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ABSTRACT: Four measures of selj-determination (SD) were correlated with two measures of trait creativity. In Study l , subjects
high on the Creative Personality Scale
(Gough, 1979) and the Problem-Solving/Creativity scale (Marsh & 0'Neill,
1984) were found to strive for self-determined reasons, to strive toward greater SD,
and to evidence higher SD in measures of
both motivational orientation and self-concept. Study 2 replicated most of these findings and also showed that creative subjects
perceived theirparents to be more autonomy
supportive. Results are interpreted in terms
of a general disposition to be self-determining that may help attune creative people to
deeper cognitive resources and capacities
within themselves.
A long tradition of empirical research has
established that personal autonomy is a core
characteristic of the creative personality (Barron & Harrington, 1981; Mumford & Gustafson, 1988; Stein, 1974; Wink, 1991). That is,
original people demonstrate a general trait of
self-direction and a willingness to depart from
social norms when appropriate (Crutchfield,
1962; Dellas & Gaier, 1970; Roe, 1953). Expanded autonomy has also figured prorninently in theories of creativity. For example,
Rank (1932, 1936) asserted that, in order to
achieve our creative potential, we must first
overcome our social conitioning and develop
a strong and autonomous will.
I assess the autonomy-creativity relation
in several new ways, using measures of per-
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sonal autonomy derived from self-determination (SD) theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985b,
1991). My basic assumption is that self-determined people are able to resist the controlling situational and intrapersonal forces that
can undermine creativity and are also better
able to establish and maintain contact with
intrinsic interests. They may accordingly
gain access to deeper cognitive resources and
creative capacities within themselves.
Experimental research provides one indication of why measures of SD and creativity
should be linked. Arnabile (1983, 1990) demonstrated that extrinsically motivated behavior is less creative than behavior motivated
by intrinsic interest, confirming observations by Crutchfield (1962) and MacKinnon
( 1975). That is, when people perceive themselves as acting for some reason external to
the experience itself, their ability to function
innovatively is undermined (Amabile, 1983,
1990). SD theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985b)
provides a context in which these findings
can be related to conceptions of autonomy.
The theory identifies extrinsically motivated
behavior as one form of nonautonomous or
controlled behavior. In contrast, intrinsically
motivated behavor is a form of autonomous
behavior. In conceptual agreement with
I thank Rich Ryan and Tim Kasser for their comments
on a draft of this article.
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Arnabile's (1983) findings, Koestner, Ryan,
Bernieri, and Holt (1984) demonstrated that
creativity within children was enhanced
when autonomy-supportive language was
used by the experimenter and decreased
when controlling language was used. Furthermore, research in the SD tradition has
shown that controlling environmsntal factors may negatively influence the quality of
functioning in many ways besides reducing
creativity (Deci & Ryan, 1985b, 1991). Extrinsically motivated behavior is less flexible, less satisfying, and less likely to be later
engaged in spontaneously; furthermore,
learning that occurs under extrinsic conditions is more superficial and less transferable than intrinsically motivated learning
(for a recent review, see Ryan & Stiller,
1991). In sum, these laboratory studies indicate that, when momentary behavior is
engaged in for non-self-detemrimd reasons, the quality of cognitive engagement
and performance suffers.
However, research in the SD tradition has
demonstrated that autonomy and control do
not reside solely in the situation; they may
also be general personality characteristics.
The "perceived locus of causality" continuum (Heider, 1958) specifies that a person's
reasons for acting within a behavioral domain may range from external-to-intrajected
(two controlled reasons) to identified-to-intrinsic (two autonomous reasons; Ryan &
Connell, 1989). Persons whose reasons for
acting within given domains (e. g., religious
or academic endeavors) are more autonomous than controlled (i.e., more self-determined) have been shown to be better
adjusted and more successful within those
domains (Plant, 1990; Ryan & Connell,
1989;Ryan, Rigby, & King, 1993;Vallermd
& Bissonnette, 1992). A second demonstration that SD is a general and imprtant per-

sonality characteristic is that research with
the General Causality Orientations Scale
(GCOS) has shown that persons oriented
toward autonomy (across a range of life situations) are psychologically healthier than
are persons oriented toward environmental
controls (Deci 80 Ryan, 198Sa).
Thus, three lines of evidence support the
general hypc&hesis that maswres of SD in
personality should be related to trait creativity. First, past studies of creativity suggest
that persond autonamy (a related trait) is a
core characteristic of creative persons (Barron & Harrington, 1981). Second, a variety
of research indicates that, when people's
sense of SD is uMtermined within situations,
their cognitive and creative abilities are impaired within those situations (Arnabile,
1983; Koestner et al., 1984; Ryan & Stiller,
1991). Third, research within the SD tradition indzates that people who act for self-determined reasons within a given behavioral
domain, or orient toward the environment in
an autonomous way, functionaptimally. The
primary goal of the two studies reported here
was to test directly the above hypothesis by
examining trait creativity in relation to dispositional SD within tt.lree different measurement domains: characteristic personal
goals, general motivational orientations, and
overall self-concept.

Subjects PHSL proeerdare. Subjects
were 113 psychology students (29 men, 84
women) at a mall privae university in the
northeastern United States. They participated for extra credit and connplmd the assessment materials during two evening
sessions h l d 8 weeks apart.
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Creativity measures. T w o s e 1f - r eport inventories were employed: the Creative Personality Scale (CPS; Gough,
1979) of the Adjective Check List (ACL;
Gough & Heilbrun, 1983) and the Problem-SolvingICreativity subscale (PSCS)
of the Self-Description Questionnaire
(SDQ-111; Marsh & O'Neill, 1984). The
CPS is the most widely used paper-andpencil measure of the creative personality
(cf. Domino, 1994; Helson & Wink, in
press; Kadusa & Schaefer, 1991; McRae,
1987; Solomon, 1985; Wink, 1991, 1992)
and is probably the most valid as well
(Hocevar, 1981). The 30 trait adjectives in
the scale (18 indicative, 12 contraindicative) were derived empirically and were
the set most predictive of actual creativity
across a diverse group of 1,701 people
studied at the Institute of Personality Assessment and Research (Gough, 1979). In
the current study, the 30 adjectives of the
CPS were combined with 30 other adjectives randomly selected from the 300-item
ACL to form a checklist of 60 traits, each
of which subjects rated as self-descriptive
or not.
In contrast to the CPS, the PSCS directly
asks subjects about their cognitive style and
creativity. Marsh and O'Neill (1984) reported preliminary criterion validity for this
10-item scale that was designed specifically
for use in college populations. It contains
items such as "I am good at combining ideas
in ways that others have not tried" (one of 5
indicative items) and "I am not very original
in my ideas, thoughts, and actions" (one of 5
contraindicative items). Subjects in this
study rated themselves using a scale ranging
from disagree strongly (1) to agree strongly
(4). After all items had been recoded toward
high creativity, a composite was created by
summing across the 10 items.
-

--

SD measures. The "personal striving"
construct (Ernmons, 1986) was employed to
create two measures of trait SD. Personal
strivings are what people typically try to do
in their everyday behavior. For example, a
person might typically strive to "impress
others," "do my best at whatever I undertake," "keep my surroundingsneat," or "find
God in the everyday world." In an openended task, people usually list 10to 15 strivings (Ernrnons, 1986, 1989). Once elicited,
idiographic strivings can be rated by subjects in a variety of ways; ratings can be
summed across strivings, permitting overall "striving styles" to be nomothetically
compared.
In Study 1, the extent to which subjects
strive for autonomous, as compared to controlled, reasons was assessed (Sheldon &
Kasser, in press). Subjects first generated at
least 10 strivings.They then selected their 10
most characteristic strivings and rated how
much they strive for each of four reasons,
using a scale ranging from not at all because
of this reason (1) to completely because of
this reason (9). External reasons were presented as "striving because somebody else
wants you to or because you'll get something
from somebody if you do." Introjected reasons were presented as "striving because you
would feel ashamed, guilty, or anxious if you
didn't strive for this." Identified reasons
were presented as "striving because you really believe it's an important goal to haveyou endorse it freely and wholeheartedly."
Intrinsic reasons were defined as "striving
purely because of the fun and enjoyment that
striving provides you." As in previous research on individuals' reasons for acting
(Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Grolnick, Ryan, &
Deci, 1991;Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992),
a global self-determined reasons-for-striving
score was derived by doubling the extrinsic

-
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and intrinsic scores (the two extremes of the
continuum) and then subtracting the sum of
the external and introjected scores from the
sum of the identified and intrinsic scores.
Coefficient alpha for this 40-item composite
was .89.
As a second god-related predictor variable, the content of strivings was assessed in
Study 1. To what extent do creative people
list strivings with the explicit theme of
achieving greater SD? Such an association
might be expected by Rank's (1932) theory
of creativity, which holds that people must
actively strive toward greater autonomy in
order to become creative. It might also be
expected by SD theory, which assumes that
people struggle to internalize the regulation
of their behavior to satisfy an inherent need
for experientialautonomy and that, as behavioral regulation is internalized, individuals
become healthier and more effective (Deci &
Ryan, 1991). Subjects' strivings were accordingly content-coded by two advanced
undergraduate raters. Strivings toward SD
were defined as those in which the person
sought greater choice, sense of self, or steadfastness in the face of social pressures. Examples of such strivings include "I try not to
be overly influenced by what others think,"
"I try to find my own center in times of
stress," and "I try to make my own choices."
Cohen's kappa, a measure of interrater
agreement, was -85 between the two raters.
Raters discussed disagreements until consensus was reached on how many of each
subject's 10 strivings fell into the category of
striving toward SD. This variable ranged
from 0 to 4.
As a third measure of SD, the Autonomy
Orientation subscale (AOS) of the GCOS
(Deci & Ryan, 1985a) was employed. This
measure defines the autonomous person as
one who rates himself or herself as more

likely to respond in intrinsically motivated,
volitional, or autonomy-supportive ways
across a spectrum of 12 different life situations. Subjects' ratings (on a 9-point scale)
were s u d across the 12 item to c m t e a
measure of autonomy oriantatb.
The fourth measure emplopd was the
Self-Determination Scale (SDS; SheMan &
Deci, 1993), which was deaigmd to capture
the prototype of the p l r r ; t e d md self-determined person. Preliminary research showed
strong rel~tionsbetween tbis 10-item instrument and a variety of indices of well-being
(Sheldon & Deci, 1993). The scale has two
facets, Self-contact and Choicefulness,
which cohere both internally and with each
other (alpha coefficients for the full scale
ranged from .86 to .92 in several samples).
For each item, subj%cts are asked to &ermine which of two statemants feels mare
true, using a scale rmging from anly A feels
true (1) to only Bfeels true (9). For example,
"my body sometima feels l h a stranger to
me" versus "my body always fwls like me"
is 1 item of the Self-ConWt f
~and "I
, fael
that my choice of actions is often very limited" versus "I feel that I always freely
choose my actions" is 1 item of the
Choicefulncss facet. The pmsent study collapsed across the two facets. An overdl SD
score was computed for each subjtxt by summing the 10 items.

The means and standard deviations for the
creativity and SD masums of Studies 1 and
2 are presented in Table 1.
The intmcom1ati;ons of the four SD measures in Study l are prtxeie-ntxtdin the top half
of Table 2. The AOS, self-&tarmined reasons for striving, and the SDS were d l significantly and positively intercorrelated.
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviationsfor Self-Determinationand Creativity Measures
Study 1

Study 2

M

SD

M

SD

Self-Determined Reasons for Striving
Striving Toward Self-Determination
Autonomy Orientation Scale
Self-Determination Scale

96.9
0.7
90.7
65.9

69.6
0.9
10.4
13.1

80.9
1.5
88.4
65.3

71.1
1.5
13.6
11.2

Creative Personality Scale
Problem-Solving/CreativityScale

6.1
29.4

3.9
5.3

5.9
29.8

4.0
5.2

Autonomy
Orientation
Scale

SelfDetermination
Scale

Measure

Table 2. Study I: Correlations Between Self-Determinationand Creativity Measures
Measure
Self-Determined
Reasons for
Striving

Striving
Toward SelfDetermination

Striving Toward Self-Determination
Autonomy Orientation Scale
Self-Determination Scale

.10
.42**
.42**

.12
.21*

Creative Personality Scale
Problem-SolvingICreativityScale

.24*
.32**

Measure

Striving toward SD was significantly correlated only with the SDS.
The correlations of the two measures of
creativity with the four SD measures are also
presented in Table 2. Seven out of eight of
these positive correlations were significant.
The exception was striving toward SD,
which was not significantly related to the
CPS ( r = .15). Thus, the hypothesis that all
four SD measures would be related to creativity was given strong support. The CPS
and the PSCS were significantly correlated
( r = .66,p < .01).

Brief Discussion
Creative people in this sample strived for
self-determined reasons and had an autonomous motivational orientation and a general
concept of themselves as self-determined.
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.15
.21*

.55**
.28**
.32**

.39**
.45**

Striving toward SD was related to only one
of the two measures of creativity and was
related to only one of the other three SD
measures. This may reflect psychometric
difficulties (i.e., the measure's skewness);
however, it may also be interpretable in
terms of conceptual ambiguities. Is a person
who is striving toward SD an autonomous
and creative person now, or might he or she
be striving toward SD precisely because he
or she is somewhat lacking in autonomy at
this point in time? The latter supposition is
consistent with the developmental process
specified by Rank's (1932) theory. Rank
suggested that, after leaving the stage of
undifferentiated conformity, the future creator enters an intermediate conflicted stage
that he or she must struggle to get beyond in
order to finally emerge with true autonomous willpower. Because some of the subjects who listed strivings toward SD may be,

at present, lacking in autonomy, striving toward SD may be less predictive of creativity
than the other SD measures. A second study
was undertaken to obtain more information
regarding these questions and to attempt to
replicate the findings of Study 1.
A related question was also addressed in
Study 2: How do creative people become
self-determining? An obvious candidate is
the autonomy supportiveness of their parents. That is, creative college students may
have parents who respect their choices, encourage them to develop intrinsic interests,
and encourage them to accept both respnsibility and freedom. A large body of prior
theory and empirical research suggests that
this may be so. For example, Rogers's (1954)
theory of creative environments holds that
creativity is fostered when parents grant children psychological freedom; this theory has
been tested and has received impressive empirical support (Harrington, Block, & Block,
1987).Rank (1936) also suggested that early
life experiences, particularly concerning the
degree to which parents support independence, have a strong influence on the development of autonomous creative will. Many
investigations have supported the suppsition that, when parents encourage independence, their children's creativity is enhanced
(Albert & Runco, 1989; G a e l s & Jackson,
1961; Rejskind, 1982). Thus, in Study 2,
subjects' perceptions of their mother's and
father's autonomy-supportiveness was assessed; it was predicted that these variables
would also be positively related to creativity.
Study 2

Suiqsts were
132students (52 men, 80 women) at the same

private university who paE.ticip&d for extra
credit in a psychology class. Six packets of
questionnaires were availablethm-t
the
semester. Participants came at scheduled
times to complete the pwbts. &cause subjects did not have to compMe every packet,
sample sizes differed a c m s some of the
predictor variables. The 132 subjects in the
study were selected because they had scores
on both creativity measures.
The CPS (Gough, 1979)
was again administered, as was the PSCS
(Mmh & O'Neill, 1984). As in Study 1,
subjects generated 10personal strivings and
then rated how much they strive for extrinsic,
introjected, identified, and intrinsic reasons.
Ratings for each of the four reasons were
summed across all strivings, and a global
self-determined reasons-for-striving vasiable was computed in the same way as in
Study 1 (n = 129). Strivings were again
coded for SD themes (n = 128) by the s m e
two raters. Cohen's kappa was 3 2 for the
two raters. Finally, as in Study 1, subjects
also compieted the AOS (n = 127) and the
SDS (n = 112).
Subjects were also given the Berceptions
of Parents Scale (Robbins, 1995). On this
instrument, subjats rate how true stiatewnts
are of each parent, using 9-pint Likrt
scales. The Autonomy Suppwhveness subscale (8 items for each pmnt) was &signed
to assess the extent to which the parents
support the subject's own p m p t i v e and
initiative. A sample item is "My mother [or
father], whenever possible, allows me to
choose what to do." After apprapriate
recodings, responses were averaged separately for subjmts' ratings of both mother (n
= 130,M = 6.4, SD= 1.7) and f e r (n = 126,
M = 5.8, SD = 1.9). The int.ercorrel&n of
these two vaFiabbs was .52 @ < .01). In
~gd0ams.
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Table 3. Study 2: CorrelationsBetween Self-Determinationand Creativity Measures
Measure
Self-Determined
Reasons for
Striving

Striving
Toward SelfDetermination

Striving Toward Self-Determination
Autonomy Orientation Scale
Self-Determination Scale

.01
.17*
.32***

.06

Creative Personality Scale
Problem-SolvingKreativity Scale

.24***
.23***

Measure

Autonomy
Orientation
Scale

.00

.27***

.O 1

.24***
.22**

.08

SelfDetermination
Scale

.33***
.12

Table 4. Study 2: Correlations Between Parental Autonomy-SupportivenessVariables and Self-Determination
and Creativity Measures
Autonomy Supportiveness
Measure

Mother's

Father's

Combined

Self-Determined Reasons for Striving
Striving Toward Self-Determination
Autonomy Orientation Scale
Self-Determination Scale
Creative Personality Scale
Problem-SolvingKreativityScale

addition, a "parental autonomy-supportiveness" variable was also computed by summing the paternal and maternal variables (n
= 125, M = 12.2, SD = 3.2).

Results
The intercorrelations of the four SD measures are reported in the top half of Table 3.
All were significantly or marginally significantly and positively associated, with the
exception of striving toward SD, which was
unrelated to the other three predictors. Striving toward SD was also unrelated to the two
creativity measures (see the lower half of
Table 3). The other three SD measures (selfdetermined reasons for striving, the AOS,
and the SDS) were all significantly and pos-
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itively correlated with both creativity measures with one exception: The PSCS was not
significantly associated with the SDS (r =
.12). The CPS and the PSCS were significantly correlated (r = .62,p < .01).
The correlations of the parental autonomy-supportiveness variables with the
four SD measures and with the two creativity measures are presented in Table 4.
Looking first at the interrelations of the SD
and parental autonomy-supportiveness
variables, it can be seen that striving toward SD was related to none of the parental variables. The other three SD measures
were significantly or marginally significantly and positively correlated with all
parental autonomy-supportiveness variables with one exception: The AOS was
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not significantly correlated with father's autonomy-supportiveness (r = .13). Thus, as
might be expected, parental autonomysupportiveness seems to be somewhat related to subjects' current sense of SD.
In the relation of the two creativity measures to the maternal and paternal autonomy-supportiveness variables, three of the
four correlations were significant and positive with the exception of mother's autonomy-supportiveness, which was unrelated
to the PSCS. When mother's and father's
autonomy-supportiveness scores were aggregated, "parental autonomy-supportiveness" was significantly and positively
correlated with the CPS but not with the
PSCS (see Table 4).

General Dfscussion
Using measures derived from SD theory,
these two studies affirm that personal autonomy is a core characteristic of creative people (Barron & Harrington, 1981). Creative
subjects in these samples tended to strive for
more self-determined reasons, endorse autonomous behavioral responses on the AOS,
and feel more self-determined in general
(i.e., grounded and choiceful). In Study 2,
there was no relation between the number of
strivings toward SD and creativity, the other
three SD variables, or parental autonomysupportiveness. This supports the earlier
suggestion that subjects who are striving toward SD may not necessarily be autonomous
and creative people as yet. Using Rank's
(1932)conceptual framework, it appears that
some people who give such strivings may be
of an intermediate type who have broken
away from undifferentiated conformity but
have not yet achleved a high degree of autonomy and creativity.

Study 2 demonstrated that students' perceptions of parental autonomy-supportiveness may also be related to creativity.
Although the self-report masures used cannot determine whether subjects' parents are
actually more autonomy supportive, as is
suggested by previous theory md rewarch,
in a sense the question may be moot. If these
findings do result from a resportsc bias on the
part of creative subjects, then it is a bias
consistent with one of the general hypotheses of the study-namely, that self-detemining persons are disposed to perceive
environments as autonomy suppmtive rather
than controlling.
Although this study has established that
trait measures of SD are related to trait creativity,' it has not established why this is so;
no intermediate process variables have been
assessed. However, the creativity literature
offers several suggestions why SD and creativity are related. One hypothesis is that
self-determined p p 1 e might have some inoculation against (or resistance to) undermining situational forces (Amabile, 1983;
Hennessey, Amabile, & Mitrthage, 1989;
Hennessey & Bikowski, 1993; Schubert,
1988) that enabks them to be more creative
overall. The cross-situ&onal disposition to
be self-determining might help creative people establish and maintain states of intrinsic
motivation by helping them identify with
their actions no matter how controlling the
situation. In other words, people who tend to
'1t is worth noting that, although the correlations
between SD and creativity meauras ware mostly significant, they were not large. This indicates that, although a disposition to be self-determining may
be useful to people engaged in creative pursuits, a
person who is self-determined is not necessarily a
person who is creative. SD is only one of many
personality characteristics relevant to creative
performance.
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define their behaviors as emerging from
themselves may enable themselves to stay
more deeply and creatively engaged in what
they are doing.
Another (not necessarily competing) explanation for the SDcreativity link might be
called the attunement hypothesis. Self-determining people may be more in touch with
their organismic integrativeprocesses (Deci
& Ryan, 1991)-that is, the natural organizational tendencies inhererent in developing
life (Maslow, 1962; Rogers, 1964; Ryan,
1993;Sheldon & Kasser, in press). There are
several possible reasons why such attunement may positively influence creativity.
First, it may allow deeper processing of information and more ready transfer of information across knowledge domains (Ryan,
1993), both of which are characteristics
thought to be conducive to creativity (Langley & Jones, 1988; Mumford & Gustafson,
1988). Second, organismically attuned people may be better able to enact receptive sets
(Getzels & Cslkszentmihalyi, 1976; Henle,
1974; Schactel, 1959) conducive to the discovery of new solutions to whatever questions they have posed themselves; thus, they
may be more open to possible analogies or
fleeting intuitions that are relevant to the
problems with which they are concerned.
Third, self-determined people are likely to
devote more conscious attention to problems
that genuinely interest them. By simply
spending more time and energy thinking
about questions of fundamental intrinsic
concern rather than worrying about peripheral matters, a person may be more creative
in the long run. Attention is a limited
resource (Csikszentmihalyi, 1988)whose relation to creative performance may be underappreciated (Rothenberg, 1979).
Future research could be conducted to
establish the specific processes by which
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general feelings of SD help enhance cognitive performance and creativity. Besides the
aforementioned possibilities, it may also be
that self-determined action permits states of
greater absorption (Tellegen & Atkinson,
1974) and playfulness or flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975)-states that may lead to enhanced creativity (Csikszentmihalyi &
LeFevre, 1989). In addition, research is currently being conducted to test the inoculation
hypothesis-that is, an effort is being made
to show that self-determined people can resist the creativity-undermining effects of
controlling laboratory situations.
The main weakness of this study was that
it included no behaviorally based measure of
creativity; instead, it relied on two self-report
instruments. These two measures do not assess actual creative performance, but rather
variables that are typically correlated with
creative performance (Hocevar, 1989).
However, it is worth noting that the two
creativity instruments are somewhat different from each other. The PSCS asks subjects
directly about their creative ability; in contrast, the CPS taps an assortment of criterionkeyed trait characteristics, most of which
bear no obvious relation to creativity. Thus,
the convergence of the SD measures in predicting these two creativity measures is encouraging. Given the fact that these studies
employed college students who have had
little time and opportunity for notable creative achievement as yet, scales such as the
ones employed herein may offer adequate
predictive capacity regarding subjects' future innovativeness (Hocevar, 1981). In
using such scales, there is an assumption that
a "disposition toward originality" exists
(Barron, 1955)that both conduces to creative
achievement and is tapped by these creativity
scales. This article represents one effort to
understand the creative disposition; it ap-
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pears that creative people are likely to be
self-determiningpeople.
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