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ABSTRACT

INTRODUCTION

C A S S I E  S .  B L A I R

M I C H A E L  D .  M U M F O R D

Errors in Idea Evaluation:
Preference for the Unoriginal?

Idea evaluation has, in recent years, received more attention
as a critical component of creative thought. One key influence
on how people evaluate new ideas may be found in the stan-
dards, or attributes, people look for in appraising ideas. The
intent of the present study was to examine the influence of
different attributes on people’s willingness to support new ideas.
Initially undergraduates were asked to generate ideas that might
be funded by a foundation. Based on this material, ideas dis-
playing different attributes were identified. Another smaller
sample of undergraduates were asked to evaluate ideas for
funding by the foundation. It was found that people preferred
ideas that were easy to understand, provided short-term ben-
efits to many, and were consistent with prevailing social norms,
while disregarding risky, time consuming, and original ideas.
Original and risky ideas, however, were more likely to be pre-
ferred when evaluation criteria were not especially stringent
and time pressure was high. The implications of these find-
ings for understanding how people go about evaluating new
ideas are discussed.

What exactly is creativity? Many researchers have tried to ex-
plain this phenomenon, and still there is a lack of consensus
as to a perfect definition. Nicholls (1972) has suggested that
the discrepancy may be due to researchers focusing on differ-
ent aspects of the creative process rather than on creativity
itself. Creativity has been looked at as an aspect of intelligence,
as an unconscious process, as an aspect of problem solving,
and as an associative process (Glover, Ronning, & Reynolds,
1989). The most common definition of creativity, however,
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holds that it involves the production of high quality solutions
to resolve novel, ill-defined problems (Lubart, 2001; Ghiselin,
1985; Mumford & Gustafson, 1988).

To generate high quality solutions, there are two critical ele-
ments involved (Mumford, Mobely, Uhlman, Reiter-Palmon, &
Doares, 1991). The first of these elements is knowledge.
Weisberg (1999), for example, demonstrated the role of exper-
tise in creative problem-solving and creative achievement. The
second element is the process by which people process this
information. A number of models of the processes involved in
creative thought have been proposed. Basadur, Runco, and
Vega (2000) portrayed creativity as a three-phase process of
a) finding good problems, b) solving them, and c) implement-
ing solutions. Wallas (1926) formalized a four-stage model of
the creative process involving preparation, incubation, illumi-
nation, and verification. A more general model of the processes
involved in creative thought has been proposed by Mumford,
Mobley, Uhlman, Reiter-Palmon, and Doares (1991). This model
holds that creative thought involves eight core processes: prob-
lem construction, information encoding, category selection,
category combination and reorganization, idea generation, idea
evaluation, implementation planning, and solution monitoring.

Of these processes, idea evaluation has received less atten-
tion than production processes such as problem finding, con-
ceptual combination, and idea generation (Basadur, Runco, &
Vega, 2000; Brown, 1989; Runco & Chand, 1991, 1994). With
this point in mind, the purpose of the present study is to ex-
plore the role of idea evaluation in creative thought. More spe-
cifically, we hope to identify the attributes of new ideas that
influence people’s willingness to pursue an idea following idea
evaluation.

Process. Idea evaluation plays an important role in creative
thought (Glover, Ronning, Reynolds, 1989; Mednick, 1962).
Accordingly, a number of scholars have discussed idea evalu-
ation under rubrics such as verification (Wallas, 1926), evalu-
ative skill (Runco & Smith, 1992; Runco & Chand, 1995),
selective attention (Campbell, 1960), and convergent thinking
(Isaksen & Treffinger, 1985). Although many scholars have
discussed the relevance of idea evaluation, only a few studies
have expressly examined how idea evaluation operates (Loner-
gan, Scott, & Mumford, 2004).

One model of the idea evaluation process has been provided
by Guilford and his colleagues (e.g., Wilson, Guilford, Christen-
sen, & Lewis, 1954). They proposed a four phase model which
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includes a) conceptual foresight — generating and identifying
significant downstream consequences, b) penetration — iden-
tifying implications of nonobvious changes in the meaning of
information or events, c) redefinition judgment — shifting the
use of an object vis-à-vis situational demands, and d) problem
sensitivity — solution monitoring and problem construction.

Another model of the idea evaluation process has been pro-
posed by Mumford, Lonergan, and Scott (2002). This model
holds that idea evaluation is based on a contextual assessment
of the consequences of pursuing an idea. Accordingly, idea
evaluation is held to begin with forecasting or prediction of the
likely outcomes and consequences of implementing an idea
within a particular setting (Doerner & Schaub, 1994). The pro-
jected outcomes of pursuing an idea are then appraised with
respect to a set of performance standards applicable to the
setting (Kuipers, Moskowitz, & Kassinger, 1988). This standard
based appraisal will lead to a decision to implement the idea
as is, drop the idea, or revise the idea to enhance its’ perfor-
mance with regard to the standards being applied in idea
evaluation (Goor & Sommerfeld, 1975; Lubart, 2001).

Some initial evidence bearing on the validity of the model
has been provided by Lonergan, Scott, and Mumford (2004).
They examined the effects of task structure (ill structured vs.
semi-structured), idea appraisal standards (innovative vs. op-
erative), and revision standards (innovative vs. operative). Par-
ticipants evaluated ideas that had been proposed, ideas of
varying quality and originality, for a new advertising campaign.
They were then asked to appraise a set of proposed ideas while
suggesting revisions to the idea and developing an implemen-
tation plan should the idea be accepted. The quality, original-
ity, and feasibility or workability of the resulting advertising
plans was evaluated. The results obtained in this study indi-
cated that better advertising plans were obtained when inno-
vative standards were applied to high quality ideas and when
operative standards were applied to highly original ideas. These
findings, of course, suggest that the standards applied in
appraising and revising ideas are a crucial component of the
idea evaluation process.

Standards. These findings, of course, bring to fore a new
question, what kind of standards do people routinely apply in
evaluating new ideas? In one study along these lines, Runco,
Okuda, and Thurstone (1987) found that ideas are appraised
initially on appropriateness and relevance, and, subsequently
on originality. Along similar lines, Bink and Marsh (2000) found
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that appraisals of appropriateness revolve around contextual
aspects of the environment such as perceived fit and practical
benefit. In keeping with this observation, Rodgers and Adhi-
karya (1979) found that low implementation cost, consistency
of the idea with extant systems, and rate of return influenced
the adoption of new ideas.

With regard to these findings, however, it is important to rec-
ognize that these pragmatic, economic standards are not the
only attributes people might consider in appraising new ideas.
The evidence accrued by Abbey and Dickson (1983) and
Sternberg and Lubart (1996) indicates that people consider a
number of unique attributes of an idea as well as social conse-
quences — taking into account feasibility and likelihood of suc-
cess as well as benefits. Not only do people consider outcome
attributes, they may also consider more complex characteris-
tics of an idea such as the fit of the idea to social context,
peoples’ ability to understand the idea, and the requirements
for idea implementation (Mumford & Hunter, in press). In fact,
Sharma’s (1999) observations suggest that people will also
consider negative outcomes and the problems that arise in idea
implementation due to the risk attached to new ideas.

Sharma’s (1999) study reminds us that certain forecasted
attributes of new ideas may influence peoples’ willingness to
pursue these ideas. For example, given peoples’ known risk
aversion (Gouada, 1999), it seems reasonable to expect that
people will reject risky ideas just as they accept ideas that can
be implemented within extant systems to obtain multiple short-
term rewards. Along similar lines, because highly original ideas,
by virtue of their novelty, limit the confidence that can be placed
in forecasts, one would expect that people tend to discount
the value of highly original ideas (Licuanan, Dailey, & Mumford,
in press). Based on these observations, the following two
hypotheses seemed indicated:

Hypothesis 1: In idea evaluation, people will tend to
prefer ideas that have evident benefits and
are consistent with extant social systems.

Hypothesis 2: In idea evaluation, people will tend to re-
ject ideas that are risky or highly original.

Context. Although standards have been found to be an
essential component in the evaluative process, the application
of these standards may be influenced by certain situational
variables (Stokes & Fisher, 2005). Time pressure has been iden-
tified as a variable influencing consumer decision-making
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(Howard & Sheth, 1969). Dhar and Nowlis (1999) found that
under time pressure, consumers are more influenced by dis-
tinctive factors among product choices and are less likely to
consider common or general features. Additionally, Nowlis
(1995) found that consumers, under time constrained condi-
tions, were more likely to select: 1) higher quality and more
expensive brands, and 2) high quality brands over low-quality
brands. One explanation for these time-constraint effects has
been provided by Kaplan, Wanshula, and Zanna (1993). They
found that, under time-constrained conditions, people are more
likely to employ simplifying heuristics (Kruglanski & Freund,
1983; Sanbonmatsu, & Fazio, 1990) — leading to a preference
for known high quality products. Studies by De Dreu (2003)
and Suri and Monro (2003) have indicated that when people
are put under time pressure restrictions, stress and other con-
textual factors reduce information-processing capacity lead-
ing to superficial analysis and a preference for rapid closure.
Other studies by Kasof (1997) and Smith, Michael, and Hocevar
(1990) indicate that stress, or anxiety, may have similar effects
on creative problem-solving. One implication of these findings
is that people placed under time pressure can be expected to
reject abstract ideas that prove difficult to understand. Hence,
hypothesis three:

Hypothesis 3: In idea evaluation, time pressure will lead
people to discount difficult, cognitively
demanding ideas.

Two other situational variables that might influence the at-
tributes applied in idea evaluation are the need for extensive
evaluation and social evaluative pressure. For example, one
would expect that when evaluation criteria are stringent (or
people can only pursue a limited number of ideas) that they
will apply standards stressing fit with existing structures and
tangible short-term benefits due to the need to minimize op-
portunity costs (Hitt, Hoskisson, Johnson, & Mosel, 1996).
Along similar lines, social evaluative pressure may lead people
to reject more risky, and more original, ideas for ideas yielding
tangible short-term benefits due to: a) the tendency of evalua-
tive pressure to induce extrinsic motivation (Collins & Amabile,
1999), and b) attempts by people to maintain an image of com-
petence (Choi, 2004). These observations lead to our final two
hypotheses,

Hypothesis 4: In idea evaluation, stringent evaluation
criteria will lead people to prefer ideas
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displaying tangible short-term benefits to
ideas that evidence risk and originality.

Hypothesis 5: In idea evaluation, social evaluation pres-
sure will lead people to prefer ideas dis-
playing tangible short-term benefits to
ideas that evidence risk and originality.

This study was conducted in two stages. The sample used
in the first stage of the study included 210 undergraduate
students from the University of Oklahoma. The sample in-
cluded 146 females and 64 males. Subjects ranged from ages
17-31, with an average age of 19. The average ACT/SAT score
was 24.

The sample used in the second stage of the study included
165 undergraduate students from the University of Oklahoma.
The sample included 101 females and 64 males. Subjects
ranged from ages 17-30, with an average age of 19. The aver-
age ACT/SAT score was 25. The students for both phases were
enrolled in an introductory psychology course and received
two course credits for their voluntary participation.

During the first hour of each stage of the study, participants
completed five covariate measures. The covariate measures
chosen for this study were intended to measure and control for
variables that might influence individual performance on cre-
ative problem-solving tasks. First, participants completed
Guilford’s (1984) Consequences “A” test, which assessed the
creativity skill divergent thinking. The consequences “A” test
contains five items where people are asked to list outcomes of
environmental change events. This test was scored for fluency
(total number of unique responses). The consequences test,
when scored for fluency, has been shown to evidence adequate
predictive validity (Merrifield, Guilford, Christensen, & Frick,
1962). In the sample at hand, this measure yielded a coeffi-
cient alpha of .82.

The next covariate, verbal reasoning skills, was drawn from
the Employee Aptitude Survey (EAS) to control for the poten-
tial influence of verbal skills on the quality and originality of
written ideas. The EAS contains 30 analogical reasoning items
and yields re-test reliabilities in the .70s. Evidence for the valid-
ity of this measure was provided by Ruch and Ruch (1980).

Zuckerman’s (1994) sensation seeking scale was also used
in this study. Because sensation seeking has been shown to
be related to risky behavior, this measure was used to control

METHOD

Subjects

Covariate Measures
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for the potential influence of risk-taking on idea preferences.
This scale assesses sensation-seeking based on 40 self-report
items indicating behavioral predispositions such as “I get bored
seeing the same old faces”. This test has been shown to have
adequate predictive validity (Zuckerman, Eysenck, & Eysenck,
1978) and produced a coefficient alpha of .77.

Goldberg’s (1990) “adjective checklist” was employed to
measure participants’ personality characteristics using a “Big
Five” model. This measure includes scales measuring neuro-
ticism, openness, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and ex-
traversion. The measure asks people to indicate, on a 9-point
likert scale, the extent to which adjectives such as active, emo-
tional, talkative, and nervous, depict an accurate or inaccu-
rate description of themselves. This measure was included to
examine individual differences that may influence performance
on the experimental task in the present study. Evidence
bearing on the reliability and validity of this measure has been
provided by Goldberg (1990).

The final two covariates were drawn from Tierney and Farmer
(2002). The first measure examined creative self-efficacy. This
measure evaluated creative self-efficacy based upon five items
(e.g., “I feel that I am good at generating novel ideas”). Partici-
pants were asked to indicate the extent to which each state-
ment applied by utilizing a 7-point likert scale ranging from 1
(very strongly disagree) to 7 (very strongly agree). This mea-
sure provided a coefficient alpha of .82 in the sample at hand.

Tierney and Farmer’s (1999) measure of intrinsic motiva-
tion was also used in this study. This covariate was included to
control for the potential influences of participants’ motivation
orientation on idea evaluation. This behavioral self report
measure presents descriptive statements (e.g., “I enjoy find-
ing solutions to complex problems”) on a 6-point likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 6 (strongly disagree). In
this study sample, the reliability of this measure was .85 as
assessed using coefficient alpha.

Phase I. As noted previously, this study was conducted in
two stages. At the outset of the first phase of the study, partici-
pants read through a scenario that established the framework
for the initial experimental task. In this scenario, participants
were given a brief history of the non-profit foundation, includ-
ing the origin of the foundation, its mission statement, and
the expectations for members of the foundation’s Advisory
Board. This background information indicated that the primary
goal of the Jackson foundation was to expand their project

Experimental Task
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portfolio to cover new and unique coverage areas. In addition,
participants were presented with projects that had putatively
been funded in the past as a way of familiarizing them with the
variety and type of ideas the foundation had supported in the
past. This background information informed participants that
their primary responsibility would be to produce a set of ideas
that might be considered for funding.

After reading the scenario, participants in the phase one
effort were asked to assume the role of a member of a non-
profit organization’s outreach program. As a member of the
outreach program, they would be responsible for generating
ideas that would cover new and unique target areas that would
serve to expand the foundation’s outreach options and would
potentially be a source for proposal development. Participants
were then given a worksheet and were asked to generate 15-20
ideas to be considered for proposal development. In addition
to generating 15-20 proposal ideas, participants were also
expected to list in one line bullet point format, three advanta-
geous characteristics of each proposal idea. This requirement
was imposed to permit content analysis of the ideas produced.
The ideas obtained in phase one served as the stimulus mate-
rial for phase two.

Phase II. At the outset of the second experimental task,
participants were asked to read through a scenario that estab-
lished the framework for the experiment. Again, this scenario
provided a brief history of the non-profit foundation, including
the origins of the foundation, its mission statement, and
expectations for participants as members of the Advisory
Board. This background information indicated that the Jack-
son foundation’s primary goal was to expanding their program
along new and useful avenues that might serve to lessen
society’s significant problems.

After reading the scenario, participants were asked to as-
sume the role of a member of the non-profit organization’s
outreach program. As a member of the outreach program, they
would be responsible for deciding which ideas would be
considered for proposal development. Participants would be
responsible for reviewing 72 pairs of proposal ideas and choos-
ing the better idea of each pair (a preference measure). After
making these decisions, participants were asked to select a
subset of ideas they would recommend for funding (a choice
measure).

The ideas gathered from phase one of the experiment served
to populate phase two of the study. As mentioned previously,
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phase one participants were responsible for generating ideas,
while phase two participants were responsible for evaluating
ideas. After the ideas from phase one were collected, four
raters were assembled to rate each of the ideas based on 12
attributes. These attributes were drawn from the literature
reviewed earlier. Figure 1 lists these attributes, their operational
definitions, and supporting citations.

The raters consisted of four Ph.D. candidates in industrial
and organizational psychology who were familiar with creativity
research. Each rater participated in a training program in
order to maximize interrater reliability. Initial rater training meet-
ings included examples of high, medium, and low ideas con-
taining each of the attributes being assessed. After attributes
were discussed, each rater judged a sample of ideas evidenc-
ing each of the attributes under consideration. After these
ratings had been made, raters reconvened to discuss their
judgments. Once an acceptable coefficient had been reached,
each rater proceeded with the rating task. The resulting
interrater agreement coefficients ranged from .45 to .73, with
an average of .60. Due to the nature of the reliabilities, item
reliability versus scale reliability, the .60 average is acceptable.

Evidence for the construct validity of these ratings was
obtained by examining the cross-scale correlations. Broadly
speaking, these correlations provided some evidence for the
convergent and divergent validity of these ratings. For example,
ease of implementation was correlated with understandability
(r = .29), consistency with extant social norms (r = .42), and
probability of success (r = .58). Implementation difficulty was
positively correlated with complication (r = .40) and risk (r =
.15), but negatively correlated with perceived probability of
success (r = –.29).

The ideas gathered in the phase one study were grouped
into pairs.

To create these pairs, six ideas receiving high ratings (a
mean rating above 4.0 on a 5-point scale) on the target at-
tribute were identified. Next, six ideas receiving low ratings on
the target attribute (a mean rating below 2.0) but high ratings
(a mean rating above 4.0) on one or more other attributes were
identified. These pairings were made under the constraint that
all ideas included in a pair must have above average ratings on
usefulness (a mean rating above 3.0) and that the compari-
son ideas must have received high ratings (ratings above 4.0)
on at least six different attributes.
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FIGURE 1. Attribute Definitions and Citations

Attribute  Definition  Citation

1. Risky High probability of acquiring a loss Sternberg and Lubart (1991, 1995,
1996); Sharma (1999)

2. Easy to Understand Clear meaning without a lot of Finke, Ward, and Smith (1992);
ambiguity Mumford and Hunter (in press)

3. Original Unusual; novel; unique; uncommon Guilford (1950); Finke, Ward, and
Smith (1992)

4. Complete Description Provides detailed steps needed to Guilford (1962)

make the plan work

5. Complicated Involves intricate details Mumford et al. (1991); Rubenson and
Runco (1992)

6. Consistent with Extant Popular and consistent with Rodgers and Adhikarya (1979);

Social Norms societal norms Runco and Chand (1991)

7. High Probability of Success Likely to be successful Jausovec (1994)

8. Easy to Implement Not difficult to implement Basadur, Runco, and Vega (2000)

9. Benefits a Number Benefits society as a whole Rubenson aned Runco (1992)

of People

10. Provides Desired Outcomes Produces societal rewards Runco and Chand (1991)

11. Time and Effort to Time and effort required during Rodgers and Adhikarya (1979);

Implement implementation Rubenson and Runco (1992)

12. Implementation Complexity Many steps likely required Basadur, Runco, and Vega (2000)
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As a program member, participants in the second phase
would be responsible for the evaluation of these ideas. After
reading through the scenario and set of instructions, partici-
pants were asked to review 72 pairs of ideas and to choose
one idea per pair that they felt was the better choice. After read-
ing through the sets of ideas, participants were then asked to
make their final recommendations for funding. Upon making
their final recommendations, participants were reminded of
the foundations primary goal of expanding its research along
new and useful avenues.

Three manipulations were made vis-à-vis the instructions
presented in describing the phase two study. The first manipu-
lation focused on the amount of time subjects had to com-
plete the experimental task. This manipulation was established
by either setting a 20-minute time limit for completion of the
experimental task, or by allowing as much time as necessary
to complete the task. Pilot studies indicated that a 20 minute
time limit was sufficient to induce evaluation pressure.

The second manipulation focused on stringency levels. This
manipulation was implemented during the final recommenda-
tion phase. After the participants reviewed the 72 pairs of ideas,
half of the participants were asked to record five ideas they
felt were deserving of funding. The other half of the partici-
pants were told to record all the ideas they felt were deserving
of funding.

The third and final manipulation focused on social evalua-
tive pressure. This manipulation was established through the
instructions given to people participating in the second phase
of this study. After reading through the set of instructions, half
of the participants were told that their final recommendations
would be compared to others’ recommendations and to make
their selections wisely. The other half of the participants were
told that there would be no comparison to others’ recommenda-
tions and to feel free to include those they felt deserved funding.

The first dependent variable examined attribute preference
based on the 72 idea pairs. The preference measure involved
a count of the number of times an idea, displaying an attribute
as either the target or comparison idea, was selected divided
by the total number of times the attribute appeared in either
the target or comparison ideas. Hence, the first dependent
variable reflected participants’ attribute preferences for the
ideas presented in pairs.

The second dependent variable focused on the idea selec-
tion, on choice, as opposed to idea preference. After reading
through the sets of ideas, participants were then asked to

Experimental
Manipulations

Dependent
Variables
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select those ideas out of the possible 144 that they would
recommend to receive funding. Each idea selected was as-
sessed in terms of the relevant attributes. A count was obtained
for each attribute associated with the ideas recommended for
funding. This count, divided by the total number of times the
attribute appeared, provided the choice measure applied in the
present study.

The dependent variables examined in the first set of
analyses were the attribute preference scores derived from
the idea pairs. A multivariate analysis of covariance was con-
ducted where attributes were treated as a repeated measures
variable and the individual difference measures were treated
as covariates. Stringency, time pressure, and social evaluative
pressure were included as independent variables. A covariate
control variable was retained in this analysis only if it provided
effects significant at the .05 level.

The second set of analyses examined the ideas participants
recommended for funding in their final selections. A multi-
variate analysis of covariance was again conducted where
attributes were treated as a repeated measures variable and
the individual difference measures were treated as covariates.
Once again, a covariate control was retained only if it was
significant at the .05 level.

Table 1 presents the results obtained in the multivariate
analysis of covariance examining attribute preferences. Al-
though no significant covariates emerged in this analysis, the
attribute variables produced a highly significant main effect
(F (11, 147) = 90.35, p < .001). The effect size estimate (n2

= .87) indicated that people had marked preferences in the
attributes they found desirable in ideas. In support of Hypoth-
esis 1, the mean scores obtained on these variables, relative
to the overall attribute preference score (

—
X = .48, SE = .007)

indicated that people preferred ideas that 1) were consistent
with extant social norms (

—
X = .57, SE = .006); 2) were likely

to provide desired outcomes quickly (
—
X = .55, SE = .008);

3) were complex to implement (
—
X = .54, SE = .008); 4) were

easy to understand (
—
X = .53, SE = .007); and, 5) would benefit

a number of people (
—
X = .52, SE = .007). Although the prefer-

ence for complex implementation requirements may at first
glance appear surprising, the complexity of implementation
may have provided people with a justification for funding. This
finding aside, a rather straightforward pattern of preferences
emerged indicating that people preferred ideas that were readily
understood and appropriate to the social context which pro-
vided evident short-term benefits.

Analyses

RESULTS

Preferences
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TABLE 1. Summary of the Results of the Multivariate Analysis of Covariance
for Attribute Preferences.

F df p ηηηηη2

Covariates

    None significant

Main Effects

    Attributes 90.356 11, 147 .000 .871

    Time Pressure .006 1, 157 .938 .000

    Stringency Level .403 1, 157 .526 .003

    Social Evaluative Pressure 7.452 1, 157 .007 .045

Two way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure 1.600 11, 147 .104 .107

    Attributes × Stringency Level .706 11, 147 .732 .050

    Attributes × Social
Evaluative Pressure .656 11,147 .778 .047

    Time Pressure × Stringency Level 4.277 1, 157 .040 .027

    Time Pressure × Social
Evaluative Pressure .754 1, 157 .386 .055

    Stringency Level × Social
Evaluative Pressure 3.311 1, 157 .071 .021

Three way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Stringency Level 1.063 11, 147 .396 .074

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Social Evaluative Pressure 1.013 11, 147 .437 .070

    Attributes × Stringency Level ×
Social Evaluative Pressure 1.545 11, 147 .122 .104

    Time Pressure × Social Evaluative
Pressure × Stringency Level 1.325 1, 157 .251 .008

Four way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Stringency Level × Social
Evaluative Pressure .909 11, 147 .533 .064

Note: F = F Ratio; df = Degrees of Freedom; p = Significance Level using Roy’s
Largest Root; h2 = Effect Size as Percent Variance Accounted for.



210

Idea Evaluation

In keeping with this observation, and in accordance with
Hypothesis 2, people tended to reject two types of ideas, 1)
ideas that were original (

—
X = .40, SE = .008) and 2) ideas that

were risky (
—
X = .41, SE = .011). People, apparently, tend to re-

ject risky original ideas when considering resource investments.
In addition, however, they also tended to reject ideas that had
complete descriptions (

—
X = .33, SE = .009) — perhaps because

ideas that could be fully described quickly were viewed as too
obvious, or too simplistic, to be worthy of resources.

Although the situational variables evidenced weaken effects
on idea preference scores, some potentially noteworthy con-
text effects were observed. A marginally significant interaction
was obtained for time pressure and attribute preference inter-
action (F (11, 147) = 1.6, p < .15). When given no time limit,
people tended to prefer ideas, relative to overall scores (

—
X =

.486, SE = .009), that 1) were complicated (
—
X = .585, SE =

.009); 2) were likely to provide desired outcomes quickly
(
—
X = .566, SE = .012); 3) were complex to implement (

—
X = .545,

SE = .011); and, 4) were easy to understand (
—
X = .532, SE =

.009). Additionally, people tended to disregard ideas that had
complete descriptions (

—
X = .321, SE = .013) and were original

(
—
X = .412, SE = .011).

When put under, relative to overall scores (
—
X = .485, SE =

.011), conditions of time pressure, people tended to prefer ideas
that 1) were consistent with extant social norms (

—
X = .571, SE

= .008); 2) required a large amount of time to implement
(
—
X = .549, SE = .011); and, 3) were likely to provide desired

outcomes quickly (
—
X = .538, SE = .011). In addition, people

tended to disregard ideas that had complete descriptions
(
—
X = .343, SE = .012) and were original in nature (

—
X = .395, SE

= .011). This pattern of results indicates that, when given no
time limit, people tended to prefer ideas that were complicated
and required complex implementation. On the other hand,
when put under conditions of time pressure people tended to
prefer ideas that were consistent with extant social norms and
provided desired outcomes quickly. This pattern of findings is,
of course, consistent with hypothesis three, although the asso-
ciated effect size was not large (n2 = .10).

In addition to these effects of time pressure, a significant
main effect was obtained for the social evaluation pressure
manipulation (F (1, 157) = 7.45, p < .01). Across attributes,
higher preference scores were obtained when people expected
that their final choices would be compared to others (

—
X = .49,

SE = .003) than when they were not lead to believe their choices
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would be compared to others (
—
X = .48, SE = .003). Apparently,

when people believed their choices would be compared to oth-
ers, they tended to prefer ideas that were more extreme mani-
festations of the various attributes under consideration. These
preferred attributes, however, apparently varied from person
to person idiosyncratically and did not provide overwhelming
effects (n2 = .045).

A significant interaction was also obtained between strin-
gency and time pressure (F (1, 157) = 4.28, p < .05). Inspec-
tion of the relevant cell means indicated that when put under
conditions of time pressure, and told to recommend only 5
ideas, higher overall mean scores were obtained, (

—
X = .49, SE

= .004), as opposed to when put under no time pressure and
told to recommend as many ideas as they wished, (

—
X = .48,

SE = .004). Hence, when given a time limit and forced to choose
the top 5 ideas, people tended to prefer distinct characteristics
in the ideas presented. These effects, however, would be
expected if time and processing constraints force people to
retain distinctive ideas with respect to idiosyncratically pre-
ferred attributes. Again, however, the magnitude of these
effects was not large (n2 = .027).

Table 2 presents the results obtained in the multivariate
analysis of covariance where attribute scores of the ideas rec-
ommended for funding were examined. Again, no significant
covariates were obtained. The attributes under consideration,
however, provided a significant effect (F (11, 133) = 11.11, p <
.001) and stable main effect (n2 = .47) As might be expected
based on our forgoing observations, and in accordance with
Hypothesis 1, people tended to recommend ideas for funding
that 1) would benefit a number of people (

—
X = .082, SE = .005);

2) would be complex to implement (
—
X = .071, SE = .005); 3)

were consistent with extant social norms (
—
X = .074, SE = .004);

4) were complicated (
—
X = .074, SE = .005); and, 5) would likely

provide desired outcomes (
—
X = .069, SE = .005) – as compared

to the overall attribute choice score (
—
X = .063, SE = .004). Ap-

parently, in choosing ideas to fund, people continue to evidence
their preferences for ideas consistent with extant systems that
would benefit many while preferring to invest funds where the
demands of the effort justified expenditures. In keeping with
this observation, people also tended to reject ideas that had
complete descriptions (

—
X = .031, SE = .004) or were easily un-

derstood (
—
X = .056, SE = .003). It was also found, consistent

with Hypothesis 2, that people tended not to recommend highly
original ideas for funding (

—
X = .051, SE = .004).

Choices
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TABLE 2. Summary of the Results of the Multivariate Analysis of Covariance
for Attribute Choices.

F df p ηηηηη2

Covariates

    None significant

Main Effects

    Attributes 11.116 11, 133 .000 .479

    Time Pressure 22.855 1, 143 .000 .138

    Stringency Level 91.028 1, 143 .000 .389

    Social Evaluative Pressure 1.833 1, 143 .178 .013

Two way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure 1.868 11, 133 .049 .134

    Attributes × Stringency Level 2.328 11, 133 .012 .161

    Attributes × Social
Evaluative Pressure 1.330 11, 133 .215 .099

    Time Pressure × Stringency Level 22.993 1, 143 .000 .139

    Time Pressure × Social
Evaluative Pressure .049 1, 143 .825 .000

    Stringency Level × Social
Evaluative Pressure 1.908 1, 143 .169 .013

Three way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Stringency Level 1.912 11, 133 .043 .137

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Social Evaluative Pressure .720 11, 133 .717 .056

    Attributes × Stringency Level ×
Social Evaluative Pressure 1.192 11, 133 .298 .090

    Time Pressure × Social Evaluative
Pressure × Stringency Level .334 1, 143 .564 .002

Four way Interactions

    Attributes × Time Pressure ×
Stringency Level × Social
Evaluative Pressure 1.313 11, 133 .224 .098

 Note: F = F Ratio; df = Degrees of Freedom; p = Significance Level using Roy’s
Largest Root; h2 = Effect Size as Percent Variance Accounted for.
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Attribute choice and time pressure also produced a signifi-
cant interaction, (F (11, 133) = 1.87, p < .05) associated with a
modest effect size (n2 = .13). When given no time limit, people
tended to recommend ideas that 1) were consistent with ex-
tant social norms (

—
X = .093, SE = .006); 2) would benefit a

number of people (
—
X = .098, SE = .007); 3) were likely to pro-

vide desired outcomes quickly (
—
X = .089, SE = .007); 4) were

complicated (
—
X = .088, SE = .007); and, 5) would be complex

to implement (
—
X = .087, SE = .007), as compared to the over-

all average (
—
X = .078, SE = .006). Additionally, people tended

to disregard ideas that had complete descriptions (
—
X = .039,

SE = .006) and were original (
—
X = .054, SE = .007). When put

under conditions of time pressure, and contrary to Hypothesis
3, people tended to recommend ideas that 1) would benefit a
number of people (

—
X = .065, SE = .007); 2) were complicated

(
—
X = .060, SE = .006); 3) would be complex to implement (

—
X =

.055, SE = .007); 4) were consistent with extant social norms
(
—
X = .055, SE = .006); and, 5) would require a lot of time and

effort to implement (
—
X = .054, SE = .006), as compared to the

overall average (
—
X = .048, SE = .006). In addition, people tended

to disregard ideas that were easy to understand (
—
X = .037, SE

= .006) and had complete descriptions (
—
X = .343, SE = .012).

Apparently, time pressure inhibited application of the evalua-
tion criteria leading to the acceptance of more complex, com-
plicated, and original ideas.

A significant effect was also obtained for the attribute choice
and stringency interaction, (F (11, 133) = 2.33, p < .05), which
produced a moderate effect size estimate (n2 = .16). When told
to include all recommendations they felt necessary, as com-
pared to the overall average (

—
X = .092, SE = .006), people

tended to recommend ideas that 1) would benefit a number of
people (

—
X = .120, SE = .007); 2) were consistent with extant

social norms (
—
X = .110, SE = .006); 3) were complicated (

—
X =

.106, SE = .007); 4) were likely to produce desired outcomes
quickly (

—
X = .103, SE = .007); and, 5) were complex to imple-

ment (
—
X = .102, SE = .007). Furthermore, people tended to

reject ideas that had complete descriptions (
—
X = .051, SE =

.006) and were original (
—
X = .074, SE = .006). However, when

told to recommend the top 5 ideas, people tended to recom-
mend ideas that would benefit a number of people (

—
X = .043,

SE = .007) and were complicated in nature (
—
X = .042, SE =

.006) as compared to the overall average (
—
X = .033, SE = .006).

Additionally, consistent with Hypothesis 4, people, in compari-
son to the overall average (

—
X = .033, SE = .006), tended to
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reject ideas that 1) had complete descriptions (
—
X = .011, SE =

.006); 2) were original (
—
X = .027, SE = .006); and, 3) were easy

to understand (
—
X = .026, SE = .005). These results indicate

that under conditions of high stringency, people tended to
choose ideas that were consistent with extant social norms and
would benefit a number of people. However, when given high
stringency levels, people tended to choose complicated ideas
that would benefit a number of people.

A significant three-way interaction was also obtained be-
tween attribute choice, time pressure, and stringency, (F (11,
133) = 1.91, p < .05) which provided a modest effect size esti-
mate (n2 = .13). When given no time limit and less stringent
criteria, people tended to prefer ideas that would benefit a num-
ber of people (

—
X = .153, SE = .010) and ideas that were likely to

provide desired outcomes quickly (
—
X = .145, SE = .010) as

compared to the overall average (M = .121, SE = .009). More-
over, they tended to reject original ideas (

—
X = .087, SE = .009)

that had complete descriptions (
—
X = .066, SE = .009). How-

ever, when given no time limit and high stringency, people
tended to prefer ideas that would benefit a number of people
(
—
X = .044, SE = .010) and ideas that ideas that were easy to

implement (
—
X = .038, SE = .007) as compared to the overall

average (
—
X = .033, SE = .009). They also tended to reject ideas

that had complete descriptions (
—
X = .013, SE = .008) and were

original (
—
X = .022, SE = .009).

In comparison, when put under time pressure and given strin-
gent criteria, people tended to recommend ideas that had com-
plete descriptions (

—
X = .099, SE = .008) and ideas that were

risky (
—
X = .044, SE = .011) as compared to the overall aver-

age (
—
X = .041, SE = .008). They tended to reject ideas that

were easily understood (
—
X = .022, SE = .006) and were con-

sistent with extant social norms (
—
X = .033, SE = .008). When

put under time pressure and given less stringent criteria, how-
ever, people tended to recommend ideas that would benefit a
number of people (

—
X = .088, SE = .009) and were consistent

with extant social norms (
—
X = .077, SE = .009) relative to the

overall average (
—
X = .062, SE = .008). They also tended to

reject ideas that had complete descriptions (
—
X = .035, SE =

.008) and ideas that were risky (
—
X = .051, SE = .011). This

pattern of results suggests that time pressure and stringent
criteria inhibited the application of evaluation criteria, leading
to the recommendation of risky ideas.

In addition to strong attribute preferences, a significant main
effect was obtained for time pressure (F (1, 143) = 22.86,
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p < .001), stringency (F (1, 143) = 91.03, p < .001), and time
pressure and stringency interaction (F (1, 143) = 22.99,
p < .001). Examination of the relevant cell means indicated
that, when given no time limit and told to recommend all ideas
they felt necessary, higher overall mean scores were obtained.
In other words, when given more time to choose ideas and given
less stringent criteria, people selected more ideas. Hence, the
more ideas they selected, the more attributes that were present.
These effects, however, would be expected given the nature
of the choice measure vis-à-vis the manipulations under
consideration.

Perhaps the most salient conclusion to be drawn from this study
is the undeniable disdain for risky and original ideas. Specifi-
cally, we found ideas evidencing risk and originality were not
preferred vis-à-vis other ideas and were not selected for further
development. Before elaborating on these findings, we should
acknowledge certain limitations regarding the study at hand.
One possible constraint, which is applicable to any laboratory
task in the study of real-world creativity, was the use of a col-
lege sample. Although college samples are often used in aca-
demic studies, it should be noted that generalizability of the
results may be open to question. In this regard, however, it
should be noted that the task employed was reasonably realis-
tic. This foundation grant award task, moreover, proved to be
reasonably engaging for undergraduates.

Another limitation of the present study derives from our use
of an undergraduate sample. It is possible that attribute prefer-
ences may be moderated by certain characteristics of the
judges under consideration. Thus, highly creative people
(Basadur, Runco, & Vega, 2000) and people who have sub-
stantial expertise working in a domain (Weisberg, 1999) may
apply different standards in evaluating ideas.

Still another limitation to the present study is the number of
attributes, or standards, selected for evaluation. More specifi-
cally, the attributes being evaluated are a mere sub-sample of
those that can be considered during the evaluation phase. The
literature presents many attributes that can be considered dur-
ing idea evaluation. However, the present study focuses on a
sub-sample in order to establish a working ground and to ad-
vance findings in regard to evaluation research. It is, of course,
possible that a more comprehensive examination of relevant
attributes might reveal a limited set of underlying dimensions.
Although examination of these underlying attributes would be

DISCUSSION
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desirable, potentially producing stronger effects, the explor-
atory nature of the present study, and lack of a comprehen-
sive examination of all relevant attributes, precluded this kind
of analysis.

Even bearing these limitations in mind, however, the results
obtained in the present study appear to have some notewor-
thy implications for how people go about evaluating ideas.
Results from the present study reveal that people favor ideas
across both preference and choice tasks that are safe and con-
sistent with societal norms and expectations. More specifically,
people seek out ideas that are consistent with extant social
norms, ideas that will benefit a number of people, and ideas
that are complicated to implement. These results support the
findings of Rodgers and Adhikarya (1979) that suggest accep-
tance of ideas is influenced by consistency with extant social
systems and the extent to which short-term gains will result
from pursuit of a new idea.

Conversely, people have a marked disdain for original and
risky ideas. Results from the present study reveal that, for both
the preference and choice tasks, risky and original ideas were
discounted. These results are, of course, consistent with prior
findings indicating that people consider potential negative
outcomes during idea evaluation (Sharma, 1999). Further-
more, the nature of risky and original ideas implies that lim-
ited confidence can be placed in ideas evidencing these
attributes. The ambiguity that surrounds the outcomes of pur-
suing these ideas may lead people to actively search and screen
out these ideas as a self-protection or risk reduction measure
(Mumford, Blair, Dailey, Leritz, & Osburn, in press).

Some support for this conclusion may be obtained by con-
sidering the findings obtained for the time pressure manipula-
tion. Prior studies indicate that information processing
capacities are reduced when put under time pressure which
leads to superficial analysis and preference for rapid closure
(De Dreu, 2003; Suri & Monro, 2003). Consistent with the
notion that people actively seek to eliminate original high risk
ideas, reduction of processing capacity by induction of time
pressure leads to the acceptance of original, high risk ideas. In
other words, only when monitoring and evaluation processes
are disrupted will people pursue high risk, original ideas — a
finding suggesting, in accordance with the effect size obtained
from attribute differences, that people have a strong bias
against these ideas in favor of ideas providing tangible short-
term benefits.
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The question that arises at this juncture involves the pro-
cesses leading to rejection of high risk, original ideas. Implicit
in our forgoing observations is the notion that people avoid
risk (Hogarth, 1980), leading to the rejection of both risky and
original ideas which, by virtue of their ambiguity, entail risk
and uncertainty. However, at least three other explanations exist
that might account for these results. First, original, high risk
ideas also have the potential to produce negative outcomes.
As a result, it is possible peoples’ forecasting of negative out-
comes, and the salience of negative outcomes under condi-
tions of ambiguity, may lead people to search for, and screen
out, high risk, original ideas.

A second explanation comes from the idea that people may
feel it is irresponsible to pursue risky or original ideas. In the
context of resource allocation on funding tasks, people may
assume accountability for resource allocation leading to rejec-
tion of ideas where a reasonable “return on investment” can
not be assured. Some support for this proposition may be found
in the tendency of people to fund complicated ideas given the
justification complexity provides for funding.

A third explanation for the rejection of original and risky
ideas is a broader sense of social responsibility. People may
feel drawn towards ideas that are compatible with social needs.
In fact, in the present study, people seemed to prefer ideas
that were consistent with extant social norms and would ben-
efit a number of people. Failure to allocate resources to these
ideas, due to a preference for exciting, novel, high risk ideas —
may be viewed as self-centered and self-indulgent. As a result,
attempts to maintain a positive self-concept may lead to the
rejection of risky and original ideas.

Not only do all of these explanations provide a plausible
explanation for the results obtained in the present study, it is,
in fact, possible that all of these explanatory systems are oper-
ating simultaneously. Some indirect evidence bearing on this
point may be found in the magnitude of the obtained effects.
The effect size obtained for these attribute preferences was
unusually large suggesting that multiple evaluative systems
were operating synchronistically to determine peoples’ prefer-
ences — and, their eventual choices. In fact, these attribute pref-
erences were so strong they appeared to overwhelm the various
manipulations under consideration in the present study.

The results obtained in the current study have some note-
worthy practical implications. To begin, individuals benefit from
original and risky ideas in that they may provide new ways of
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solving problems (Sternberg & Lubart, 1996). If people reject
novel, risky ideas, the likelihood that they will generate truly
viable solutions to novel problems will be reduced. Thus, the
rejection of original and risky ideas may act to undermine
creative thought. By undermining creative thought the feasi-
bility of innovation and effective organizational change is
reduced.

Perhaps the most critical implication of the findings obtained
in the present study involves the process by which ideas, prod-
ucts, and projects are reviewed. Most ideas and project pro-
posals go through a screening process conducted by panels
of committee members. Typically, in this screening process,
ideas are eliminated based on a set of standards that are cen-
tral to the organization (Bink & Marsh, 2000). The present
findings indicate that original and risky ideas will tend to be
rejected in this review process — a problem that will be exacer-
bated by a sequential multi-step review process (Bercovitz,
de Figueiredo, & Teele, 1997). As a result, the truly original
ideas many organizations seek to fund will be rejected.

Of course, one implication of these observations is that
there would be value in providing managers or reviewers with
training in the application of appropriate standards for idea
evaluation. In fact, studies by Basadur and Hausdorf (1996)
and Treffinger (1995) suggest that interventions of this sort
may increase peoples’ capability and willingness to identify
and pursue original ideas. The results obtained in the present
study, however, suggest that the effectiveness of this training
may also be enhanced by encouraging people to accept
the risk entailed in original ideas and consider standards in
idea appraisal other than short-term gain and the ease of
implementation.

In addition to these practical implications, the present study
points to a broader theoretical conclusion. Consistent with the
observations of Lonergan, Scott, and Mumford (2004), the idea
evaluation process appears contingent on the standards
peoples apply in appraising ideas — standards that seem linked
to certain preferred attributes. The present study extends this
line of research indicating that contextual variables including
goals, constraints, and processing demands shape, at least to
some extent, the idea evaluation process (Stokes & Fisher,
2005). Hopefully, future research will extend this research to
identify the contexts that shape peoples’ willingness to pursue
original, albeit risky, ideas — ideas that people apparently have
a strong tendency to discount.
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