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Existing research examining the effects of external rewards on creativity lacks a clear consensus. While some research suggests that

monetary (versus social) rewards are detrimental to creativity, other research suggests the opposite. This work maps and studies

location and movement of ideas in mental space under different reward conditions to reconcile the issue.
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SESSION OVERVIEW
From the zealous adoption of innovative products such as the 

iPhone and Wii, to the widespread passion for do-it-yourself goods, 
today’s consumers not only value creative aspects of the goods they 
consume but also enjoy engaging in creative activities themselves 
(Dahl and Moreau 2007). To win the hearts of these consumers and 
thrive in a competitive global market, firms have to constantly in-
novate and develop creative products and services. Interestingly, 
though deciphering the sources of creative ingenuity is clearly im-
portant for both consumer satisfaction and corporate success, re-
search on creativity within this context has been relatively limited 
(Burroughs and Mick 2004; Moreau and Dahl 2005). The purpose 
of this proposed special session is to draw the attention of consumer 
researchers to this domain, to present recent research findings, and 
to foster a discussion of potentially interesting questions regarding 
the cognitive mechanisms underlying creativity and thus spark fu-
ture research. In the first of three research presentations, Mehta, Zhu, 
and Dahl investigate the interplay between motivations and cogni-
tive mechanisms underlying creativity. Their research reconciles the 
disparate findings on the effects of monetary versus social rewards 
on creativity performance, and sheds light on how different motiva-
tions engender different cognitive processes. The second presenta-
tion by Rosa, Ruth, and Qualls examines how grounded cognition 
(i.e., modality-specific systems for vision, action, affect, etc.) and 
spatial working memory affect different aspects of creativity, and 
how consumer knowledge moderates these effects. Finally, the third 
presentation by Yang, Chattopadhyay, Zhang, and Dahl explores the 
impact of unconscious thought on creativity. These researchers show 
that longer duration of unconscious deliberation can actually harm, 
rather than boost, creativity, and that the superiority of unconscious 
thought pertains only to the novelty dimension of creativity but not 
the appropriateness dimension. Following the presentation of these 
research papers, James E. Burroughs, who has done extensive work 
in the area of creativity, will lead a discussion on the broad questions 
and issues pertaining to cognitive processes underlying creativity.

Contributions: This special session contributes to the ACR 
conference in several ways. Through the three presentations on dif-

ferent aspects of creativity and implications for consumers and firms, 
we bring researchers’ attention to creativity research in consumer 
context, fostering research interests in this domain. Further, we high-
light new theoretical development on the cognitive mechanisms un-
derlying creativity, and the recent research findings on determinants 
and moderators of creativity. Finally, we initiate discussions among 
consumer researchers on the theory development and future research 
directions in this domain. 

Likely Audience: This session would appeal to a wide range of 
consumer researchers, such as those interested in creativity, cogni-
tion, memory, motivation, and unconscious thought.

“Exploring the Role of External Rewards in 
Creative Cognition,” Mehta, Zhu, & Dahl

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
Nearly three decades of research has fallen short of reaching a 

consensus regarding the effects of various kinds of external rewards 
(e.g., monetary versus social rewards such as recognition) on creativ-
ity. Some research suggests that monetary vis-à-vis social rewards 
reduce intrinsic motivation and are hence detrimental to creativity 
(Amabile 1982). While, other research suggests that monetary re-
wards may enhance intrinsic motivation and hence creativity, espe-
cially when the rewards are contingent on the creativity of the out-
come (Eisenberger and Cameron 1996). Although, creativity is seen 
as a product of both motivational and cognitive processes (Runco 
and Chand 1995), this research has predominantly focused on moti-
vational aspects of external rewards. 

We propose that the disparate findings in the literature may 
stem from a limited understanding of the cognitive processes through 
which rewards affect creativity. Hence, in current work we address 
this paucity by examining the effect of rewards on cognitive process-
es that lead to creativity. Consistent with extant research, we focus 
on monetary and social-recognition rewards, and examine their im-
pact on creativity when the contingency of the reward to the creative 
outcome is varied. We propose that these two rewards prompt dif-
ferent mental search strategies for idea generation and consequently 
affect creativity depending on the reward’s contingency. Specifically, 
a social-recognition reward is likely to induce a broad and compre-
hensive search strategy. This is so because social rewards induce 
expectation of social scrutiny, which prompts individuals to engage 
in more broad and comprehensive information search to cover their 
bases (Tetlock 1983). In contrast, monetary reward induces a focused 
mindset and risk-seeking tendency (Eysenck and Eysenck 1982) and 
is hence, expected to encourage a more focused and narrower search 
strategy. Galileo System methodology is utilized to evaluate explora-
tion of ideas in an individual’s mental space.

Next, we propose that these alternative search strategies 
prompted by different rewards interact with reward contingency to 
jointly determine creativity. When rewards are not explicitly stated 
to be contingent on creativity, broader search for ideas inspired by 
a social-recognition reward should lead to greater creativity com-
pared to when a monetary or no reward is offered. However, when 
rewards are contingent on creative performance i.e., a clear goal to be 
achieved is present, the focused exploration under monetary reward 
will occur in a domain distant from the mundane. This is because 
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money besides prompting a focused mindset, also induces greater 
risk seeking tendencies (Coles, Daniel, and Naveen 2006). Thus we 
should observe greater creativity under monetary reward as com-
pared to a social-recognition reward.

To test our hypotheses, we asked 146 participants to generate 
as many ideas as possible to reduce teenage smoking in a 3(Reward 
Type: Monetary vs. Social-recognition vs. No reward) x 2(Reward 
Contingency: Creative-outcome vs. Control) between-subjects 
study. The data was subject to sets of analyses to confirm our predic-
tions. The first set of analyses examined the creativity of the ideas 
generated. Ratings from twelve judges on 4 items (creative, original, 
novel and innovative) were used to create a creativity index for each 
participant. ANOVA revealed that in the control condition, the ideas 
generated under social-recognition reward were rated as more cre-
ative than those generated under monetary or no reward conditions. 
No difference was observed between the latter two conditions. For 
contingency condition, ideas generated under monetary reward were 
rated as more creative than those generated under social-recognition 
reward which in turn was rated as more creative than those under no 
reward. 

Next we tested respondents’ ideation patterns in their mental 
space i.e. the underlying cognitive process that affects creativity. 
First, we ascertained the position of each generated idea in conceptu-
al space using the Galileo System of multidimensional scaling. Two 
expert consumer judges provided distance estimates between the 
ideas generated by each participant. The distance estimate between 
any pair of ideas represents the dissimilarity between the two, such 
that the ideas that are more similar are closer to each-other than those 
that are more dissimilar. These distance estimates were submitted 
to the Galileo algorithm, which generated Cartesian coordinates for 
ideas generated within each treatment condition. An examination of 
the Cartesian plots and ANOVA showed that the social-recognition 
reward produced ideas that were more spread out i.e., the average 
distance between the ideas was higher as compared to monetary or 
no reward conditions irrespective of contingency of rewards. 

Next we analyzed the location of exploration under different 
treatment conditions, vis-à-vis location of the most conventional 
idea. First, the most conventional idea was identified from the pool 
of all the generated ideas and then estimates were obtained for the 
distances between the most conventional idea and each of the other 
ideas generated by each participant. These estimates were input into 
the Galileo algorithm to obtain respective Cartesian coordinates. 
Analysis of the Cartesian plots and ANOVA for mean value of the 
distances between the most conventional idea and all other ideas 
generated by a participant showed that the location of exploration 
from the most conventional idea was farthest for the creativity con-
tingent monetary reward as compared to all other conditions. 

Thus, this work then demonstrates that although both monetary 
and social-recognition rewards can enhance creativity, they operate 
via different mechanisms: while social recognition reward encour-
ages broader exploration leading to higher creativity, a monetary 
reward induces exploration within a narrow area. However, when 
rewards are contingent on creativity of the outcome this narrower 
exploration happens at a farther distance from mundane ideas lead-
ing to higher level of creativity. 

“Grounded Cognition, Spatial Working Memory 
and Category Experience as Influencers of Creative 

Imagination,” Rosa, Ruth, & Qualls

ExTENDED ABSTRACT
This study explores the influence of grounded cognition – mo-

dality-specific systems for vision, action, affect, etc – on the creative 
imagination of consumers.  It has been argued that creativity, par-
ticular when it comes to products and their use, has multiple dimen-
sions, such as functionality and novelty.  It has also been argued 
that creativity draws on multiple mechanisms and sources, such as 
analogical reasoning, memory capabilities, pre-existing knowledge 
schemas, personal disposition, and affective state (e.g., Price and 
Ridgway 1982; Amabile 1996; Dahl and Moreau 2002; Burroughs 
and Mick 2004, Moreau and Dahl 2005, Burroughs, Moreau, and 
Mick 2008).  The isolated influence on novelty and functionality of 
higher or lower levels of grounded cognition (Barsalou 1999, 2008), 
however, has not been explored in consumer research.  Of necessity, 
exploring the influence of grounded cognition on creative imagina-
tion must take into account other factors likely to affect the process, 
such as a person’s general capacity for conceptually manipulating 
known components into novel arrays (e.g., spatial working mem-
ory), and general knowledge of product categories that may guide 
creative efforts in the development of new entries to the category.  
Accounting for such additional factors is part of this study.

In two experiments, participants were asked to study three sim-
ple geometric shapes that were presented as either three-dimensional 
wood objects or line drawings of the objects.  This constitutes the 
grounded cognition manipulation.  Subsequent to studying the com-
ponents for two minutes, they were asked to without access to the 
components, imagine product concepts that made use of all three 
components, draw and give names to their creations, explain how 
they work and briefly describe how they felt about their creations.  
The creative imagination outputs from participants were assessed 
by independent judges for novelty and functionality as indicators 
of creativity.  Judges were also asked to assess how study partici-
pants felt about their creations from the narratives as a measure of 
engagement with the task.  Spatial working memory capability was 
assessed based on gender (females typically having greater capacity) 
and general knowledge of product categories was controlled for by 
varying the categories (e.g., personal items, tools, toys) for which 
participants imagined product concepts in the second experiment.

Results show that higher levels of grounded cognition (e.g., 
greater sensory inputs gleaned from three-dimensional wood shapes) 
led to increased functionality in the imagined products, while the 
reduced level of grounded cognition from line diagrams induced 
higher novelty in some situations.  In addition, consumers with high-
er spatial memory capacity (assumed in female participants) deliv-
ered products that were more novel and functional.  The effects of 
grounded cognition and spatial working memory were moderated, 
however, by changes in product category, and the effects seem to 
be related to gender-based norms for product category familiarity.  
Overall the results affirm a role for grounded cognition in creative 
imagination among consumers, and suggest that the influence of 
grounded cognition and spatial working memory on creativity may 
be more complex than originally envisioned.  Several areas for ad-
ditional research were made clear by the results.


