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Abstract. This paper explores the relationship between the creative process and social intelligence.
Creativity has established value in modern, knowledge-based economies but is complex, multi-faceted
and often group-led. Social intelligence is one method for navigating this complexity using intuition,
communication, collaboration and empathy. A ‘creative vortex’ model (originally derived from PhD
thesis research) has been proposed. This forms the basis of theoretical framework from which further
empirical research on social intelligence and the creative process can be conducted.
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1 Introduction

Ideas are the currency of success. In modern economies creativity is seen as a major driver of
social wellbeing and economic prosperity. In many developed societies there is an established
infrastructure of creative industries (Cunningham, 2002; Garnham, 2005; Potts, Cunningham,
Hartley, & Ormerod, 2008). These industries include communications, advertising, film,
media and the arts (Caves, 2000; O’Connor, 2007; Hartley, 2005; Leadbeater & Oakley,
1999). They contribute to the knowledge economy (OECD, 1998; Roodhouse, 2001; Throsby,
2001) through creativity and imaginative intellectual property (Smith E. A., 2001; Howkins,
2002). Creativity is required to extend and adapt current thinking and meet new social and
economic challenges (Amabile, 1996; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Fairholm & Card, 2009;
Fischer, 2005; Montuori & Purser, 1996; Townley, Beech, & McKinlay, 2009) .

Creativity is therefore important and influences the way we consume and communicate. There
is a shift to a conceptual age where divergent thinking and innovation are desired skill sets.
The left brain influence of information is giving way to more right brain values at work:
inventiveness, meaning and empathy (Pink, 2006).

Given the impact of right brain values the creative process is influenced by social intelligence.
The importance of social intelligence as an enabler of performance and flexibility in human
relationships is becoming increasingly valued in business and society (Hahn, Kun, & Choi,
2011). The ability to engage in ‘complex’ relationships with other humans leads to social
success (Goleman, 2007) (Rahim, 2014) (Druskat, Mount, & Sala, 2013). Such practical
intelligences are required in 21* Century knowledge and creative economies.

Much of the literature explores the creative process as it applies to individuals. More recent
research acknowledges the emergence of social creativity as it applies to groups. Empirical
research conducted as part of a PhD thesis explored the social creative process within a
festival organisation in Melbourne, Australia. This qualitative-based ethnographic and
longitudinal research provided deep insights into the creative process as expressed in a group
environment. From this research a creative vortex model was derived. This paper presents this
empirically derived vortex model in a new context through the social intelligence literature.
This paper argues that while individual creativity remains an important attribute in the creative
process, the key driver of creativity in the conceptual, collaborative age is group creativity and
that social intelligence is a necessary but under-researched attribute of this group creative
process.

1.1  The Significance of Creativity

Understanding more about the significance and structure of creativity will lead to a clearer
understanding of how to harness social intelligence in the creative process. Creativity has been



the subject of academic research for over a century and philosophical discourse since the time
of ancient civilisations (Welling, 2007). The consensus across the literature is that creativity is
of significance to society. From a philosophical perspective creativity is viewed as a quest for
knowledge and the advancement of humankind through such knowledge (McKeon, 1973).
Creativity can be universally applied across all human cultures in both a contemporary and a
historical context. Since ancient times civilisations have possessed a form of creative
expression through literature, art or music and in contemporary terms are able to express this
creativity through scientific and technological breakthroughs (Simonton & Ting, 2010).

Creativity can in part define a civilisation: ‘to some extent we can claim that civilisations are
defined by the creative geniuses who are responsible for the exceptional achievements — the
great inventions, theories, philosophies, poems, paintings, and other creative products that
compose a civilisation’s intellectual and aesthetic legacy’ (Simonton & Ting, 2010). This
creativity has its origins amongst the ancient Greek philosophers and later in the Industrial
Revolution. For Aristotle the process of making and creating something new and useful was
distinct from existing practical wisdom (Wall, 2003). Adam Smith (1776) suggested that the
ingenuity of invention, combined with the skill, dexterity and judgement of labour would
bring prosperity and wealth to nations and society through positive economic value (Ville,
2011; Goldbard, 2006). For psychologists, creativity is presented in the context of the
individual and their cognitive approach to idea generation (Glaveanu, 2010; Runco, 2004;
Hennessey, 2003; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Nijstad & Paulus, 2003; Simonton, 2003). Much
has been published on the thought processes of creative individuals and how this is influenced
and understood (Guilford J. , 1950; Barron & Harrington, 1981).

Creativity should generate advances by producing something novel and original (Whitehead,
1933; Amabile, 1996; Barron & Harrington, 1981; Guilford J. , 1950; DiLiello & Houghton,
2008). The ideas of creative people should hold novelty outside the sphere of conventional
thought. The unique idea must however also possess some appropriate use. It will require a
practical application in some context in order to be creative (Amabile, 1996; DiLiello &
Houghton, 2008; Sternberg & Lubart, 1999).

More recently, there is evidence that an emergent ‘creative class’ makes a positive
contribution to businesses and communities through workplace innovation, consumption of
arts and other cultural activities (Florida, 2004; Howkins, 2002). Twenty-first century
developed economies increasingly value creativity over more traditional factors of production
such as manufacturing (Florida, 2004; Lundvall & Johnson, 1994). This is particularly
significant to the relationship between social intelligence and the creative process. In
knowledge and experience economies such as Australia where manufacturing has declined in
favour of cheaper overseas imports there is an increased consumption of experiences and
leisure activities (Kollmeyer, 2009). The delivery of such experiences is the remit of the
creative industries (Caves, 2000; Cunningham, 2002; Hartley, 2005). Such socially derived
and socially consumed experiences harness the power of social intelligence.

Finally creativity is subjective. Some ideas are considered more novel and useful than others.
This will depend on the context and environment in which these ideas are created and
expressed (Bourdieu, 1984). Such novelty in creativity for the pursuit of useful ideas has
become important for maintaining our quality of life. Einstein or Darwin’s initially abstract
work has proved to have practical significance (Gruber & Wallace, 2001). Individuals and
societies are inextricably linked through this creative process, each contributing to the other’s
development and wellbeing. Creative imaginations establish links between activities and the
answers to multi-faceted questions (Pérez-Fabello & Campos, 2011). Creativity is concerned
with how idea generation can impact on society such as through art, science or medical
research (Gardner, 2006). However, creativity also occurs on a smaller but widespread scale
as people try to solve day-to-day problems and challenges such as how to save household
water (Gardner, 2006). Creativity in society can further be seen as a process of renewal and
replacement. Creative destruction (Amin, 1994; Bullen, Robb, & Kenway, 2004; Schumpeter,
1934) occurs as creativity transforms the old into something new. The refrigerator replaces the
icebox. The Apple iPod replaces the Sony cassette Walkman.



This section has identified the significance of creativity and how this significance relates to
social intelligence as the subject of this paper. The next section discusses the dimensions of
creativity and in particular the creative process. Understanding more about the creative
process from the literature will validate the relevance and significance of this process to social
intelligence.

1.2 The Dimensions of Creativity

The dimensions of creativity have been a subject of academic discourse for decades and have
been discussed in a range of contexts, including business and management, sociology,
philosophy and psychology. The creative process is identified as a method and approach to
thinking and ideas. This paper seeks to understand more about this method in relation to social
intelligence.

Thoughts on the dimensions of creativity have been widely published. The work on creativity
is broadly categorised into four dimensions also known as the Four Ps of Creativity (Drazin,
Glynn, & Kazanjian, 1999; Rhodes, 1961; Simonton, 1988). These dimensions are explained
as follows:

Creative products. Creative products are by implication more unusual than other products.
As such they deviate in some manner from a normal or ordinary solution to an issue or
problem (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg, 1999). The creative product is anything that produces
‘effective surprise’ in the consumer or audience (Bruner, 1962, p. 5). In order to be creative,
this product must demonstrate some form of originality (Runco & Sakamoto, 1999). This
originality does not only refer to the newness of a creative product, rather also to its usefulness
and value (Ekvall, 1997). The creative product is only of value if it responds to a particular
problem or situation. This value is likely to exist within a specific situation and for a specific
person, group or organisation (Besemer & O'Quin, 1987). For example, a system of water
delivery for a desert village is unique and of value to that group and situation. It will not hold
the same value for another group in another situation such as a modern city by a freshwater
river. The creative product therefore is an idea, action or object held as both original and
useful in a particular context (Mayer, 1999). Another aspect of the creative product relates to
the realisation of that product. How viable is it for the creative idea to emerge as something
physically novel and useful? The capability and capacity to transform a conceptual idea into a
tangible outcome is considered when defining a product as creative or not (Paulus, 2000).

Creative Person. There is much written about the dimensions of creativity (Runco, 2003;
Sternberg & Lubart, 1995; Rentschler, 2001; 2002). As such it can be overlooked that despite
these different dimensions, the protagonist of creativity is invariably still a person: ‘In its
narrow sense, creativity refers to the abilities that are most characteristic of creative people’
(Guilford J. , 1950, p. 144). The creative person in the literature is characterised by a range of
specific attributes (Martinsen, 2011; King, McKee Walker, & Broyles, 1996). Personality,
cognitive styles and motivation variables play a role in defining what extent a person is
creative (Barron & Harrington, 1981; Lubart, 1994). From a personality perspective the
literature suggests that those who are open minded about new experiences, have a desire to
grow and succeed, have a willingness to take risks and have high levels of self-esteem are
more likely to be creative (Abuhamdeh & Csikszentmihalyi, 2004; Martinsen, 2011). Equally
an above average level of dominance, hostility and impulsiveness in creative people balances
the more positive personality traits (Feist, 1999). This suggests the creative person is a
contradictory and complex phenomenon. One clear view relates to the common theme of
originality present across much of the literature on creativity (Lack, Kumar, & Arevalo, 2003).
In this context the originality of thinking driven by the cognitive style of the individual is
impacted by other factors such as external influences, milieu and personal ability (Helson,
1999; Martinsen, 2011). This originality is derived from openness to new ideas alongside
divergent thinking styles (Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).

Creative Place. There is an attraction attached to the creative place or field (Bourdieu, 1993;
Drake, 2003). People invest effort in seeking out what they consider different to the everyday



spaces they occupy. This can be for a range of reasons. First in the context of visitation,
tourists and locals will visit places of creative interest such as art exhibitions or aesthetically
pleasing design environments (Forster, 2009). In terms of habitation, certain communities will
migrate to creative spaces to live, work and contribute (Florida, 2004). Others still will gain
creative benefit from the mere suggestion of a place. The image or memory of a creative place
is enough to invoke creative thought (Drake, 2003). There is a range of reasons why certain
places facilitate creative ways of thinking. To be accepted and to gain influence from a more
diverse community which demonstrates an original and non-conformist approach (Barron F. ,
1955; Negus & Pickering, 2000). The building of networks to share ideas, to gather input from
other creative persons, or to develop a team for a particular goal or project is at the core of
social intelligence. The setting in which an individual or group is situated can catalyse
creativity (Scott, 2000). Particular kinds of project and knowledge based workers such as
those in the creative industries will be attracted to these environments (Scott, 2000). There is a
perception that the creative space will be a prompt for individual and group levels of
inspiration and creative buzz (Syrett & Lammiman, 1997). The space forms a backdrop for a
series of collective activities all of which serve the creative purpose. Individuals are
‘surrounded by a concoction of rumours, impressions, recommendations, trade folklore’
(Grabher, 2002, p. 209) incorporating diverse thinking, new trends, ideas and fashions
(Ekinsmyth, 2002). These creative networks are relevant to the more transient based collective
or cluster of creative persons as they work on a project in a setting whilst connected to a
temporary creative hub. This collective effect will be substantially impacted through the key
aspects of social intelligence and ‘soft skills’.

Creative Process. The creative process requires high levels of social intelligence through
personal judgement, flexibility and autonomy (Hall & Johnson, 2009). This open-ended view
of the creative process as more of an art than a science implies a paradigm that is difficult to
define or standardise through traditional management processes (Hall & Johnson, 2009). The
collaborative and organic nature of the process is difficult to structure when it predominantly
takes place in people’s heads and is shared by diverse groups (Davenport, 2005). The mental
and cognitive processes used in creative thought become unique as ‘principles and elements of
knowledge and insights that have not been connected before’ (Ekvall, 1997, p. 195). New and
viable solutions for creative and original outcomes can only emerge from activity with action.
It is necessary for meetings and exchanges to take place for unknown and new information to
be shared (Forster, 2009; Kristensson, Gustafsson, & Archer, 2004). This social process
becomes the catalyst for creative thought. Divergent thinking has been used to describe these
thought processes (Guilford J. P., 1967; McCrae, 1987; Runco, 1991). Such thinking creates a
flexible and unstructured platform for combining a vision of alternative realities with the
practical aspects of established and current principles. This combining and reorganising of
socially derived knowledge and information to advance the thinking process and in turn to
generate new ideas appears to be key to the creative process and is a vital aspect of social
intelligence (Mumford, 2000). The creative process can be summarized in 8 stages as follows:



Source: Adapted for this research from Hunter, Friedrich, Bedell-Avers, & Mumford (2007)
Fig. 1. The Creative Process Funnel

Creative options start at the top with the most relevant and refined distilled at the bottom. The
top of the funnel represents the broad construction of the problem in stage one. Situations
requiring creative ideas are often poorly defined or complex. Developing a framework for
understanding the problem can enhance creative performance (Isaksen, Dorval, & Treffinger,
2010). Often framework development is conducted in a social context such as a workshop or
brainstorming session. Searching for information relevant to the creative problem commences
in stage two. Information gathering before generation of new ideas is more likely to produce
creative output (Hunter & Cushenbery, 2011). Again, information gathering can be a socially
driven process with various team members bringing different aspects and views of the
information gathered to the table. Given the large amount of data possibly collected by this
stage, the concepts most relevant to the task can be selected and organized in stage three
(Wierzbicki, 2007). Combining the relevant concepts in stage four will generate new and
unique concepts for exploration (Unsworth, 2001). Once concepts have been recombined as
unique then ideas can be generated from these unique concepts in stage five (Girotra,
Terwiesch, & Ulrich, 2009). The ideas at this stage will be new but need to be evaluated in the
context of the task during stage six so workable activities emerge (Kobayashi & Higashi,
2010). As ideas move from abstract concepts to tangible and workable actions a plan of
implementation in stage seven is required to move towards execution (Byrne, Mumford,
Barrett, & Vessey, 2009). The final and eighth stage is managing a process of feedback from
the implementation of ideas. The creative process can evolve and improve as a result of such
monitoring (Stamm, 2008).

The eight-stage creative process is particularly relevant to this paper in that much of the
published work on social intelligence relates to the attributes required to engage in social
processes with other members of a group, team or society. This creative process will be
influenced by such group interaction. This paper argues that the social intelligence level of the
group will have significant impact on the final creative outcome. However, in order to
understand how social intelligence can impact on the creative process the generality of the
creative process must be considered. Does the nature of the task have an impact on the
creative process? Will the creative process in differ depending on whether it is product design,
science or other creative industries? The sub-processes identified in the eight-stage model may
have very different characteristics and influences depending on the nature of the task (Lubart,
2001). Much of the creativity literature suggests a small number of domain specific models
but one size may not fit all cases (Lubart, 2001). There are often many paths to solving a
complex or a simple task of cognition and therefore paths to creative outcomes may also be
varied (Isaksen, Dorval, & Treffinger, 2010). In understanding these paths those variables that



make the nature of the task unique will be considered here. The first consideration is the
internal variables that can impact the creative process. These internal variables are described
here as the characteristics of the creative process and will vary depending on the creative task,
the culture of the group and the skills and experiences of those involved in the process. This is
especially valid in the context of social intelligence skills. The second consideration is the
external variables that can impact the creative process. These external variables are described
here as the influences on the creative process and will vary depending on the creative task and
the broader environment within which the task is situated. Each of these internal and external
variables is now discussed.

Characteristics of the Creative Process. Many characteristics of the creative process are
discussed across the literature. Further to the literature, empirical, qualitative research
conducted on the group creative process at a festival organisation in Melbourne, Australia has
identified a number of characteristics impacting the creative process, in particular at a social
group level. Figure II indicates the main characteristics arising from a combination of this
original research and the literature. They sit within the funnel as intrinsic to impacting on the
creative process. They become the characteristics of that specific process depending on the
task at hand and will exist to varying degrees within.

Internal Characteristics
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Fig. 2. Characteristics as Internal Variables to the Creative Process

The first characteristic of the creative process is positivity. Despite the inner torment cited by
many artists and performers, evidence from original research suggests that the creative process
is enjoyable and fun (Henderson, 2004). Positive emotions such as joy and excitement can
expand a creative person’s range of cognitions (Amabile, Arsade, Mueller, & Staw, 2005;
Frederickson, 1998; 2001). Increasing the repertoire of feelings and actions is a component of
the original thinking required in the creative process: ‘experiences of certain positive emotions
prompt individuals to discard time-tested or automatic (everyday) behavioral scripts and to
pursue novel, creative, and often unscripted paths of thought and action’ (Frederickson, 1998).
This positivity can also be related to the frenetic energy that can accompany the creative
process. This was evidenced in the longitudinal study of a festival organisation. At the



ideation stage participants were engaged in a robust discourse with high levels of connection,
positivity and interaction. Such high energy levels are often seen in creative persons, groups or
organisations. This energy may be a collective feeling accompanying the accomplishment of a
task or the solving of a problem through social intelligence and creative skills. It may also
simply be the nature of creative people to have higher than average levels of energy. Building
on the energy of the creative process is irregularity (Steiner, 1965). This is characterised by
long periods of perceived hiatus followed by large and unpredictable leaps forward. This
irregular process is quite different to and distinct from those common day-to-day activities,
described by Caves as the ‘humdrum inputs’ of running a project (Caves, 2000, p. 8).
Furthermore such irregularity is unpredictable and difficult to manage or measure, posing
challenges for management. The softer attributes of social intelligence and the use of intuition,
empathy and communication skills can support this process. The irregular nature of the
creative process will also be coupled with an undisciplined exploration of possible creative
outcomes within the eight-stage process. This exploratory characteristic will be unique to the
task and creative persons and will comprise of expanding the possible options, divergent and
convergent thinking to generate new solution and validation from the individual and the group
in terms of idea quality. As exploration is undisciplined then a deferment of judgement over
the ideas emerging is a further characteristic of the creative process (Steiner, 1965; Osborn,
1963). This deferment is used during brainstorming to ensure that ideas go through the
validation process before being rejected. As groups collaborate socially to derive creative
outcomes they utilise the core skills of social intelligence through their ability to understand
others and to act wisely in human relations (Thorndike, 1920). The creative process further
suggests expertise is required as a characteristic in the delivery of creative outcomes. This
expertise often derives from the creative person but equally can come from the process itself,
alongside the flexibility and imagination of the thinking and the technical and intellectual tools
used.

These characteristics are typical of the creative process as internal variables but which of these
are dominant will change depending on the task. For example in the writing of a novel, the
characteristic of exploration may be a more emotional and erratic process than the same
characteristic applied to the creative scoping of a project to build a bridge. Next the external
forces exerting influence on the creative process will be discussed.

Influences on the Creative Process. There is a range of influences on the creative process,
both positive and negative discussed in the creativity literature and identified and explored in
the original empirical work conducted in a festival organisation . Figure XI indicates the main
influences as they arise in the published work and from the empirical study. They sit outside
the funnel as extrinsic to impacting on the creative process. They become the influences on
that specific process depending on the task at hand and will exist to varying degrees both as
constraints and enablers to the creative process.
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Fig. 3. Influences as External Variables to the Creative Process

The creative process is a complex interaction between people, places and situations
(Woodman, Sawyer, & Griffen, 1993). It can be influenced by the historical as well as current
context of these factors. Furthermore chemical reactions in interacting humans can enhance
the creative process through the release of the ‘happy hormone’ oxytocin (De Dreu, et al.,
2013). In this context the core intuitive skills of social intelligence play a significant role in
influencing, managing and mediating the outcome. In terms of the creative people involved in
the creative process, knowledge and skills, personality and cognitive styles will be of
influence. In terms of the group more social influences and the resultant impact of social
intelligence can be considered (Kurtzberg, 2005). These social influences will be a
combination of the various individual inputs, along with influences such as group size, group
composition and group leadership style (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). These influences can be
attributed to fostering a sense of trust and justice in the group as well as performance
measurement and feedback on the part of supervisors or managers (Janssen, 2005). The social
network of a group or person can impact profoundly on the nature, type and frequency of their
creative process (Perry-Smith, 2006). Highly localized and tightly connected networks can
facilitate the creative process. Social intelligence factors can further enhance this and support
structure and confidence (Goctowska, Baas, Crisp, & De Dreu, 2014). However if the
connectedness is too strong it may be difficult to break out from the collective mindset (Uzzi
& Spiro, 2005). The nature of the task as well as the perceived time constraints or time space
allowed to complete the task will influence the creative process. If the group is part of a
broader structure, organisational culture and the cognitive and communication styles adopted
to approach the task will impact the process. Furthermore the current context of the creative
task, the historical context of the group and how cohesively they work together will affect the
level of perceived fear or safety associated with ideas generation. Social intelligence can be
used to mediate the emotional aspects of group creativity and to facilitate trust and
understanding (Castelfranchi & Miceli, 2009). This in turn is a determinant of the level of
creative contribution (George & Zhou, 2007). The creative process and the creative outcomes
of that process will therefore be impacted by the internal characteristics of the creative task,
persons and place. Furthermore, external forces will shape and influence the process. These
impacts will make each creative process unique to the creative task at hand. The previous
funnel based model can be evolved in this context and is illustrated by Figure XII as a
‘vortex’. This metaphor has been used to emphasise the unique and dynamic nature of each
creative process and is subsequently explained.
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Fig. 4. The Creative Process Vortex

The term ‘vortex’ has been used to convey the multi-faceted and freewheeling nature of social
creativity. The Oxford English Dictionary (2014) defines a vortex as ‘whirling mass of fluid
or air, especially a whirlpool or whirlwind.” The model remains a funnel through which
creative options are refined. However, the subtleties of the process are determined by internal
characteristics and external influences. These forces will shape and distort the funnel in unique
ways and as such the funnel is represented as a vortex. The internal characteristics will
determine some aspects of its shape and velocity while the external influences enabling or
constraining the creative process will determine other aspects of that shape and velocity. This
model proposes that a creative process, whilst possessing clearly defined stages of activity,
will be highly unique and influenced by a range of forces. Research in groups with high levels
of creativity demonstrates that creative synthesis occurs through the combining of a range of
these forces. The combination will be unique to the group and task but social intelligence
factors play a significant role in the management, navigation and mediation of the process
(Harvey, 2014). Empirical research, alongside the literature, suggests that not all is black and
white in the creative process. While mathematical algorithms or quantitative studies can
explain certain phenomena with clarity and authority, the human nature of the social creative
process suggests a less binary approach to understanding is required. The model is informed
by a combination of extant literature on the creative process and social intelligence supported
by research evidence from a qualitative exploration of the social creative process in a festival
organization. Whilst this is a ‘narrow and deep’ longitudinal study of one organization it does
allow initial broad conclusions to be drawn alongside the literature to form a framework for
future research. Given that there is little broad empirical research into the relationship between
the group creative process and social intelligence the model suggests this is worthy of further
investigation.

1.3  Conclusion and Implications for Future research

This paper explores the relationship between the creative process and social intelligence.
Creativity has been established as having value in modern, knowledge-based economies.
Social intelligence is seen as a way of connecting with fellow humans using the ‘right brain’
skills of intuition, communication, collaboration and empathy. This form of intelligence is
demonstrated as being particularly useful in navigating the complexities of the creative
process and it’s various influences. A ‘creative vortex’ model (derived from original PhD
thesis research into the group creative process at a festival organization in Melbourne,



Australia) has been proposed as a way of understanding the complexities and variables at play
in the creative process.

It is recommended that future empirical research could use the vortex model as a basis from
which social intelligence skills and their impact on creativity could be evaluated.

Social intelligence in the conceptual age of creativity and innovation is an essential form of
intelligence in 21% Century humans. Further, detailed exploration of this notion would enable
a deeper understanding of how human interaction can facilitate the creative process.

The author acknowledges the complexity of the subject area and as such does not attempt to
draw specific conclusions from the evidence presented, rather seeks to initiate discourse on the
validity of social intelligence in the context of the creative process in this under-researched
area.
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