restatements (M = 3.33, SD = 1.28) than the general process goals condition (M = 1.85, SD = 1.19), t
(365) = 11.43, p < .001. During the idea generation stage, participants were given the specific goal to come
up with at least five creative ideas. A manipulation check indicated that the majority of participants gener-
ated at least five ideas (99.9%). The specific process goals condition also generated significantly more ideas
(M = 5.25, SD = 1.60) than the general process goals condition (M = 2.73, SD = 1.46), t(365) = 15.81,
p < .001. During the idea evaluation stage, participants were given the goal to rate each of their ideas
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generated during the previous phase on originality [goodness of idea (no creative outcome goal condition)]
and practicality [addressing the problem (no creative outcome goal condition)] on a 5-point scale.

During the final phase of the task, participants were asked to come up with a solution to the problem
presented at the beginning of the experiment. Following the experimental task, participants completed mea-
sures of creative process engagement, autonomy, intrinsic motivation, and demographic items.

MEASURES
Autonomy

Autonomy was assessed using three items adapted from Breaugh’s (1989) method autonomy scale. An
example item is, “I was allowed to decide how to go about getting the task done (the methods to use).”
These items were scaled 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Intrinsic motivation
Intrinsic motivation was measured using the interest/enjoyment scale from the intrinsic motivation

inventory (http://www.selfdeterminationtheory.org/). The interest/enjoyment subscale includes seven items
meant to assess how interesting and enjoyable the task was, such as “I enjoyed doing this activity very
much.” The responses to these items were scaled from 1 (not at all true) to 7 (very true).

Creative process engagement
To measure self-reported engagement with problem definition and idea generation, we adapted Zhang

and Bartol’s (2010a) measure of creative process engagement to meet the needs of the current study. The
adaptation primarily involved changing present-tense verbs to past tense. For example, the item, “I generate
a significant number of alternatives to the same problem before I choose the final solution” was changed to
be past tense: “I generated a significant number of alternatives to the problem before I chose the final solu-
tion.” A 5-point response scale was used (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Zhang and Bartol’s (2010a) original scale did not include items referring to idea evaluation. Given that
idea evaluation is an important part of the creative process, three items were developed to measure idea eva-
luation. These items are as follows, “I incorporated numerous brainstormed ideas into the final solution,” “I
evaluated the brainstormed ideas,” and “I considered the novelty and usefulness as criteria when evaluating
the brainstormed ideas.” As with items for problem definition and idea generation, idea evaluation was
assessed on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Correlations between problem definition
and idea generation and idea evaluation were .60 and .48, respectively. The correlation between idea genera-
tion and idea evaluation was .54. Following the example of Zhang and Bartol (2010a), we averaged across
subscales for an overall measure of creative process engagement after determining that the three first-order
factors plus one second-order factor provided an acceptable fit with our data χ2(34) = 131.42, p < .001;
CFI = .93; RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [.06, .09]; and SRMR = .05.

Creativity
Each final solution was coded by four independent coders using a modified version of the consensual

assessment technique (Amabile, 1982). All coders were trained and remained blind to the experimental
manipulations. Prior to rating any ideas, coders were introduced to the study materials (e.g., information
given to participants and the task). Next, coders read through 150 ideas from the sample to familiarize
themselves with common responses. Then, coders rated a small number of randomized proposals for nov-
elty. Discrepancies were discussed in frame-of-reference training. After discussing discrepancies, coders rated
a second small group of randomized proposals for novelty. After discussing any discrepancies, the coders
rated all proposals for novelty on a scale from 1 (not at all novel) to 5 (very novel). After rating the propos-
als for novelty, the same training procedure was used for usefulness ratings. After training, coders rated all
proposals for usefulness on a scale from 1 (not at all useful) to 5 (very useful). The proposals were random-
ized between and within coders to reduce the possibility of order effects. Rating also took place over the
course of several weeks to prevent fatigue among coders. Interrater reliability for novelty (ICC(2) = .85) and
usefulness (ICC(2) = .79) was acceptable (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979), and ratings were averaged across the
coders for the novelty and usefulness ratings. Creativity was calculated by multiplying novelty and usefulness
ratings as recommended by recent research (e.g., Glăveanu et al., 2019; Zhou & Oldham, 2001).
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RESULTS
Table 1 includes the zero-order correlations and reliabilities for study variables included in the analyses.

Table 2 contains the means and standard deviations by goal types for study variables, and Table 3 contains
the means and standard deviations for study variables by condition.

HYPOTHESIS 1
Hypotheses 1a and 1b predicted that general creative outcome goals would result in higher levels of cre-

ativity than no creative outcome goals, and that a specific creative outcome goal would result in higher
levels of creativity than a general creative outcome goal or no outcome goal. These hypotheses were tested
in a 3 (outcome goal type: none, general, and specific) × 3 (process goals type: none, general, and specific)
ANOVA with creativity (novelty × usefulness) as the dependent variable and simple contrasts for the out-
come goal conditions. A significant main effect of outcome goal type was found (F(2,551) = 37.51,
p < .001, ƞ2 = .12), and the main effect for process goals and the interaction effect were not statistically sig-
nificant. Simple contrasts for the outcome goal conditions revealed that participants in the specific outcome
goal condition had ideas rated higher in creativity (M = 9.09 vs. 6.39 and 6.31, p < .001) than participants
in the general outcome goal condition and participants not given an outcome goal, respectively, providing
support for Hypothesis 1b. Hypothesis 1a, however, did not receive support as no significant difference was
found with respect to creativity when comparing the general outcome goal condition and the no outcome
goal condition. Please see Figure 1 for a depiction of sample means across conditions.

HYPOTHESIS 2
Next, general process goals were predicted to result in higher levels of self-reported creative process

engagement compared to no process goals (H2a), and specific process goals were predicted to result in
higher levels of creative process engagement than general process goals or no process goals (H2b). To exam-
ine these hypotheses, a 3 × 3 ANOVA was conducted with outcome goal type (none, general, and specific)
and process goal type (none, general, and specific) manipulations as the independent variables and creative
process engagement as the dependent variable. A main effect was found for the process goal manipulation
(F(2,551) = 10.88, p < .001, ƞ2 = .04). Simple contrasts for the process goals conditions revealed that, com-
pared to the no process goal condition, the general process goal condition (M = 3.36 vs. 3.12, p = .001)
and the specific process goal condition (M = 3.39 vs. 3.12, p < .001) resulted in significantly more creative
process engagement consistent with Hypotheses 2a and 2b. However, the general process goal condition did
not significantly differ from the specific process goal condition with respect to self-reported creative process
engagement (M = 3.36 vs. 3.39, p > .05), contrary to Hypothesis 2b. This main effect was qualified by a sig-
nificant interaction between the outcome goal manipulation and the process goal manipulation, F(4,
551) = 3.02, p = .018, ƞ2 = .02. Pairwise comparisons revealed that when no outcome goal was given, the
general and specific process goal conditions reported significantly more creative process engagement than
when no process goal was given (M = 3.41 vs. 2.98, p < .001 and M = 3.33 vs. 2.98, p = .001). Likewise,
when a general outcome goal was given, the general and specific process goal conditions reported signifi-
cantly more creative process engagement (M = 3.25 vs. 2.99, p < .001 and M = 3.41 vs. 2.99, p = .02) than
the no process goal condition. When a specific outcome goal was present, however, there were no significant
differences between process goal conditions. Thus, the observed pattern of process goal means was only

TABLE 2. Means and Standard Deviations by Goal Types

Variable

Process goals Outcome goal

None
N = 193

General
N = 186

Specific
N = 181

None
N = 186

General
N = 185

Specific
N = 189

Creativity 7.39 (3.77) 6.97 (3.58) 7.47 (3.89) 6.31 (3.36) 6.39 (3.49) 9.09 (3.70)
CPE 3.12 (.68) 3.36 (.55) 3.39 (.59) 3.24 (.63) 3.21 (.68) 3.41 (.55)
Autonomy 6.20 (.82) 5.95 (1.09) 5.84 (1.03) 6.15 (.93) 5.90 (1.08) 5.95 (.95)
Intrinsic motivation 3.96 (1.27) 4.05 (1.33) 3.92 (1.24) 3.91 (1.31) 3.99 (1.25) 4.03 (1.28)

Note. Creativity = Novelty × Usefulness; CPE = Creative Process Engagement.
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supported when there were no outcome goals or general outcome goals. These differences were no longer
significant in the presence of specific outcome goals.

Although not hypothesized, analyses revealed that the main effect of the outcome goal manipulation was
also statistically significant, F(2, 551) = 6.03, p < .01, ƞ2 = .02. Simple contrasts revealed that although a
general outcome goal did not result in higher levels of creative process engagement than no creative out-
come goal, a specific outcome goal resulted in higher levels of creative process engagement than a general
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outcome (M = 3.41 vs. 3.21, p = .001) or no creative outcome goal (M = 3.41 vs. 3.24, p < .01). This main
effect is also qualified by the significant interaction noted above. Pairwise comparisons revealed no signifi-
cant differences between the outcome goal conditions with respect to creative process engagement when
general or specific process goals were given; however, when no process goal was given, the specific creative
outcome goal resulted in significantly more creative process engagement than the general outcome goal
(M = 3.40 vs. 2.99, p < .001) and no creative outcome goal (M = 3.40 vs. 2.98, p < .001). Please see Figure 2
for a depiction of sample means across conditions.

HYPOTHESIS 3
Hypothesis 3 which predicted that creative process engagement would mediate the effect of process goals

on creativity was tested using Process macro v.3.4 for SPSS (Hayes, 2018; Model 4). We requested 10,000
bootstrapped samples and controlled for other goal manipulations in all analyses. A process goal contrast
comparing process goals (general and specific)1 to no process goals was included as the independent vari-
able, creative process engagement as the mediator, and creativity as the dependent variable. Control variables
included two orthogonal contrasts to represent the outcome goal conditions and one contrast for the pro-
cess goal conditions comparing the general condition to the specific condition which is orthogonal to the
process goal contrast serving as the independent variable. We also included four contrasts to capture the
interaction of outcome and process goals. As predicted, creative process engagement mediated the relation-
ship between process goals and creativity (effect = .11, 95% CI [.0517, .1780]). Taken together, the third
hypothesis received full support. The results of this analysis are summarized in Table 4.

For exploratory purposes, we also examined whether creative process engagement mediated the relation-
ship between outcome goals and creativity following similar procedures as above. Given the ANOVA results,
an outcome goal contrast comparing specific outcome goals to no creative outcome goal was included as
the independent variable, creative process engagement as the mediator, and creativity as the dependent vari-
able. Control variables included two orthogonal contrasts to represent the process goal conditions and one
contrast for the outcome goal conditions which compared the general outcome goal condition to the speci-
fic and no outcome goal conditions which is orthogonal to the outcome goal contrast serving as the inde-
pendent variable. We also included four contrasts to capture the interaction of outcome and process goals.
A significant direct effect was found for the specific outcome goal manipulation on creativity (effect = 1.27,
95%CI [.9147, 1.6166]) as well as a significant indirect effect through creative process engagement (ef-
fect = .11, 95%CI [.0325, .2080]; see Table 4). Taken together, it appears that specific outcome goals may
result in more creativity and creative process engagement. Moreover, the relationship between specific out-
come goals and creativity is partially mediated by creative process engagement.

HYPOTHESIS 4
Hypotheses 4–5 examined the influence of process goals on autonomy and intrinsic motivation.

Hypotheses 4a-b predicted that the specific process goal condition would result in lower levels of autonomy
(H4a) and intrinsic motivation (H4b) than the general process goal or no process goal conditions. These
hypotheses were tested using 3 (outcome goal type: none, general, and specific) × 3 (process goal type:
none, general, and specific) ANOVAs with autonomy and intrinsic motivation as dependent variables. A sig-
nificant main effect of the process goal manipulation on autonomy was found, F(2,551) = 6.86, p = .001,
ƞ2 = .02. Simple contrasts revealed that this main effect was driven by a significant mean difference between
the general and specific process goals conditions versus the no process goal condition. Participants given
specific process goals reported significantly less autonomy than participants not given process goals
(M = 5.84 vs. 6.20, p < .001). Likewise, the general process goal condition resulted in significantly less
autonomy than the no process goal condition (M = 5.95 vs. 6.20, p = .01). No significant mean difference
was found between the general process goal condition and the specific process goal condition (M = 5.95 vs.
5.84, p > .05). A main effect of the outcome goal manipulation was also found with respect to autonomy, F
(2, 551) = 3.26, p = .039, ƞ2 = .01. Contrasts indicated that participants given general outcome goals
reported significantly lower levels of autonomy than the no outcome goal condition (M = 5.90 vs. 6.15,
p < .01). No other contrasts reached the level of statistical significance. No main effects or interactions were

1 The general and specific process goal conditions were considered together, as they did not significantly differ in their relation-
ship with creative process engagement.
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found for intrinsic motivation. Thus, Hypothesis 4a received support, but Hypothesis 4b did not. Please see
Figures 3 and 4 for a depiction of sample means across conditions.

HYPOTHESIS 5
Hypothesis 5 predicted that the relationship between specific process goals and creativity would be seri-

ally mediated by autonomy and intrinsic motivation. This hypothesis was tested using the Process macro
v.3.4 for SPSS (Hayes, 2018; Model 6). We requested 10,000 bootstrapped samples. A process goals contrast
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FIGURE 4. Group means for intrinsic motivation.
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comparing the specific process goal condition to the no process goal condition was included as the indepen-
dent variable, autonomy and intrinsic motivation as serial mediators, and creativity as the dependent vari-
able. Control variables included two orthogonal contrasts to represent the outcome goal conditions and one
contrast for the process goal conditions comparing the general condition to the specific and no process goal
conditions. Results revealed that specific process goals had a negative effect on autonomy (b = −.18,
p < .001) and that autonomy positively predicted intrinsic motivation (b = .25, p < .001). Additionally,
intrinsic motivation positively predicted creativity (b = .60, p < .001). Finally, the relationship between
specific process goals and creativity was serially mediated by autonomy and intrinsic motivation (ef-
fect = −.027, 95% CI [−.0529, −.0097]). These results support Hypothesis 5 and suggest that specific pro-
cess goals may negatively impact creativity by reducing perceptions of autonomy which in turn results in
lower levels of intrinsic motivation and ultimately less outcome creativity. Notably, these effects are small
and should be interpreted with this in mind. The results of this analysis are summarized in Table 5.

DISCUSSION
Although a great deal of research has been conducted on setting goals for productivity, much less

research has been conducted on setting goals for qualitative outcomes such as creativity (Locke &
Latham, 2002). The current research responds to calls for more research on goals in the creativity context
(e.g., Litchfield, 2008; Shalley & Koseoglu, 2013). Specifically, we expand upon previous research by examin-
ing the role of goal specificity in both goals directed at the creative process and goals directed at creative
outcomes. Moreover, we examine the possibility that specific process goals reduce creativity by negatively
impacting perceptions of autonomy and intrinsic motivation. To our knowledge, this was the first investiga-
tion to examine how process and outcome goal specificity impacts these mediating psychological mecha-
nisms and creativity.

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
The results of this research reveal that specific outcome goals resulted in higher levels of creative perfor-

mance compared to being assigned a general outcome goal or no creative outcome goal. In addition, in the
absence of a process goal, specific outcome goals also resulted in higher levels of creative process engage-
ment compared to general outcome goals or no outcome goals. These findings suggest that goal specificity
is beneficial when assigning outcome goals in a creative performance context. In contrast to creative out-
come goals, no direct effect on creativity was found for general or specific process goals. Process goals (gen-
eral and specific) did, however, have a significant indirect positive effect on creativity through creative
process engagement. The finding supports the notion that goals may indirectly influence performance by
encouraging effective task strategy (Locke, 1996). Although not hypothesized, it was also the case that speci-
fic outcomes goals had a significant indirect effect on creativity through creative process engagement.

The interaction of the process and outcome goals in the analysis of creative process engagement was not
predicted. It was interesting to find that the different types of goals did not demonstrate a synergistic effect.
Instead, the specific outcome goal manipulation led to no significant differences as a function of the process

TABLE 5. Effect of Specific Process Goals, and Autonomy and Intrinsic Motivation on Creative Perfor-
mance

Outcome
Direct effect of
process goalsa

Direct effect of
autonomy

Direct effect of
intrinsic
motivation

Serial indirect effect

Autonomy −.18 [−.2824, −.0835] — — —
Intrinsic

motivation
.03 [−.1014, .1574] .25 [.1400, .3544] — —

Creativity .08 [−.2724, .4312] .28 [−.0218, .5717] .60 [.3709, .8246] −.027 [−.0529, −.0097]
aProcess goal contrast comparing specific process goals to no process goals; Creativity = Novelty × Useful-

ness; all confidence intervals represent 95% confidence intervals; bolded numbers represent significant
results; values represent unstandardized coefficients.
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goals. Similarly, when a general or specific process goal was given, there were no significant effects of the
outcome goal manipulation on creative process engagement.

Notably, our study indicated that creative process engagement can be increased by either assigning gen-
eral or specific process goals or specific creative outcome goals. This is an interesting finding and highlights
the often-automatic nature of engaging in problem definition, idea generation, and idea evaluation when
solving a creative problem. When given a specific creative outcome goal, individuals report higher levels of
creative process engagement even when not given explicit process goals to do so. Overall, the findings sug-
gest that specific creative outcome goals may be more instrumental than process goals for promoting both
creative process engagement and creative performance. Although process goals may increase creative process
engagement, they do not directly increase outcome creativity. Specific outcome goals, however, increase both
creative process engagement and outcome creativity. In addition, when a specific outcome goal was given,
participants reported high levels of creative process engagement regardless of their process goal condition.
Although more research is warranted, these findings suggest that setting specific creative outcome goals may
increase both creative process engagement and creativity.

Notably, we did not find meaningful differences between general and specific process goals. Past research
has suggested that the creative process may not be linear, and people may need to have the freedom to
engage in the creative process in a less structured way (Mumford et al., 1991). In the current study, specific
process goals constrained the order in which participants could engage in the different stages of the creative
process, whereas general process goals allowed participants to engage in the strategies in any order or even
return to different stages. Other research (Rietzschel et al., 2007) has found that adding structure to a cre-
ative task by having participants follow a step-by-step plan does not lead to higher levels of creative perfor-
mance. The present research suggests that even when allowing participants to engage in the creative process
in a less structured way, perceptions of autonomy are reduced, and participants do not produce outcomes
that are more creative compared to those given specific process goals or no process goals. One possible
explanation may be that the creative process should be viewed more as descriptive than as prescriptive. In
other words, it is possible that although people often engage in the creative process in predictably similar
patterns on average, prescribing everyone to do so may not be an effective way to enhance creativity unless
process goals result in higher levels of creative process engagement. Additionally, researchers have suggested
the stages of the creative process may be more or less important for different tasks (Mumford & McIn-
tosh, 2017). For example, a problem that is more complex may require more extensive problem definition
to evaluate the different goals of the task. Alternatively, providing more structure to the creative process
may be more necessary when people have less domain knowledge (Beghetto, 2019). In the present study,
participants were tasked with coming up with solutions for improving campus involvement in community
service—something familiar and personally relevant. As noted by Beghetto (2019), at least a base level of
understanding of the concepts, skills, and procedures is required for uncertainty to be beneficial for creativ-
ity.

Finally, this research sheds light on how goals impact autonomy and intrinsic motivation in the creativity
context. The importance of both of these psychological mechanisms has been argued throughout the creativ-
ity literature (Amabile, 1983; Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Liu et al., 2016), suggesting that goals may be less
effective for creativity if they have a negative impact on autonomy and/or intrinsic motivation. Although
this study suggests that both process goals and outcome goals (see Table 3) have a potentially negative
impact on autonomy (particularly as specificity increases), autonomy still remained high on average ranging
from 5.71 to 6.26 across conditions on a 7-point scale. As might be expected, participants felt the most
autonomous in the control condition with no outcome goal and no process goals as well as in the specific
outcome goal condition with no process goals; participants felt the least autonomous in the condition with
a specific outcome goal and specific process goals (Table 3). Notably, participants also exhibited the lowest
average levels of creativity in the control condition (M = 5.90; Table 3). Moreover, intrinsic motivation was
not negatively (i.e., no significant group differences in intrinsic motivation) impacted except indirectly via
autonomy perceptions. This research indicates that one should use caution when attempting to set goals for
the creative process, as such goals may be detrimental to creative performance when autonomy and intrinsic
motivation are negatively impacted; however, the effect sizes in these analyses are small.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS
Any implications or conclusions drawn from this study should be considered in light of potential limita-

tions of this research. One limitation is the possibility of common method bias, as some of the variables

16

Outcome and Process Goals for Creativity

 21626057, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/jocb.577 by B

ow
ling G

reen State U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [25/04/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



were measured using self-reports at one point in time. Although we attempted to reduce this potential limi-
tation with experimental manipulations and external ratings of novelty and usefulness, analyses including
multiple self-reported variables (e.g., autonomy and intrinsic motivation) should be interpreted with this
limitation in mind.

Concerning our manipulations, there are other potential ways to manipulate goals for qualitative out-
comes, particularly with respect to specificity. For example, a specific creative outcome goal may specify
content areas that should be included in the final solution (e.g., include information about budget and
incentives). Past research has suggested that setting specific creative outcome goals in this way may not be
as effective because response option variability is constrained making the task less open ended (Shalley
et al., 2004). Different goal-specificity manipulations may have distinct impacts on autonomy. Given the
results of this study, researchers should examine how to most effectively assign creative process and outcome
goals without thwarting autonomy.

Although not a limitation per se, general creative outcome goals or goals to “be creative” did not result
in higher levels of creative performance compared to no creative outcome goal. This finding is contrary to
previous research on general creativity goals (e.g., Carson & Carson, 1993; Litchfield et al., 2011; Madjar &
Shalley, 2008). One explanation for this difference may be contextual or personal factors. Past research has
found that general creative outcome goals may be effective only under certain conditions. For example, Shal-
ley (1991) found that general creative outcome goals were not more effective than no creative outcome goal
when personal discretion was low. Another possibility is that previous research has tended to focus on idea-
generation tasks and has measured creativity as a unidimensional construct (i.e., creativity) rather than mul-
tidimensional constructs (i.e., a function of novelty and usefulness). Future research is needed to examine
under what conditions general creative outcome goals are most effective.

The current research examined the specificity dimensions of process and outcome goals but did not
manipulate goal difficulty. To our knowledge, there has been limited research on how goal difficulty impacts
creative performance (cf., Espedido & Searle, 2018; Shalley, 1991). Although complexity is not synonymous
with difficulty (Campbell, 1988), a number of studies have suggested that goal setting may be less effective
for complex or novel tasks (Kanfer et al., 1994). Likewise, Amabile (1996) suggested that difficult goals may
undermine intrinsic motivation. Difficulty may impact perceptions of competence resulting in lower levels
of intrinsic motivation and thus creativity. Based on past research suggesting limitations of goal-setting the-
ory in the context of complex or difficult tasks, goals high in difficulty may not be beneficial for creative
tasks. Future research will be needed to tease apart the influence of both goal dimensions on creative perfor-
mance.

CONCLUSION
Past research has shown broad support for goals to enhance productivity by increasing effort, persistence,

and attention toward goal areas; yet, research on goals and creative performance has received comparatively
limited attention. The present study lends credence to the notion that goals can also benefit creativity. Goals
for creativity, however, are by necessity different in content and function from productivity goals. This study
extends the current understanding of how goals influence creative process engagement and outcome creativ-
ity, the role of specificity, and how goals influence psychological mechanisms such as autonomy and intrin-
sic motivation. The findings suggest that goals can be effective for enhancing both creative process
engagement and outcome creativity; however, care should be taken to ensure that goals do not negatively
impact autonomy.
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