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In this commentary to Glăveanu (2014), I address one spe-

cific issue raised – that of the need for a grand or unifying 

theory of creativity. I discuss whether our understanding 

of creative cognition has progressed sufficiently to allow for 

the development of, or inclusion in, a grand theory of creativ-

ity. Specifically, I argue that there are many gaps in our un-

derstanding of two major processes, problem identification 

and construction and idea evaluation and choice. I further 

provide some suggestions for how we can move the field 

forward on these individual aspects, and still strive for inte-

gration. 

In his paper, Glăveanu (2014) provides an overview of the field and research in creativity, 

and suggests that we must move toward a more integrative approach. I do not disagree. 

Indeed, at times, it does feel that we are doing fairly narrow work, and that we forget to 

consider how all the various findings tie together, and how they fit with a larger theoretical 

framework. As research in the area of creativity has expanded, and exploded, in recent 

years, keeping track of these disparate findings, and making sense of sometimes conflict-

ing findings has become more difficult. 

That said, I believe that there are still some areas in which we have a significant lack 

of knowledge, and proceeding to a unifying approach, a grand theory, without the basic 

knowledge can be problematic. One example of an area where we have a much more 

limited understanding is that of the cognitive processes associated with creative thinking. 

While many theories of cognition have been proposed (Finke, Ward, & Smith; 1992; Mer-

rifield, Guilford, Christensen, & Frick; 1962; Mumford, Mobley, Uhlman, Reiter-Palmon, 

& Doares, 1991; Osborn, 1953; Sternberg, 1988; Wallace, 1926), testing of all the specif-

ic processes proposed has lagged behind. Reiter-Palmon and Illies (2004) suggested that 

there are some common processes across the different models such as problem identifi-

cation and construction, idea generation and idea evaluation and selection. When looking 
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at these three processes, it is clear that idea generation has been extensively evaluated. 

In fact, in some cases, idea generation has become the de-facto measure and definition 

of creativity (Reiter-Palmon, Herman, & Yammarino, 2008). 

While research on idea generation has been plentiful, that is less so the case with the 

other two processes. As a result, what we know about these two important processes is 

limited. In the case of problem identification and construction, we know that creative indi-

viduals tend to engage in the process and be better at it, than less creative individuals 

(Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Okuda, Runco, & Berger, 1991; Reiter-Palmon, Mum-

ford, & Threlfall, 1998), that experts spend more time in problem construction than novic-

es (Kay, 1991; Rostan, 1994; Voss, Wolfe, Lawrence, & Engle, 1991) and that when indi-

viduals are asked to actively engage in the process, they are more likely to come up with 

creative ideas (Redmond, Mumford, & Teach, 1993; Reiter-Palmon, Mumford, O’Connor 

Boes, & Runco, 1997). With regard to idea evaluation and choice, we know that individu-

als can accurately evaluate ideas for originality (Runco & Basadur, 1993; Runco 

& Chand, 1995). That said, other work suggests that more creative individuals are more 

accurate in their evaluations (Basadur, Runco, & Vega, 2000). While idea evaluation was 

found to be related to divergent thought more so than convergent thought (Runco 

& Smith, 1992), factors that influence idea generation seem to influence idea evaluation 

in a different way (Herman & Reiter-Palmon, 2011). Finally, the standards that influence 

idea evaluation are different based on domain (Sullivan & Ford, 2005) 

However, there is still much we do not know about these two processes. For example, 

multiple methods have been used to elicit active engagement problem identification and 

construction (Reiter-Palmon & Robinson, 2009) though it is not clear whether and how 

these methods may differ in terms of their effect on the process of problem identification 

and construction and resulting creativity. In addition, it has been suggested that problem 

identification and construction is related to experience (Gick & Holyoak, 1983), and re-

search indeed suggests that experts spend more time constructing an ill-defined problem, 

however, the exact nature of the role of experience in how the problem is constructed has 

not been examined. For idea evaluation, the relationship between idea evaluation and 

idea choice has not been fully examined. For both problem identification and construction 

and idea evaluation, the differences between the processes at the individual and team level 

have not been examined. It is not clear if these processes operate in the same way at the 

team level, or in what way are individual cognitions aggregated or combined to create a 

team problem construction or team evaluation (Reiter-Palmon, Wigert, & de Vreede, 2011). 

While understanding how these processes operate and the basic factors that influence 

them is important, following the call by Glăveanu, I would like to suggest some additional 
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important issues that require a broader and integrative perspective to study. That said, 

given the limited basic research, I do not believe this particular area is yet ripe for a grand 

integrative theory. Instead, I would suggest that in addition to studying and understanding 

each process in isolation, we are indeed ready for the next step – integrating these pro-

cesses with other factors that influence creativity. One area in which we need to focus on 

integration is within the study of the processes themselves. Investigations into how the 

specific processes interact with one another and affect one another are limited. For ex-

ample, how does structuring the results from problem identification and construction influ-

ence the information that is being searched? How do the goals developed in the problem 

construction phase influence the standards used to evaluate solutions? How do the num-

ber and creativity of the ideas generated influence idea evaluation and selection? Further, 

while it has been suggested that these processes may not necessarily occur in a sequen-

tial manner (Mumford et al., 1991), and that individuals may cycle back and forth between 

the processes, how and when this is done is not well understood. 

Other important integrative research questions have to do with the potential influences 

of other factors such as personality, motivation, social processes, leadership and culture 

(at both the organization and national level) on the application of these processes. 

For example, research suggests that problem construction effectiveness is related to per-

sonality (Reiter-Palmon, Mumford, & Threlfall, 1998) and that promotion and prevention 

foci, a motivational characteristic, have different and opposite relationships with idea gen-

eration and idea evaluation (Herman & Reiter-Palmon, 2011). The role of additional per-

sonality and motivational characteristics such as goal orientation, emotional stability, cre-

ative self-efficacy, task interest and intrinsic motivation should be further investigated. 

Further, it is important to delineate the effects of these variables on the different process-

es independently and interactively. Similarly, it is not clear how culture (be it depart-

mental, organizational or national) or social processes (such as communication, cohesion 

or conflict) will influence creative cognitive processes. For example, do cultures that em-

phasize risk taking promote idea evaluation and selection of more risky, and potentially 

more original, ideas? Do open discussions within teams facilitate sharing different per-

spective about the problem, and the development of broader and more comprehensive 

problem identification and construction? 

Glăveanu (2014) suggests that it is important that we move from disjointed individual 

findings to a more coherent state of affairs in the study of creativity. I agree that the field 

is ready, to some extent, to move beyond single findings into studying more complex rela-

tionships. I have reviewed the state of research on early and late cognitive processes, 

those that precede idea generation and those that come after. While I agree that we must 
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strive for a more unifying approach to the study of creativity, the research has not pro-

gressed in a uniform fashion across the different areas of creativity. Creative cognition is 

one aspect where progress has been slow, at least in some areas, and therefore, we may 

not be able to develop a global approach. 
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