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ABSTRACT 

 

The traditional view of creativity has held that creativity is beneficial, or benevolent. In 

contrast to the constructive forms of creativity we are most familiar with, is the darker 

and more destructive side of the creative process. The intended use of creativity to 

negative ends has been formally referred to as malevolent creativity. This study examines 

malevolent creativity in 173 participants using an online survey. Concepts from 

traditional creativity research provided important insights into the creative person and 

process. Combined, these areas of research facilitated a framework for examining how 

the malevolent and creative person, converge. The key personality traits and situations 

that foster malevolent forms of creativity are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The study of creativity was born more than fifty years ago in an address to the American 

Psychological Association by J.P. Guilford in his 1950 article titled “Creativity.” Since Guilford, 

creativity research has steadily grown in its depth and breadth of knowledge in regards to the 

creative person, process, and outcome (Sternberg, 2005). Today, the field of creativity is large 

and varied, incorporating more than 60 definitions, an encyclopedia, and a series of handbooks 

(Sternberg, 2005).  As a result, the subject of creativity is a complex, multifaceted field that is 

distinct and independent from other areas of research such as innovation, imagination and 

intelligence.  

Creativity plays an important role in our everyday lives. We use creative thinking to not 

only problem solve, but to cope, learn and adapt on a daily basis. Of consequence, leading 

researchers have begun to address ways in which creativity can be enhanced and manipulated. 

Research questions include how to recognize key personality traits, or intrinsic characteristics of 

the creative person, and; how to best support, guide, and strengthen creative environments 

(Sternberg, 2005).  

  In addition to research on the creative person and environment, researchers have begun to 

explore the relationship between culture and creativity (Westwood, 2003). This approach to 

creativity has found among other things, that no one culture is superior to another in fostering 

creativity. The cultural norms and values we are exposed to, provide us with different 

mechanisms and cognitive schemes in which we assess and measure creativity (Westwood, 

2003). For example, Westwood (2003) describes western culture as emphasizing creativity as a 

pragmatic tool to help people problem solve. This is in contrast to the “situation accepting” 

orientation in Asia and elsewhere (Westwood, 2003). 
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Overall, creativity researchers agree that creativity is the result of certain personality 

traits, sociocultural influences, and environmental components (Edmonds et al., 2005). 

Researchers have also determined that creative individuals do not work in isolation, but rather, in 

collaboration with others. Thus, creativity arises from activities where interaction is necessary 

and collective knowledge is essential (Fischer et al., 2005).  

 

What is creativity?  

Creativity in its most simplistic sense is regarded as the production of an idea or product 

that is both novel and useful (Mumford, Connelly & Gaddis, 2003). Such a definition would not 

be comprehensive if it did not include the components of originality and usefulness (Edmonds et 

al., 2005). These additional components distinguish creativity from other cognitive abilities like 

reading, writing, and learning. Moreover, creativity research tends to suggest that creativity is 

within the individual and is reliant upon cognitive style, ability, and expertise (Furnham & 

Bachtiar, 2008).  

 

Who is the creative person? 

 A vast area of creativity research has been dedicated to the creative person. The most 

widely used personality theory for creativity researchers is the Five-Factor Model of Personality. 

This theory includes the personality traits of neuroticism, agreeableness, openness to experience, 

conscientiousness, and extraversion. The most highly associated personality trait  to be linked to 

creativity (from this theory) is openness to experience (Viswesvaran, & Ones, 2000; Feist, 1998). 

To illustrate this, a meta-analysis by Feist (1998) found that scientists and artists that were “open 

to new experiences” were associated with innovation and higher levels of creative performance.  
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Similar to the link between creativity and “openness,” is the psychometric measure of 

intelligence and creativity. For example, Wai et al. (2005) demonstrates the unique link between 

intelligence and creativity in a longitudinal study comprised of gifted thirteen year olds. Wai and 

colleagues found that SAT scores predicted creative accomplishments 20 years later for these 

gifted students. These findings by Feist and Wai showcase the predictive powers of intelligence 

and “openness” in creative personalities. 

Interestingly, Furnham and Bachtiar (2008) found that self-assessed creative ability was 

significantly related to overall creativity. The theoretical basis for measuring creative 

performance through self-assessment stems from the self-efficacy of participants. Participants 

that indicate high creative ability are associated with high creative output (Bandura, 1997). 

Combined, these findings suggest that creative people are intelligent, open to new experiences 

and possess an ability for self-evaluation.  

 

What is a creative environment? 

 A statement alluded to earlier is that environment can be more or less conducive to 

creative thinking and innovation. The application of understanding creative environments 

extends well beyond theoretical frameworks. In an experimental study by Amabile (1990) work 

environment was determined as crucial to creative performance.  Similarly, in a meta-analysis by 

Hunter, Bedell-Avers, and Mumford (2007) it was found that creative climate was central to 

successful innovation.  

In addition to identifying the importance of creative climates in the creative process, eight 

essential stimulants for creative environments were identified by Amabile and Gryskiewicz 

(1989). These stimulants included diverse and communicative coworkers, appropriate resources 
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and recognition, and perceived support for creative endeavors by the organization. Similarly, 

researchers found that time pressure, keeping the status quo, too much evaluation and 

organization hindered creative environments and by proxy, innovation (Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 

1989). 

 

Link between creativity, crime and terrorism 

The creativity behind planning and executing terroristic acts has increasingly taken the 

agenda of leading creativity researchers. Contrary to common perception, terrorism does not 

precede poverty, lack of education, and membership into certain social and religious groups 

(Mumford & Hunter, 2005). Rather, the driving force behind most terroristic individuals is one 

of dissatisfaction with the current state of community or country (Mumford & Hunter, 2005).  

In addition to this research, James et al. (1999) described the key ingredients to creative 

terrorism as innovation with malevolent intent. This description by James and colleagues is 

consistent with the goals of terrorism: to illicit chaos, fear and confusion in effective and 

surprising ways (Stout, 2002). Thus, terrorism and criminality can be efficaciously argued as 

creative endeavors to malevolent ends. In light of this, there is an acute need for society to 

understand the predictors of malevolent creativity in the implementation of criminal and 

terroristic acts. 

 

Malevolent creativity 

“Never again should we think of creativity as strictly a good thing” (Cropley, Kauffman, 

& Cropley, 2008, p.134).  The behavior of terrorists and criminals alike, demonstrate that 

“creativity can be used for evil” and destructive purposes (Cropley et al., 2008, p.134). In this 
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regard, creativity should not be regarded as an inherently moral act but rather, an act of 

originality and usefulness for both good and bad outcomes. 

Malevolent or benevolent forms of creativity are most analogous to different sides of the 

same coin. Most creativity research has focused on the study of benevolent creativity, the good 

outcomes of the creative process. However, in contrast to the virtuous side of creativity is the 

darker and more destructive side of the creative process termed malevolent creativity.  

 Specifically, malevolent creativity is a creative endeavor “deliberately planned” to bring 

harm, damage, or destruction (Andreani & Pagnin, 1993). This dark side of the creative coin 

lacks the innately moral component of previously described creative people and environments. 

Andreani and Pagnin (1993) created a comprehensive list of principles inherent of malevolent 

forms of creativity. These included antisocial intentions and a nonexistent regard for social 

conventions.  

In addition to trying to describe the intrinsic characteristics of malevolent creativity, 

researchers have found that malevolent creativity can be triggered by emotional reactions.  

Individuals who experience negative “affect” tend to develop negative creative goals that 

provoke more malevolent behaviors (James et al., 1999). Similarly, the personality traits that 

tend to correlate to malevolent individuals are unconventionality and impulsiveness, traits 

associated with criminality (Schuldberg, 2001). Additionally, research on malevolent forms of 

creativity tend to suggest a link between depression and other affective disorders in regards to 

more creative outcomes (Akinola & Mendes, 2008).  

However, it should be noted that identifying malevolently creative individuals is new to 

the area of creativity research. Currently, little is not known about malevolent creativity in terms 

of the person, group, and context. Therefore, this study attempts to examine malevolently 
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creative individuals and situations from a combination of research on malevolent personalities 

and the creative person.   

 

Hypothesis 1a: We predict high levels of malevolent creativity in participants with creative 

ability and a malevolent disposition.  

Hypothesis 1b: Similarly, we predict malevolently creative individuals will be low on impulse 

control and high on need for cognition.  

Hypothesis 1c: Finally, we predict that malevolent creativity will be seen in participants higher 

in intelligence, an important factor in predicting creative performance.  

 

Malevolent creativity and group influences  

As previously described, creativity does not take place in isolation with one‟s self but 

rather, in collaboration with others. This essential component to the creative process can be 

applied to criminal and terroristic groups that accomplish “evil” goals with innovative ideas or 

products. Thus, examining the application of malevolent creativity by malevolent organizations 

is beneficial to society and should incorporate a framework of social interactions and peer 

pressure. 

The powerful effects of group influence and social pressure are demonstrated in a classic 

study by Asche (1951).  In this study, participants would give the clearly erroneous answer when 

the majority of  “participants” (confederates of the study) answered the same question, 

incorrectly. The results of this study indicated that “the tendency to [conform] in our society is so 

strong that reasonably intelligent and well-meaning young people are willing to call white black” 

(Asche, 1951, p.190).   
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In a revised version of this study a situational factor found to influence the overall level 

of conformity was group size. Specifically, participants conformed to groups of 3 or 4 just as 

easily as they conformed to groups of 4 or more (Asche, 1956). Interestingly, the participants 

that conformed the least were seen in experiments were a confederate acted as an “ally.”  

Moreover, in a series of experiments containing a singe confederate “ally” participants 

were more likely to give the correct answer a fourth as much as in they did in original 

experiment by Asche (1951).  These findings reveal the importance of group influence and the 

role of social pressure in conforming to the beliefs and actions of the majority. Therefore, the 

study of malevolent creativity must take into consideration the effects of group interactions and 

peer pressure.  

 

Hypothesis 2a: We predict malevolent creativity will be highest in peer groups characterized by 

malevolence through malevolent peer modeling. Furthermore, malevolence and malevolent 

creativity will flourish at the behest of a malevolent contemporary. 

Hypothesis 2b: Malevolent creativity will deteriorate in peer groups characterized by 

benevolence. Moreover, we predict the least amount of malevolence and malevolent creativity in 

participants exposed to benevolent peer modeling. 
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METHODS 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from an upper level psychology course from a large 

Northeastern University. Of the 173 individuals who completed the online survey, 59% were 

female and 41% male. The average age of the sample was 22 with 81% of participants between 

18 and 22 years of age. Furthermore, all participants were allotted amply time to complete the 

study and received extra credit as compensation toward their final grade.  

 

Procedure 

This experiment was conducted through an online survey.  A link to the survey site was 

provided to participants by their course instructor. Prior to taking the survey, students were 

informed that the intent of the study was to “determine how framing affects the way an event is 

planned.” In addition to this, participants were informed that they would be asked to provide 

creative input to several scenarios not beyond those experienced in everyday life.  

The first task participants were asked to complete required answering a battery of control 

measures. These measures included self-evaluation of creative performance and personality. 

After students completed the initial measures, they were asked to be as creative as possible in 

gaining the media‟s attention in an attempt to change a new University policy.   

In regards to asking participants to be “as creative as possible,” research suggests that 

asking college students to be more creative leads to higher levels of creativity, overall ( Katz and 

Poag, 1979). Similarly, research on divergent thinking tasks has revealed that task instruction can 

impact participant creativity (Kaufman, 2009). To review participant instructions and prompts, 

please refer to Appendix A. It should be noted that each participant received the same set of 
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instructions and prompts for each task.  

After completion of the baseline task, participants were randomly assigned to one of four 

video conditions. Each video was embedded within the survey and lasted approximately two 

minutes. Additionally, each video contained a group of five student actors discussing solutions to 

an internet censorship campaign by college administrators. After participants viewed a video 

clip, they were asked to generate a creative solution to a University budgeting problem. This task 

was the primary task of interest. 

Both the baseline and primary task were feasible in that all subjects could produce a 

written response that trained undergraduate raters could assess. Moreover, both tasks did not 

require special knowledge or a special set of skills. Finally, upon completion of the study 

participants were debriefed and thanked for their participation. Students who completed the 

survey received extra credit towards their final grade. Additionally, the average length of the 

study was 45 minutes.  

 

Manipulation  

To manipulate each experimental condition, a group of five undergraduate psychology 

students were videotaped in a large conference room discussing a new University policy. The 

policy being discussed entailed university administrators blocking students‟ ability to access 

social networking sites on all campus computers. The background information presented to 

participants can be viewed in Appendix B.  

 Benevolent group, no dissenter. The no malevolence condition expressed ideas that 

followed school policy in a peaceful exchange with university administrators. The plan of action 

included a student petition, a letter writing campaign, and a blog to raise awareness. In addition 
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to this, group members addressed one another in a strictly positive and accepting manner.  

Malevolent group, no dissenter.  The high malevolent condition attempted to stop the 

new policy from being implemented by employing harmful and disruptive courses of action. This 

groups‟ strategy was to hold a protest, convince students to skip their classes, and to send viruses 

to university administrators. The group embraced all malevolent suggestions.  

Benevolent group, malevolent dissenter. The low malevolence condition generated the 

same ideas as the “no malevolence” condition. However, one of the five students became a 

dissenter and suggested a protest rather than a petition. Group members reacted to the malevolent 

suggestion with verbal disapproval and negative body language feedback. The final plan of 

action did not include the malevolent dissenter‟s suggestion.  

Malevolent group, benevolent dissenter. The moderate malevolent condition expressed 

the same ideas as “high malevolence” group. However, a benevolent dissenter was present and 

suggested a petition rather than a protest. Group members again, reacted to the dissenter by 

expressing disdain for the peaceful suggestion and gave negative body language feedback. 

Moreover, the final plan of action did not include the benevolent dissenter‟s suggestion. 

Manipulation Check. Participants were asked a series of questions to determine if they 

had perceived one of the four experimental conditions. The first set of questions sought to reveal 

the extent to which participants perceived a dissenter among group members. Participants were 

asked, “Did everyone in the video clip seem to support each others‟ ideas?” They were also 

asked to indicate a “yes” or “no” if  “a student in the video disagreed with the others.”  

Likewise, participants were asked to determine if they had perceived a malevolent or 

benevolent group orientation. Specifically, participants were asked to rate the group ideas on a 

scale ranging from “very damaging” to “very constructive.” Based upon each set of questions, 
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we were able to determine if participants had properly perceived each manipulation.   

 

Measures - Dependent variables 

Quality. Ghiselin (1963) suggested that it is possible to analyze the “intrinsic quality” of 

products objectively. To determine the quality of creative responses from the baseline and 

primary tasks, trained undergraduate raters quantified qualitative responses on a 5-point scale. 

Specifically, quality of response was assessed by how logical, complete or coherent ideas were 

expressed. Responses rated as high contained logical solutions with relevant characteristics to the 

prompt at hand. Moreover, ideas were fully and “wholly” developed.   

Originality. The benchmark for originality measured the level of unexpected, elaborate, 

or descriptive elements in the written response. Original responses addressed the prompt in 

novel, imaginative, unpredictable or innovative ways. High originality scores contained 

elaborative and rich responses that were easy for readers to visualize, while poor originality 

scores were predictable and lackluster. Specifically, the measure of originality is extremely 

useful in distinguishing rare participant responses from unique and novel ones (Kaufman, 2009). 

Malevolence. The measure of malevolence was rated in terms of destruction of property 

or harm towards a group or person, disruption of campus and local activity, and; the level of 

annoyance felt by school administrators. Harmful acts towards a person, group or property 

received the highest numerical scores. Similarly, high scores were given to responses that 

described a protest or rally detrimental to the local community or University. Likewise, acts 

described as “annoying” for campus administrators also yielded slightly higher numerical scores.  

Malevolent creativity. The measure of malevolent creativity contained elements from all 

of the previously described ratings. Malevolent creativity was evidenced by original and high 
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quality responses with a malevolent propensity. The level of malevolent creativity in the primary 

task is illustrated in Figure 2. Moreover, the predictors of malevolent creativity are discussed in 

greater depth in the results and discussion sections of this study.  

 

Measures - Predictors 

Participants were asked to answer preliminary questions related to age, race, gender, 

scholastic achievement and perceptions of ones‟ self. Additionally, participants were asked to 

report their GPA, SAT verbal and SAT math scores as observable measures of intelligence and 

academic achievement. A comprehensive list of all covariate questions are presented in 

Appendix C. 

Intelligence. The extent to which intelligence impacts the expression of creativity is still 

debated among scholars. However, intelligence theories that include creativity suggest that 

creativity is significantly associated with the psychometric measure of intelligence (Sternberg, 

1996). Similarly, researchers have found that IQ and creativity are significantly correlated and 

highly applicable to this study (Sligh, Conners, & Roskos-Eswoldsen, 2005).  

Creative Performance. Most measures of creative performance are assessed by asking 

participants to evaluate their perceived level of creative ability (Kaufman, 2009). The theoretical 

basis for measuring creative performance through self-assessment stems from the self-efficacy of 

participants. Participants that indicate high creative ability are associated with higher creative 

output (Bandura, 1997). This is measure is in direct regard to Hypothesis 1c.  

Domain Expertise. Research strongly suggests that experience and expertise  

foster novel and innovative solutions (Walczyk & Griffith-Ross, 2008). Domain expertise was 

assessed by the extent to which participants displayed knowledge, interest or effort in the task at 
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hand.   

Openness to experience. The Five-Factor Model of Personality describes openness to 

experience as being intellectually curious (Kaufman, 2009). Measures concerning this variable 

were assessed through the distinct categories of “openness to fantasy, aesthetics, feelings, 

actions, ideas and values” (Kaufman, 2009, p.85). These categories looked to reveal the extent to 

which a person would try new things, is unconventional, artistic, imaginative, or open-minded.  

Unconventionality. The measure of unconventionality suggests a link between creative 

thinking and creative personalities. The impact of unconventionality in creativity is evidenced by 

Schuldberg (2001) who found that high creativity was associated with “behavioral 

eccentricities.” Such findings are relevant to identifying persons inclined to engage in malevolent 

forms of creativity.  

Conscientiousness. George and Zhou (2001) found that people high on conscientiousness 

produced less creative work. Similarly, Gelade (1997) found that creativity and 

conscientiousness were negatively correlated. These findings are congruent with the meta-

analysis by Feist (1998) who found that conscientiousness was associated with lower levels of 

creativity among artists and scientists alike. Thus, the measure of conscientiousness has been the 

least associated personality trait in creative individuals and similar findings should be seen by 

this study.  

Extraversion. In a meta-analysis by Feist (1998), creative scientists were generally more 

extroverted than less-creative scientists. Similarly, extraverted artists tended to also be more 

creative. These findings by Feist indicate a positive relationship between the variables of 

extraversion and creativity, personality traits applicable to this study.  

Dominance. The extent to which an individual displays dominance was seen by people 
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who scored high on the California Personality Inventory (CPI) Dominance scale in a study by 

Pratto et al. (1994). These individuals were more confident, assertive, and task oriented (Pratto et 

al., 1994). Such findings suggest that participants high on dominance will be less likely to 

succumb to peer pressure.  

Agreeableness and Forgiveness. Feist (1998) found that the less good-natured and 

friendly scientist and artists were the more creative than their friendly and agreeable 

counterparts. Similarly, King et al (1996) found that agreeableness was negatively correlated to 

creative accomplishment. Both studies suggest that agreeableness and forgiveness may not be 

predictors of creativity.  

Neuroticism. The measure of neuroticism helps assess an individuals‟ emotional stability. 

Research on this topic suggests a mild link between neuroticism and creative individuals. Several 

studies found that people diagnosed with schizophrenia, schizoid and schizotypal disorders were 

more creative than those without the disorder (Kaufman, 2009). Moreover, it appears that highly 

neurotic and introverted people score higher on fluency and creativity tests than groups 

containing low neuroticism and introversion (Di Scipio, 1971).  

Impulse Control. Some scientific studies on emotional regulation have found that 

impulsivity is associated with highly creative people. Whiteside and Lynam (2001) described 

impulsivity as an important psychological construct that appears in some form, in every facet of 

personality. Similarly, impulsivity has been associated with venturesome, sensation-seeking, and 

extraversion. Therefore, the personality trait of impulsivity could reveal key insights into the 

creative and malevolently creative individual (Whiteside & Lynam, 2001).  

Social Confidence. Researchers over the past four decades have been able to identify 

specific factors that influence the social skill development and peer acceptance of shy children 
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(Miller & Coll, 2007). This line of research suggests among other things, that social confidence 

is important in expressing ideas, gaining support, and being positively evaluated by peers. The 

level of acceptance for creative ideas by peers is highly applicable to this study.  

Need for Cognition. A need for cognition refers to an individual‟s tendency to engage in, 

and enjoy, “effortful cognitive” endeavors (Cacioppo, Petty, & Kao, 1984). In a study by 

Cacioppo, Petty, and  Kao (1984) need for cognition was predictive of the manner in which 

people dealt with tasks and social information. Thus, the need for cognition is useful in 

discerning one‟s problem solving orientation and ability to focus on complex planning.   

Humor and Playfulness. Finally, a “sense of humor” is a stable personality trait rather 

than a one-dimensional construct. Humor researchers have conceptualized traits of humor and 

playfulness as ones‟ cognitive ability, aesthetic response, habitual behavior, and emotion-related 

temperament (Martin et al., 2003) important in several creative processes.  
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RESULTS 

To quantify participant responses, undergraduate raters were given benchmark examples 

of originality, quality, malevolence and domain expertise. Raters were then asked to form 

judgments on the overall dimension of these variables on a 5-point scale. Responses rated as 

“poor” were given numerical scores of one or two. While, responses rated as “high” were given 

numerical scores of four or five.  

 

Intercorrelations of study variables  

A comprehensive list of means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations of the variables 

of interest are presented in Table 1.  A strong correlation of .76 occurred between the dependent 

variables of originality and quality in the primary task of interest (Table 1). The relationship 

between quality and originality has been seen in a number of studies on creativity (Mumford, 

O‟Connor, Boes, & Runco, 1997). Thus, we will refer back to this high correlation as our 

measure of creative ability.  

Specifically, the measure of originality was significantly correlated to gender and 

baseline malevolence, but negatively correlated to conscientiousness. Likewise, quality of the 

primary task was positively correlated to self-reported SAT verbal scores and gender. 

Interestingly, the measures of quality and originality were negatively correlated to the presence 

of a dissenter. 

These findings suggest that our measure of creative ability (originality and quality) is 

indicative of intelligence and a natural proclivity for malevolence in the overall cognitive scheme 

of our participants. These results can be seen in the regression analysis for originality and quality 

presented in Table 2 and 3, respectively. 
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Hypothesis testing  

In regards to the predictions made in hypothesis 1a, we postulated that malevolent 

creativity would be significantly correlated to creative ability (originality and quality) and a 

malevolent disposition.  As seen in the regression analysis in Table 4, there was a relationship 

between overall malevolence and creative ability (p =.03; b = .17, p < .05).  

 

 

Table 2. Regression Analysis Results     

     Originality 

  b SE p 

 Intercept .23 .33 .49 

Domain Expertise .52 .07 .00 

Baseline Originality .36 .05 .00 

Gender .28 .10 .01 

Conscientiousness -.16 .07 .03 

Baseline Malevolence .11 .05 .05 

Dissenter vs. No Dissenter -.23 .10 .02 

Malevolence vs. Benevolence .01 .10 .94 

Note. b = unstandardized beta 

Table 3. Regression Analysis Results     

   Quality   

 b SE p 

Intercept -.93 .29 .00 

Domain Expertise .79 .05 .00 

Baseline Quality .28 .04 .00 

SAT Verbal .01 .00 .00 

Gender .17 .08 .03 

Dissenter vs. No Dissenter -.16 .08 .04 

Malevolence vs. Benevolence .01 .07 .94 

Note. b = unstandardized beta 
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Table 1. Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations for Study Variables 

 
 Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31

1 GPA 3.08 .52 1.00

2 SAT Math 600.87 102.76 .12 1.00

3 SAT Verbal 601.54 99.93 .15 .47 1.00

4 Age 22.18 6.50 .10 -.14 .14 1.00

5 Gender 1.59 .49 .12 -.19 -.12 .04 1.00

6 Creative Performance 3.62 .70 .13 -.08 .00 -.14 .02 1.00

7 Neuroticism 2.33 .70 -.11 .01 -.01 -.10 .18 -.10 1.00

8 Extraversion 3.70 .73 .02 .06 -.06 -.15 .05 .29 -.45 1.00

9 Openness 3.79 .70 .12 .02 .19 -.01 .06 .48 -.05 .22 1.00

10 Agreeableness 3.76 .62 .17 .00 -.02 .12 .17 .15 -.35 .17 .23 1.00

11 Conscientiousness 3.48 .72 .14 -.19 -.14 .15 .21 .17 -.32 .37 .08 .32 1.00

12 Dominance 2.92 .72 .05 .02 -.11 -.24 -.10 .09 -.01 .25 -.15 -.52 -.06 1.00

13 Social Confidence 3.68 .78 .02 .09 .06 -.11 -.04 .33 -.43 .76 .32 .11 .33 .30 1.00

14 Achievement Striving 3.49 .79 .27 -.19 -.05 .24 .20 .25 -.33 .34 .19 .39 .85 -.15 .34 1.00

15 Impulse Control 3.39 .66 .11 -.15 -.08 .20 .08 .10 -.45 .27 .02 .36 .78 -.19 .26 .75 1.00

16 Forgiveness 3.36 .68 .08 -.09 -.01 .22 .06 .08 -.30 .05 .15 .69 .23 -.54 .03 .32 .28 1.00

17 Need Cognition 3.61 .64 .15 .07 .13 .03 -.07 .41 -.32 .35 .51 .18 .35 .11 .51 .43 .31 .18 1.00

18 Unconventionality 3.11 .71 .07 .16 .21 -.14 -.11 .28 .12 .01 .49 -.13 -.26 .11 .11 -.08 -.25 -.06 .36 1.00

19 Humor Playfulness 3.97 .70 .03 -.02 -.03 .04 -.09 .27 -.31 .36 .35 .38 .20 -.12 .34 .27 .18 .26 .34 .25 1.00

20 Sports Fan 3.61 1.13 -.08 .13 -.18 -.10 -.26 -.06 -.22 .26 -.15 .12 .16 .06 .08 .06 .17 .01 .11 -.22 .20 1.00

21 Baseline Originality 2.73 1.24 .19 .07 .31 .31 -.02 .06 -.12 .13 .29 .09 .15 -.15 .29 .24 .17 .07 .27 .25 .26 -.09 1.00

22 Baseline Quality 2.62 1.31 .15 .14 .28 .31 -.05 -.06 -.09 .16 .28 .12 .10 -.12 .31 .21 .13 .11 .25 .23 .29 -.02 .77 1.00

23 Baseline Malevolence 2.35 .98 .04 .07 .16 .20 -.03 -.05 -.02 .11 .08 -.06 -.05 .12 .15 .02 -.02 -.14 .12 .12 .06 .09 .33 .31 1.00

24 Domain Expertise 1.84 .89 .02 .15 .26 .18 -.06 -.05 .10 .07 .15 -.05 .01 -.05 .13 .02 -.02 -.04 .13 .12 .05 .04 .54 .62 .18 1.00

25 Baseline Domain Expertise 2.16 1.04 .13 .14 .32 .25 -.05 -.10 -.08 .10 .25 .11 .08 -.19 .21 .18 .13 .08 .16 .20 .21 -.07 .72 .85 .27 .58 1.00

26 Originality 2.19 1.07 .16 .09 .26 .30 .07 -.10 .01 .05 .18 -.05 -.01 -.07 .13 .07 -.01 .01 .18 .20 .06 -.07 .67 .64 .33 .68 .55 1.00

27 Quality 2.20 1.14 .06 .16 .36 .24 .00 -.07 -.01 .11 .18 -.02 .03 -.06 .22 .08 .03 .02 .15 .17 .12 -.02 .60 .74 .24 .85 .63 .76 1.00

28 Malevolence 2.37 1.04 .01 .12 .30 .15 -.13 .06 -.05 .12 .25 -.09 -.04 .07 .23 -.02 -.07 -.07 .32 .20 .18 -.03 .47 .47 .36 .34 .36 .47 .43 1.00

29 Malevolent Creativity 2.28 .89 .08 .15 .37 .25 -.05 -.02 -.03 .12 .26 -.07 -.02 .00 .24 .03 -.04 -.03 .29 .23 .17 -.05 .67 .70 .38 .67 .57 .82 .80 .86 1.00

30 Dissenter vs. No Dissenter .58 .50 -.05 -.01 -.14 .00 -.01 .06 -.06 -.01 -.08 -.01 -.03 .10 .03 -.06 .04 -.08 .10 -.04 .04 -.03 -.10 -.10 -.06 -.15 -.06 -.22 -.21 -.04 -.16 1.00

31 Malevolence vs. Benevolence .47 .50 .13 .03 -.05 -.01 .04 -.10 .03 -.19 -.05 .14 -.07 -.16 -.19 -.07 -.03 .19 -.06 -.08 -.01 .01 -.02 -.05 -.08 -.08 -.04 -.03 -.06 -.13 -.11 -.05 1.00

 
Note. Correlations are significant at p < .05
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Table 4. Regression Analysis Results     

 Malevolence 

 b SE p 

Intercept .58 .41 .16 

Baseline Quality .17 .08 .03 

Baseline Malevolence .18 .07 .01 

Need for Cognition .45 .11 .00 

Achievement Striving -.34 .09 .00 

Baseline Originality .17 .08 .03 

Dissenter vs. No Dissenter .19 .17 .29 

Malevolence vs. Benevolence .08 .19 .66 

Malevolence x Benevolence -.53 .25 .04 

Note. b = unstandardized beta    

 

Similarly, we postulated in hypothesis 2a that malevolently creative individuals 

would be low on impulse control and high on need for cognition, traits of both a 

malevolent and creative person, respectively. To directly assess this, a regression analysis 

for malevolent creativity (Table 5) revealed a positive relationship for malevolent 

creativity and need for cognition (p =.01; b = .19, p < .05). Likewise, high impulse 

control and malevolent creativity were negatively correlated (p = .01; b = -.17, p < .05). 

These findings suggest that impulsivity or low impulse control, and need for cognition 

are in fact components of malevolent creativity.  

Moreover, support for hypothesis 1c can be observed between self-reported SAT 

verbal scores and malevolent creativity. We predicted that malevolently creative 

individuals would be higher in intelligence a strong predictor of creative performance. 

Specifically, a significant correlation was observed at (p = .05; b = .00 , p < .05) for 
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malevolent creativity and intelligence (SAT verbal score) in Table 5. However, there was 

a negative relationship observed in Table 1 between malevolent creativity and self-

assessed creative performance (p = -.02; M = 3.62, SE = .70). This relationship does not 

support the literature for the self-efficacy of creative performance in high creative output 

(Bandura, 1997; Kaufmann, 2009).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We predicted in hypothesis 2a that malevolent creativity would be most acute in 

groups characterized by malevolence.  In the regression analysis for malevolent creativity 

(Table 5), an interaction between malevolent and benevolent groups (p = .07; b = -.29, p 

< .05) was observed. To further investigate this interaction, a two-way interaction for 

malevolence (Figure 1) and malevolent creativity (Figure 2) was conducted.  

 

Table 5. Regression Analysis Results     

 Malevolent Creativity 

 b SE p 

Intercept -.01 .37 .99 

Baseline Quality .17 .05 .00 

Domain Expertise .34 .06 .00 

Baseline Malevolence .12 .04 .00 

Baseline Originality .14 .05 .01 

SAT Verbal .00 .00 .05 

Need for Cognition .19 .07 .01 

Impulse Control -.17 .06 .01 

Dissenter vs. No Dissenter .05 .11 .66 

Malevolence vs. Benevolence .09 .12 .48 

Malevolence x Benevolence -.29 .16 .07 

Note. b = unstandardized beta 
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Figure 1. Two-way interaction – Malevolence. 

 

 
 

 Figure 2. Two-way interaction – Malevolent creativity. 
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As one would intuitively assume, the most malevolent creativity was seen by 

participants that viewed a purely malevolent group (M = 2.38, SE = .09). This is 

illustrated by the solid line in Figure 2. However, the most malevolence was seen by 

participants exposed to the “moderate malevolent” condition which contained a 

malevolent dissenter in an otherwise benevolent group (M = 2.55, SE = .11). This trend 

can be referred to by the dotted line in Figure 1. Specifically, these findings support 

hypothesis 2a.  As predicted, malevolent creativity increased if participants exposed to 

malevolent groups (solid line) or malevolent peer modeling.  

In regards to hypothesis 2b, we predicted that malevolent creativity would 

deteriorate in peer groups characterized by benevolence. In this regard, overall 

malevolence and malevolent creativity did decrease in participants exposed to a group 

characterized by benevolence. However, participants exposed to the purely malevolent 

and benevolent group conditions were not significantly different, statistically.  

Moreover, in regards to hypothesis 2b, we predicted the least amount of 

malevolence and malevolent creativity in participants exposed to benevolent peer 

modeling. In this respect, hypothesis 2b was fully supported. The least amount of 

malevolence (M = 2.13, SE = .12) and malevolent creativity (M = 2.14, SE = .08) was 

seen in participants exposed to a benevolent peer dissenter. These findings can be 

referenced in Figure 1 and 2, respectively.  

Finally, these findings fully support both hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2. Peer 

groups with a malevolent role model were more malevolent and displayed more 

malevolent creativity. Similarly, benevolent peer modeling decreased the overall 

expression of malevolence and malevolent creativity. However, it should be noted that 
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our sample had a natural proclivity towards malevolence and malevolent creativity. This 

is evidenced by the cluster of means at the higher ends of Figures 1 and 2, respectively. 

Moreover, in regards to malevolent creativity, participants that viewed a benevolent 

group with a malevolent dissenter (low malevolent condition) displayed almost the same 

level of malevolent creativity as participants that viewed the purely malevolent condition, 

counterintuitive to our initial hypotheses.   
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DISCUSSION  

The objective of this study was to understand the key personality traits and 

situations that best facilitate malevolent forms of creativity. As a result, this study makes 

two primary contributions to research on malevolent creativity. First, this study highlights 

the personality traits found to be predictive of malevolently creative people. Specifically, 

the most malevolent creativity was seen in participants low on impulse control and high 

on need for cognition.  

Researchers within the field of creativity have tried to determine if creativity is 

contingent upon a unique set of traits or is universal to us all. The implications of finding 

the personality trait of impulsivity as predictive of malevolent creativity, suggests that 

there are distinct personality traits for the malevolently creative individual. Moreover, the 

findings of this study fully support hypothesis 1. Individuals with a strong need for 

cognition coupled with low impulse control can be reasonably predicted as individuals 

more inclined to engage in malevolent creativity. 

The results of this study suggest that individuals more likely to engage in 

malevolent creativity are intelligent, have a need for cognition, and possess some creative 

ability. Given the appropriate situation, these personality traits may describe individuals‟ 

central to innovative criminal or terroristic acts.   

However, we do not suggest that the personality traits reported in the literature for 

creative people be removed from descriptors of malevolently creative people. Rather, the 

personality traits found in this study as predictors of malevolent creativity illustrate that 

malevolent forms of creativity are distinct and independent from, benevolent creativity.  
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The second contribution this study makes is in regards to group interactions which 

yield higher incidences of malevolent creativity. Overall, the most malevolent creativity 

was seen by participants exposed to a purely malevolent group. However, there was not a 

significant statistical difference between individuals exposed to a “purely” malevolent 

group, and a benevolent group containing a malevolent influence. These findings suggest 

that malevolent creativity is strongly impacted by social influences. 

 As one would intuitively assume, social interactions that best facilitate malevolent 

creativity emphasize malevolent ideas. This assumption is supported by the findings of 

this study. Specifically, the regression analysis and two-way interaction for malevolent 

creativity illustrates the importance of peer modeling in fostering malevolence and 

malevolently creative outcomes. Furthermore, eliciting malevolence and malevolent 

creativity through peer modeling is consistent with the peer pressure and group 

conformity studies by Asche (1951, 1956) as previously described.  

The impact of social pressure and the pressure to conform best underscores the 

social situations which enhanced malevolent creativity in this study. Malevolent 

creativity was enhanced by the presence of a malevolent influence and thwarted by the 

presence of benevolent influence. In this regard, the findings of this study fully support 

hypothesis 2 which predicted that malevolent forms of creativity would be highest in 

groups characterized by malevolence and at the behest of a malevolent contemporary. 

   

Limitations 

 Although this study makes several contributions to the study of malevolent 

creativity, there are important limitations that should be kept in mind.  First, this study 
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utilized a student sample with a mean age of 22. Therefore, the generalizability of these 

findings to other contexts may be limited by the minimal range of diversity of this 

sample. Similarly, this study took place in an on-line environment. The virtual nature of 

this study also limits our ability to generalize these findings to other contexts. Finally, the 

relatively short period of time used to investigate these phenomena should be taken into 

consideration as a limitation of this study. In this regard, future research should examine 

malevolent creativity in a more longitudinal fashion containing a more diverse group of 

participants in a more controlled environment.   

  

Future Research 

It appears that the qualities described as indicative of creative individuals depends 

upon the type of creativity being emphasized. The personality traits of “need for 

cognition” and impulsivity illustrate the need to further distinguish between malevolent 

and benevolent forms of creativity.  Moreover, research investigating the malevolently 

creative individual may help to identify and deter individuals prone to exploiting the 

creative process.  Finally, further use of social pressure and group conformity theory in 

creativity research may provide important insights into the social situations that best 

facilitate malevolent creativity.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

Creativity researchers have found that creativity does not reside solely within the 

individual but arises from activities where collaboration is necessary (Fischer, et al., 

2005). Understanding how creativity can be enhanced or frustrated is dependent upon the 
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social context in which people are collaborating. The predictors of malevolent creativity 

found in this study demonstrate the importance of personality, and social interactions in a 

malevolent creative process.  This study found that intelligent individuals, who possess 

the previously described personality traits of impulsivity and need for cognition, 

produced the most malevolent creativity when exposed to malevolent contemporaries. As 

evidenced by countless studies in the field of social psychology, peer modeling did 

increase the expression of malevolent behaviors and overall malevolent creativity. 

Combined, these findings may be useful in conceptualizing the more destructive and 

darker side of the creative process. Finally, these findings may help to further delineate 

malevolent from benevolent forms of creativity. 
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APPENDIX A: Task Scripts 

 

Baseline Task: 

 

This is a creativity task. Please take a few moments to read the excerpt below and the 

corresponding directions before responding.  

 

Imagine that you and several of your friends have just picked up a copy of the Daily 

Collegian and the front page article reads: 

“The United Health Foundation recently listed Pennsylvania as one of the most obese 

states in the country during 2009. In response to this rise in obesity, Pennsylvania 

representatives have decided to enlist school districts, colleges and universities in their 

effort to combat obesity.  

At the collegiate level, school representatives want to eliminate junk food on college 

campuses by ending their partnership with the fast-food industry. This means that fast 

food chains would no longer be able to set-up restaurants on college campuses or in 

college cafeterias. 

„I don't believe you can really be neutral given the situation‟ said Congressman White of 

the Pennsylvania Senate, „You're either promoting healthy habits or you're not.‟ And, 

Penn State officials agree. 

Penn State administrators have announced that they want students to eat better by 

replacing the current fast food chains in the HUB with „healthier and smarter food 

choices‟ than the ones currently offered…” 

After reading this front page excerpt, your friends decide that they want you to create a 

plan of action that will grab the Media’s attention. You and your friends want Penn State 

officials and the State College Community to know that students disagree with this new 

policy. 

Starting only with the funds and resources of you and your friends, please be as creative 

as possible in describing the things you would do to gain the Media’s attention, in an 

attempt to change the University’s mind about imposing this new policy on students. 
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Primary Task: 

This is a creativity task. Please take a few moments to read the excerpt below and the 

corresponding directions before responding.  

Imagine that you and several of your friends have just picked up a copy of the Daily 

Collegian and the front page article reads:  

 “After extending the Blue Loop and White Loop hours of operation into the wee hours of 

the morning on Friday and Saturday nights, school officials are starting to complain about 

the added cost. 

In an effort to decrease annual University expenses, Penn State officials are strongly 

advocating that students be required to pay a bus fee as part of their tuition costs. 

This fee would link student‟s ID cards to CATA‟s bus services and would require 

students to swipe their ID cards before riding all campus buses. 

If this new tuition bus fee is implemented, students will be paying for a service that the 

University has always provided…” 

After reading this front page excerpt, your friends decide that they want you to create a 

plan of action that will grab the Media’s attention. You and your friends want Penn State 

officials and the State College Community to know that students disagree with this new 

policy.  

Starting only with the funds and resources of you and your friends, please be as creative 

as possible in describing the things you would do to gain the Media’s attention, in an 

attempt to change the University’s mind about imposing this new policy on students.  
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APPENDIX B: Manipulation Background 

The video clip you are about to watch involves a group of students discussing a 

new Penn State policy that is being implemented in an effort to increase student 

productivity while on campus. Penn State administrators have decided to block students' 

ability to access social networking sites; i.e. Facebook, Myspace, and Twitter from all on-

campus computers. Furthermore, access to these sites is not only limited on campus 

computers in libraries and labs, but also in student living commons and dorm rooms. 
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APPENDIX C: Covariates 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION: 

1. Please list your current GPA: 

2. Please list your SAT math score:  

3. Please list your SAT verbal score: 

4. Please indicate your gender: 

5. Please list your age: 

6. Please select your major (from a comprehensive scroll down menu): 

 

How would you rate your creative performance using the following scale: 

Never                       Rarely                     Sometimes                      Often                 Always 

---1-----------------------2-------------------------3--------------------------4-------------------5---- 

 

CREATIVE PERFORMANCE:  

1. Demonstrates originality in my work. 

2. Tries out new ideas and approaches to problems. 

3. Identifies opportunities for new products/processes. 

4. Generates novel, but operable work-related ideas. 

 

Please indicate your level of agreement as to how characteristic the following items are of 

YOU. 

Disagree        Somewhat disagree Moderately Agree    Somewhat agree           Agree 

----1----------------------2--------------------------3------------------------4---------------------------5---- 

 

NEUROTICISM (Alpha = .86):  

1. Often feel blue.   

2. Dislike myself.  

3. Am often down in the dumps.  

4. Have frequent mood swings.  

5. Panic easily.       

6. Rarely get irritated.  

7. Seldom feel blue.   

8. Feel comfortable with myself.   

9. Am not easily bothered by things.   

10. Am very pleased with myself.   

 

EXTRAVERSION (Alpha = .86): 

1. Feel comfortable around people.  

2. Make friends easily.   

3. Am skilled in handling social situations.  

4. Am the life of the party.   

5. Know how to captivate people.   

6. Have little to say.   

7. Keep in the background.   

8. Would describe my experiences as somewhat dull.   



42 

 

 

9. Don't like to draw attention to myself.   

10. Don't talk a lot.  

  

OPENNESS TO EXPERIENCE (Alpha = .82): 

1. Believe in the importance of art.   

2. Have a vivid imagination.   

3. Tend to vote for liberal political candidates.   

4. Carry the conversation to a higher level.   

5. Enjoy hearing new ideas.   

6. Am not interested in abstract ideas.   

7. Do not like art.   

8. Avoid philosophical discussions.   

9. Do not enjoy going to art museums.   

10. Tend to vote for conservative political candidates.   

  

AGREEABLENESS (Alpha = .77):   

1. Say nice things about everyone.  

2. Believe that others have good intentions.   

3. Respect others.   

4. Accept people as they are.   

5. Make people feel at ease.  

6. Have a sharp tongue.   

7. Cut others to pieces.   

8. Suspect hidden motives in others.   

9. Get back at others.  

10. Insult people.   

  

CONSCIENTIOUSNESS (Alpha = .81): 

1. Am always prepared.   

2. Pay attention to details.  

3. Get chores done right away.   

4. Carry out my plans.   

5. Make plans and stick to them.   

6. Waste my time.   

7. Find it difficult to get down to work.   

8. Do just enough work to get by.   

9. Don't see things through.   

10. Shirk my duties.   

 

DOMINANCE (Narcissism Alpha = .82): 

1. Try to surpass others' accomplishments. 

2. Try to outdo others. 

3. Am quick to correct others. 

4. Impose my will on others. 

5. Demand explanations from others. 

6. Want to control the conversation. 
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7. Am not afraid of providing criticism. 

8. Challenge others' points of view. 

9. Lay down the law to others. 

10. Put people under pressure.  

11. Hate to seem pushy. 

 

SOCIAL-CONFIDENC:  

1. Feel comfortable around people. 

2. Don't mind being the center of attention. 

3. Am good at making impromptu speeches. 

4. Express myself easily. 

5. Have a natural talent for influencing people.  

6. Hate being the center of attention. 

7. Lack the talent for influencing people. 

8. Often feel uncomfortable around others. 

9. Don't like to draw attention to myself. 

10. Have little to say. 

 

ACHIEVEMENT-STRIVING: 

1. Do more than what's expected of me. 

2. Accomplish a lot of work. 

3. Excel in what I do. 

4. Plunge into tasks with all my heart. 

5. Do a lot in my spare time. 

6. Do just enough work to get by. 

7. Hang around doing nothing. 

8. Shirk my duties. 

9. Find it difficult to get down to work. 

10. Need a push to get started. 

 

IMPULSE CONTROL (Alpha = .78):  

1. Am able to control my cravings. 

2. Easily resist temptations. 

3. Carry out my plans. 

4. Follow through with my plans. 

5. Rarely overindulge. 

6. Don't know why I do some of the things I do. 

7. Habitually blow my chances. 

8. Make a mess of things. 

9. Waste my time. 

10. Do things I later regret. 

 

FORGIVNESS (Alpha = .78): 

1. Love my enemies. 

2. Try to forgive and forget. 

3. Am inclined to forgive others. 
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4. Am nice to people I should be angry at. 

5. Find it hard to forgive others. 

6. Hold a grudge. 

7. Get back at people who insult me. 

8. Get even with others. 

9. Distrust people. 

10. Feel that most people can't be trusted. 

 

NEED FOR COGNITION (Alpha = .84):  

1. Like to solve complex problems.  

2. Need things explained only once.  

3. Can handle a lot of information.  

4. Love to think up new ways of doing things.  

5. Am quick to understand things.  

6. Love to read challenging material.  

7. Have difficulty understanding abstract ideas.  

8. Try to avoid complex people.  

9. Avoid difficult reading material.  

10. Avoid philosophical discussions. 

 

UNCONVENTIONALITY (Alpha = .84): 

1. Am considered to be kind of eccentric. 

2. Know that my ideas sometimes surprise people. 

3. Do things that others find strange. 

4. Rebel against authority. 

5. Swim against the current. 

6. Would hate to be considered odd or strange. 

7. Enjoy being thought of as a normal "mainstream" person. 

8. Like to be viewed as proper and conventional. 

9. Like to be thought of as a normal kind of person. 

10. Try to avoid complex people. 

 

HUMOR/PLAYFULNESS (Alpha = .84):  

1. Try to tease my friends out of their gloomy moods.    

2. Use laughter to brighten the days of others.    

3. Try to have fun in all kinds of situations.     

4. Try to add some humor to whatever I do.     

5. Keep my sense of humor even in gloomy situations.   

6. Have a great sense of humor.  

7. Am not known for my sense of humor.         

8. Am not fun to be with. 

9. Do not go out of my way to make others smile or laugh. 
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