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Creativity has been acknowledged as one of the most predominant factors contributing to 
individual performance in various domains of work, and both researchers and practitioners 
have been devoting increasing attention to creative performance. In this study, we examined 
the potential trait-trait interaction between the Big Five personality factors (Costa & McCrae, 
1992) and the motivational orientations of individuals in shaping their creative performance. 
Our hypotheses were empirically tested using longitudinal data collected from 304 
undergraduate students at a North American business school. Results showed that extraversion 
and openness to experience had significant positive effects on creative performance. Analysis 
also revealed that the positive relationship between openness to experience and creativity 
was stronger when the person possessed strong extrinsic motivation. Agreeableness was a 
positive predictor of creative performance only when the person’s extrinsic motivation was 
low. Patterns found relating to personality-motivation interaction as an explanatory factor of 
individuals’ creative performance are described.
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In a rapidly changing environment, both scholars and practitioners highlight 

the predominant role of creativity as a core competence required for individuals 
working in diverse domains of work (Shalley, Zhou, & Oldham, 2004). 
Considerable evidence demonstrates that creativity promotes individual task 
performance as well as organizational innovation and effectiveness (Amabile, 
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1996; Scott & Bruce, 1994). Because of the increasing interest in investigating 
creativity, in recent studies various predictors of individual creative performance 
have been examined, mostly focusing on workplace characteristics such as task 
design, leader and coworker characteristics, and organizational climate (Choi, 
2007; George & Zhou, 2001; Lim & Choi, 2009; Tierney, Farmer, & Graen, 
1999). 

Relatively less attention has been paid to the possibility that creativity is 
predicted by individuals’ personal characteristics. Most of the early efforts to 
investigate the significance of personality traits for creativity employed either 
Gough’s (1979) Creative Personality Scale (CPS) or measures of the Big Five 
model of personality (Feist, 1998; Oldham & Cummings, 1996). With increasing 
acknowledgement of reliability and validity of the Big Five factors (extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability, and openness to experience) 
in representing individual dispositions at the highest level in a hierarchy of 
personality traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992; Digman, 1990; Goldberg, 1990), 
numerous studies have been conducted to understand the implications of the 
Big Five factors with regard to individual behavior and performance, including 
creativity (James & Mazerolle, 2002). 

Unfortunately, in previous creativity studies using the Big Five factors the 
focus tended to be on only one or two factors, such as openness to experience 
(e.g., McCrae, 1987; McCrae & Costa, 1997) and conscientiousness (e.g., 
Barrick, Mount, & Strauss, 1993; George & Zhou, 2001). In our study, we 
expanded the creativity literature by developing a theoretical rationale regarding 
the relationships between each of the Big Five factors and creativity and also by 
testing them empirically. This holistic approach offered a more comprehensive 
understanding of the way individuals’ stable dispositions shape their creative 
performance.

In recent studies on creativity an interactional perspective has been adopted 
whereby creativity is regarded as the result of the complex interaction between 
person and situation factors (see e.g., George & Zhou, 2001). In this regard, in 
trait activation theory it has been suggested that trait-relevant situational factors 
exaggerate or attenuate the effect of personal dispositions on human behavior 
by providing an occasion for individuals to respond in ways that are consistent 
or inconsistent with their innate traits (Tett & Burnett, 2003). In our study, we 
expanded the interaction perspective to trait-trait interaction in which the effect 
of a particular trait on creativity is expected to be stronger with the copresence of 
another pertinent disposition, which is expected to boost the relationship between 
the trait and creativity (Barrick, Parks, & Mount, 2005). To this end, we proposed 
that the Big Five-creativity relationship would become stronger with the 
copresence of strong motivation. Motivation (particularly, intrinsic motivation) 
has been examined as an important mediator explaining the relationship between 
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contextual characteristics and creativity (Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Shalley 
& Perry-Smith, 2001; Zhou & Shalley, 2003). The results are, however, still 
controversial. 

Inconsistent findings involving motivation as a mediator may be due to the 
possibility that motivation plays a role as a moderator rather than, or in addition 
to, being a mediator between context and creativity. Another possibility is that 
motivation may affect creativity by interacting with other individual variables, 
such as personality, rather than interacting with contextual factors. Adopting the 
trait-trait interaction perspective, we proposed a new possibility that motivation 
affects creativity by interacting with other individual dispositions such as 
personality, instead of – or in addition to – exerting a main effect on creativity. 

Therefore, in the present study a contribution is made to the creativity literature 
in two ways. First, we empirically tested the relationship between the Big 
Five factors and creative performance. Second, we investigated the trait-trait 
interaction perspective to better understand the effects of individual dispositions 
on creativity. Although an interactional perspective has an intuitive appeal, in 
prior studies of creativity the focus has been solely on the interaction between 
person and situation, thus ignoring the possibility that another innate characteristic 
could moderate the relationship between a trait and creative performance. To 
validate our theoretical framework we used longitudinal data collected from 
304 undergraduate students who were attending a North American business 
school. Below we develop a conceptual model that is aimed at accounting for the 
interplay between personality and motivation in predicting creativity. 

Motivation

- Intrinsic Motivation

- Extrinsic Motivation

Creativity

- Creative Performance

Big 5 Traits

- Extraversion

- Agreeableness

- Conscientiousness

- Emotional Stability

- Openness to Experience

Figure 1. Trait-trait interaction model of creative performance.
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The Big Five FacTors, MoTivaTion, and creaTive PerForMance

Creativity refers to the generation of novel and potentially useful ideas (Shalley 
et al., 2004). Based on the possibility of trait-trait interaction in explaining 
creativity, we developed a theoretical framework that considers the interaction 
between personality and motivation variables, as depicted in Figure 1. In addition 
to the main effects of the Big Five factors on creative performance, intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivation are considered as moderators of this relationship, thus 
incorporating the trait-trait interaction. 
The Big Five Traits and Creative Performance Scholars have demonstrated the  
reliability, validity and generalizability of the Big Five factor model using 
numerous samples with varying demographic backgrounds (Costa & McCrae, 
1992). In some studies it has also been shown that the Big Five factors are 
meaningful drivers of individual behavior and performance (James & Mazerolle, 
2002; Zhao & Seibert, 2006). In this study, we proposed that these five personality 
characteristics also have significant bearings on creative performance. 
Extraversion  Extraversion reflects individuals’ tendencies to be energetic, 
enthusiastic and ambitious (Raja & Johns, 2004). Individuals with high 
extraversion are more likely to seek stimulation (Zhao & Siebert, 2006), whereas 
those with low extraversion tend to be reserved and quiet (Costa & McCrae, 
1992). Creativity may result from a person’s proactive behavior, such as actively 
engaging in a task, or trying out different ideas. For this reason, individuals who 
are passive and wait for someone to inspire and stimulate them are less likely to 
be creative. The enthusiasm of people with high extraversion may lead them to be 
curious about even routine events and to experiment with them. Extraverts tend 
to seek novel ways of doing tasks and to confront problems instead of avoiding 
them, which is likely to increase creative performance. We thus hypothesized the 
following relationship:
Hypothesis 1: Extraversion will be positively related to creative performance. 
Agreeableness  Agreeableness refers to individuals’ courteous, trusting, and 
cooperative demeanor (Goldberg, 1990). People who score high on agreeableness 
tend to be good-natured, considerate, and tolerant. By contrast, less agreeable 
people tend to be manipulative, self-centered, and suspicious (Digman, 1990). 
Creative ideas are often regarded as challenging the status quo and thus 
disrupting interpersonal relations and work processes endorsed by others, which 
can cause tension with work colleagues and/or supervisors (Choi, 2007; Lim & 
Choi, 2009). Agreeable people tend to care about others’ feelings and avoid being 
abrasive to, or in conflict with, colleagues. Therefore, they are inclined to engage 
in cooperative, helping behavior that mostly serves the goal of maintaining 
existing relationships. Given their strong desire for interpersonal harmony, 
agreeable people may have difficulty in generating and expressing ideas that 
are different from those of others or from the existing − or traditional − ways of 
doing things. Hypothesis 2 was formed in relation to this:
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Hypothesis 2: Agreeableness will be negatively related to creative performance. 
Conscientiousness  Conscientiousness refers to the degree to which individuals 
are purposeful, hardworking, persistent, and strive for achievement (Goldberg, 
1990). Research has shown that individuals high in conscientiousness tend to set 
clear goals to direct their efforts and to exert greater effort than less conscientious 
people (Mount & Barrick, 1995). This is thought to be why, of the Big Five 
factors, conscientiousness has been found to be the most significant predictor 
of task performance as well as job satisfaction (Barrick & Mount, 1991; Raja 
& Johns, 2004). Because they have high task performance and job satisfaction 
levels, conscientious individuals may be less motivated to seek a problem or 
a new opportunity (Zhou & George, 2001). In addition, conscientious people 
may be mostly oriented toward carrying out the given task in an efficient and 
organized way rather than introducing interruptions of the given task flow by 
coming up with new ideas (George & Zhou, 2001). Because of their focus on 
“doing things right” instead of doing the right things, individuals with high con-
scientiousness have been found to avoid risk taking or experimentation because 
these may cause uncertainties and unexpected delays in their work (James & 
Mazerolle, 2002; Raja & Johns, 2004). Hypothesis 3 relates to this:
Hypothesis 3: Conscientiousness will be negatively related to creative 
performance. 
Emotional stability  Emotional stability is a measure of an individual’s degree 
of calmness and security (Barrick & Mount, 1991). People who score high on 
emotional stability are characterized as being self-confident and relaxed, while 
those with low emotional stability tend to be anxious, depressed, insecure, 
and fearful (Goldberg, 1990). Emotionally unstable individuals experience 
hopelessness and a lack of energy to perform their tasks (Colbert, Mount, Harter, 
Witt, & Barrick, 2004). Moreover, they tend to avoid situations in which they 
are afraid they will fail, and they lack the confidence needed for the social and 
task-related risk taking that is commonly involved in creative endeavors (Raja & 
Johns, 2004; Zhao & Siebert, 2006). Emotionally stable individuals, in contrast, 
are relaxed and possess positive views about their tasks and of other people. 
Creativity requires the ability to integrate information efficiently and seek a 
new way of thinking that can be promoted by having a calm demeanor and self-
confidence. Therefore, individuals with high emotional stability are more willing 
and ready to engage in the demanding and abrasive process of creative problem 
solving. Thus, hypothesis 4 was formed:
Hypothesis 4: Emotional stability will be positively related to creative 
performance. 
Openness to experience  Among the Big Five factors, openness to experience 
has been the most frequently investigated and has received consistent empirical 
support as a positive predictor of creativity (George & Zhou, 2001; McCrae & 
Costa, 1997). This is not surprising given that openness to experience represents 
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the extent to which individuals are imaginative, broad-minded, curious, and 
nontraditional (Mount & Barrick, 1995). Creativity usually starts from novel 
and unfamiliar ideas that are looked on by others as “wrong” when they are 
first conceived. Individuals with high openness to experience are more flexible 
in embracing novel ideas even though these may be untested or fanciful. Open-
minded people have strong tendencies to seek out unfamiliar situations that allow 
for greater access to new experiences and perspectives (Goldberg, 1990). They 
are willing to expose themselves to a variety of feelings, perspectives, and ideas. 
On the other hand, individuals with low openness to experience tend to be more 
conservative and cautious. They find more comfort in the status quo and prefer 
ideas and things that are familiar rather than novel and unique, because these 
reduce uncertainty (Choi, 2004; George & Zhou, 2001). This was the basis of 
hypothesis 5:
Hypothesis 5: Openness to experience will be positively related to creative 
performance. 

MoTivaTion as a ModeraTor

Although we hypothesized that the Big Five personality traits would be related 
to individual creativity, we also hypothesized that this Big Five-creativity link 
would be more pronounced when people have strong motivation to complete the 
task than when their motivation is weak. Motivation concerns energy, direction, 
and persistence which are all the aspects of activation and intention, with regard 
to the behavior in question. According to goal-setting theory, the assumption is 
that behavior reflects conscious goals and intentions, thus, a person’s efforts and 
performance are influenced by the goals assigned to, and selected by, oneself 
(Fried & Slowik, 2004; Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002; Naylor, Pritchard, & Ilgen, 
1980). Similarly, the emphasis in self-determination theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) 
and self-regulatory focus theory (Brockner & Higgins, 2001; Higgins, 1997, 
1998) is on the critical role of motivation as an individual’s inner resources that 
are developed for behavioral self-regulation and engaging in behaviors becoming 
aligned with appropriate goals and standards (Kark & van Dijk, 2007). 

Scholars have identified two distinct forms of motivation. Intrinsic motivation 
refers to a natural inclination toward mastery, interest, and exploration that 
represents a critical source of enjoyment and vitality (Csikszentmihalyi & 
Rathunde, 1993). With intrinsic motivation, individuals undertake tasks because 
they find them interesting and because they derive satisfaction from performing 
the tasks themselves (Gagne & Deci, 2005). On the other hand, extrinsic 
motivation refers to the individual’s inclination to perform tasks in order to attain 
some separable consequences, such as tangible or verbal rewards (Ryan & Deci, 
2000). The individual’s identification of the value of behaviors for his/her own 
self-selected goals leads his/her to behave according to self-regulation. 
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Indeed, both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation have implications for creative 
performance since high levels of energy, concentration, and willingness are 
required. Although the social psychological approach to creativity has emphasized 
the role of intrinsic motivation for creativity (Amabile, 1988), in recent studies it 
has been shown that extrinsic motivation also exerts a significant positive effect 
on creativity (Choi, 2004; Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001). In addition to their main 
effects on creativity, we advanced the idea that intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
offer a stage or condition in which individuals can behave in accordance with 
their own personal inclinations based on their Big Five characteristics (cf. trait-
trait interaction, Barrick et al., 2005). For example, the positive effect of openness 
to experience on creative performance may not be manifest when the person is 
not interested in performing the task. Without proper task motivation, openness 
becomes irrelevant in promoting the person’s creative performance. In this case, 
task motivation (either intrinsic or extrinsic) may create the setting in which a 
person’s openness can be activated to increase his/her creativity in performing 
the task (trait activation theory, Tett & Burnett, 2003). Overall, we proposed that 
the association between the Big Five factors and creative performance could 
be either promoted or attenuated depending on the person’s level of motivation 
for the task at hand. Based on this theoretical consideration, we developed the 
following moderation hypotheses:
Hypothesis 6a: Intrinsic motivation will moderate the relationship between the 
Big Five factors and creative performance such that the relationship will be 
stronger when the degree of intrinsic motivation is higher.
Hypothesis 6b: Extrinsic motivation will moderate the relationship between 
the Big Five factors and creative performance such that the relationship will be 
stronger when the degree of extrinsic motivation is higher.

methoD

ParTiciPanTs and daTa collecTion Procedure

To test our hypotheses, we collected data from undergraduate students who 
were enrolled in an introductory organizational behavior course at a North 
American business school. The target sample included 430 students comprising 
14 sections (independent groups taught by different instructors) taught by 28 
instructors (each section was taught by two instructors). Instructors utilized 
discussions and experiential learning rather than giving lectures and encouraged 
students to post interesting questions and to offer novel perspectives.

Participation in this study was voluntary and students were rewarded with gift 
certificates for participating. Participants completed survey questionnaires in the 
8th week (Time 1; T1) and the 12th week (Time 2; T2) of the semester. Of the 430 
students, 304 completed both T1 and T2 questionnaires, resulting in a response 



Linking personaLity to creativity948

rate of 70.7%. The participants included 48.4% males with an average age of 19.8 
years (SD = 2.56), who had spent an average of 2.1 years at the university (1 = 
Freshman, 2 = Sophomore, 3 = Junior, and 4 = Senior). 

Measures 
We tested the current hypotheses empirically using longitudinal data. The 

measures assessing the Big Five traits and motivation were completed at T1. The 
dependent variable (creative performance) was assessed at T2. Each scale included 
multiple items. All items were rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 
(not at all true) to 7 (absolutely true) unless otherwise indicated.
Big Five factors (T1)  To assess the Big Five traits, we employed the scale items 
developed by Goldberg (1992). Using a 7-point scale (1 = not at all accurate 
to 7 = very accurate), participants rated each marker of the Big Five factors 
based on the following instruction “How much do you feel that the following 
words accurately describe you?” Extraversion was measured by four items (a 
= .72): (a) talkative, (b) assertive, (c) energetic, and (d) active. The scale for 
agreeableness included the following five items (a = .82): (a) agreeable, (b) 
kind, (c) cooperative, (d) sympathetic, and (e) warm. Conscientiousness was 
assessed by four items (a = .75): (a) organized, (b) efficient, (c) careful, and 
(d) conscientious. Emotional stability was measured by four items (a = .75): (a) 
anxious, (b) emotional, (c) irritable, and (d) nervous (all four items were reverse-
coded). The openness to experience scale was composed of five items (a = .80): 
(a) intellectual, (b) creative, (c) imaginative, (d) bright, and (e) innovative.
Intrinsic motivation (T1)  To assess intrinsic motivation, we used three items 
(a = .61) developed by Amabile, Hill, Hennessey, and Tighe (1994): (a) “I want 
to find out how good I really can be at my work,” (b) “What matters most to 
me is enjoying what I do,” and (c) “It is important for me to have an outlet for 
self-expression.” The intrinsic motivation scale focused on the degree to which 
participants enjoyed the task and performed it for its own sake.
Extrinsic motivation (T1)  We assessed participants’ extrinsic motivation using 
four items (a = .61) validated by Amabile et al. (1994): (a) I am strongly motivated 
by the grades I can earn, (b) I am keenly aware of the Grade Point Average goals 
I set for myself, (c) I seldom think about grades and awards (reverse-coded), and 
(d) As long as I can do what I enjoy, I’m not that concerned about exactly what 
grades or awards I can earn (reverse-coded). These items measure the extent to 
which participants relied on external incentives as the impetus for their work.
Creative performance (T2)  Participants reported their creative performance 
during the class at the end of the semester. Drawing on existing studies of 
creative performance (Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001; Tierney et al., 1999), we 
constructed a four-item index (a = .81) that was designed to assess students’ 
creative performance in the setting of that instructional context. The scale’s items 
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were: (a) “During this class, I supplied new ideas and differing perspectives to 
the class,” (b) “During this class, I raised interesting issues and challenging 
questions for discussion,” (c) “During this class, I actively listened to others and 
integrated their ideas to offer creative solutions,” and (d) “During this class, I 
combined ideas from different modules and came up with a more integrated view 
of the phenomena.”

results

Descriptive statistics and correlations among all study variables are reported in 
Table 1. To test our hypotheses, we conducted hierarchical regression analysis, 
in which the Big Five factors were entered into the equation predicting creative 
performance in the first step, motivation variables in the second step, and the 
interaction terms in the last step. To reduce the multicollinearity among main 
effect variables and their interaction terms, scores on the Big Five factors and 
motivation variables were mean-centered (Aiken & West, 1991). Evidence of 
a moderating effect would be present if significant incremental variance in 
creative performance was explained when the interaction terms were added to the 
equation. Table 2 reports the results of the hierarchical regression equations. 

TaBle 1
Means, sTandard deviaTions, and correlaTions aMong sTudy variaBles (N = 304)

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Extraversion 5.14 1.02 --       
2. Agreeableness  5.60 .88 .24** --      
3. Conscientiousness  5.21 1.03 .23** .32** --     
4. Emotional Stability  3.66 1.28 -.01 -.15** -.28** --    
5. Openness to Experience  5.16 .95 .38** .26** .19** -.05 --   
6. Intrinsic Motivation 5.72 .85 .34** .17** .07 -.12* .30** --  
7. Extrinsic Motivation 5.06 1.22 -.02 .11* .24** -.13* .01 -.03 -- 
8. Creative Performance 5.00 1.21 .30** .06 .03 .06 .26** .09 .11 --

* p < .05; ** p < .01

In Model 1, we entered the Big Five factors as predictors of creative 
performance. Of the five personality variables, extraversion and openness to 
experience were significantly related to creative performance, b = .25, p < .001 
and b = .19, p < .01, respectively, supporting Hypotheses 1 and 5. However, 
the effects of agreeableness, conscientiousness, and emotional stability on 
creative performance were not found to be significant, indicating no support for 
Hypotheses 2, 3 and 4. In Model 2, we added the two motivation variables to 
the equation. We found it interesting that extrinsic motivation, but not intrinsic 
motivation, was a significant predictor of creative performance b = .13, p < .05 
and b = -.02, ns., respectively. 
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TaBle 2
hierarchical regression analysis

Predictors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Extraversion .25*** .27*** .31***

  Extraversion x Intrinsic Motivation   -.03
  Extraversion x Extrinsic Motivation   -.07
Agreeableness -.03 -.03 .01
  Agreeableness x Intrinsic Motivation   .09
  Agreeableness x Extrinsic Motivation   -.21**

Conscientiousness -.05 -.08 -.10
  Conscientiousness x Intrinsic Motivation   -.14
  Conscientiousness x Extrinsic Motivation   -.01
Emotional Stability .06 .06 .06
  Emotional Stability x Intrinsic Motivation   .02
  Emotional Stability x Extrinsic Motivation   -.02
Openness to Experience .19** .19** .16+
  Openness to Experience x Intrinsic Motivation   .03
  Openness to Experience x Extrinsic Motivation   .12*

Intrinsic Motivation  -.02 -.05
Extrinsic Motivation  .13* .11+

R²  .13*** .14*** .22***

∆R²   .01 .08**

Note: N = 304. Standardized beta coefficients are shown.
* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

In Model 3, we tested the moderating role of motivation by entering ten 
interaction terms to the equation. These interaction terms significantly increased 
the explained variance of the outcome (ΔR2 = .08, p < .01). Of the ten interaction 
terms, results for two involving extrinsic motivation were significant: the 
interaction between agreeableness and extrinsic motivation (b = -.21, p < .01) and 
the interaction between openness to experience and extrinsic motivation (b = .12,  
p < .05). 

To specify the interaction patterns, we plotted the significant interaction 
effects by conducting separate regression analyses for two subgroups composed 
of members with either high (1 SD above the mean) or low (1 SD below the 
mean) extrinsic motivation (Aiken & West, 1991). The interaction pattern 
involving agreeableness and extrinsic motivation is depicted in Figure 2. For 
individuals with high levels of extrinsic motivation, agreeableness did not show 
any meaningful relationship with creative performance (b = -.05, p > .10). In 
contrast, for those with low extrinsic motivation, agreeableness was positively 
related to their creative performance (b = .25, p < .01). This counterintuitive 
pattern is discussed later. 
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Figure 3 illustrates the interaction between openness to experience and extrinsic 
motivation, showing that the relationship between openness to experience and 
creative performance was stronger for individuals with high levels of extrinsic 
motivation than for those with lower extrinsic motivation; b = .27, p < .10 and b 
= .04, ns., respectively. Overall, our data demonstrate that extrinsic motivation 
significantly moderates the relationships between two of the Big Five factors and 
creative performance, thus Hypothesis 6b was partially supported.

Figure 2. Interaction between agreeableness and extrinsic motivation in predicting creative 
performance.

 

 
Figure 3. Interaction between openness to experience and extrinsic motivation in creative 
performance.
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Discussion

With the recognition that innovation is rooted in the creative ideas of individuals, 
increasing attention has been devoted to the determinants of individual creativity 
(Amabile, 1996; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Shalley et al., 2004). In this 
regard, scholars have often examined the role of the Big Five personality factors 
as a meaningful predictor of individual creativity (Barrick et al., 1993; Feist, 
1998; George & Zhou, 2001). Nevertheless, in most of the existing studies the 
focus has been on specific factors of the Big Five traits, thus failing to provide 
an integrative picture of the relationship between the Big Five and creativity. 
In the present study all aspects of the Big Five factors were investigated in the 
context of the creative performance of students. More importantly, employing the 
trait-trait interaction perspective, we advanced intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
as critical moderators or shapers of the relationship between the Big Five 
factors and creativity. In our empirical analysis we revealed that extraversion 
and openness to experience had significant effects on individual creativity, and 
that extrinsic motivation played a meaningful role in determining the nature 
and the strength of the relationship between the Big Five and creativity. Below 
we highlight important findings of the present study and their implications, and 
discuss limitations along with directions for future research.

Consistent with previous studies (George & Zhou, 2001; McCrae and 
Costa, 1997), openness to experience exhibited a significant positive effect on 
creative performance. This is likely to be because people with high openness to 
experience tend to be flexible and willing to accept various perspectives, even 
when the ideas are unfamiliar and seem somewhat fanciful/underdeveloped 
(Zhao & Seibert, 2006). Our finding offers additional empirical evidence that 
openness to experience enables people to move away from traditional beliefs and 
conventions and engage in novel and unique ways of thinking. 

Although researchers have paid less attention to extraversion as a source of 
creativity, our data suggest that of the Big Five factors, extraversion can be the 
most significant predictor of creative performance. Indeed, people with high 
extraversion are full of energy and enthusiasm, encouraging such behaviors as 
seeking stimulation and proactively addressing problems, which should enhance 
creative thinking and performance (Costa & McCrae, 1992; Zhao & Seibert, 
2006). Another potential reason for the strong effect of extraversion may lie in 
the fact that the measure of creative performance used in our study was related 
to expressing or communicating creative ideas in the class, which should favor 
students who were extroverted and thus felt comfortable in presenting their 
thoughts to others (cf. Unsworth, 2001). It is reasonable to expect that expressed 
or social forms of creativity may have sets of predictors that are different from 
those of unexpressed forms of creativity (Choi, 2004). This possibility could be 
further explored in future studies.
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Another interesting finding of this study was the significant effect of extrinsic 
motivation versus the nonsignificant role of intrinsic motivation in creativity. This 
pattern clearly indicates that there may need to be a more balanced consideration 
of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation by researchers, going beyond the sole focus 
on intrinsic task motivation as the motivational basis of creativity (Amabile, 
1988). Recently, the positive roles of rewards and extrinsic motivation with 
regard to creativity have been acknowledged among researchers (Choi, 2004; 
Eisenberger & Rhoades, 2001), particularly in the domain of social or public 
forms of creativity, such as creative performance in schools or in workplaces, 
extrinsic motivation may play a critical role (often more so than intrinsic 
motivation) in predicting creative performance. Perhaps for the same reason, in 
this study extraversion turned out to be a strong predictor of creativity. 

In addition to the main effect of extrinsic motivation on creativity, in this study 
extrinsic motivation was also revealed as a meaningful moderator that changes 
the meaning of personal traits with regard to individual creativity. It was of note 
that our analysis showed that extrinsic motivation played somewhat contrasting 
roles for agreeableness and openness to experience. Supporting our expectation, 
the association between openness and creativity became stronger in a situation 
where the person had strong extrinsic motivation. Individuals with high openness 
to experience seemed to act more strongly on their innate trait when they were 
strongly motivated to perform the task and gain rewards and acknowledgement 
from their performance. Thus, extrinsic motivation activates the functioning of a 
person’s openness trait, supporting trait activation theory (Tett & Burnett, 2003) 
as well as the trait-trait interaction perspective (Barrick et al., 2005). 

For agreeable people, on the other hand, high extrinsic motivation was not 
beneficial for their creative performance (see Figure 2). Given that agreeable 
individuals care about others and tend to prefer agreeing with others’ opinions 
to keep the peace, their creative performance will be further decreased when 
they are concerned about rewards, compensation, or others’ evaluation of 
their performance. In contrast, agreeableness was positively associated with 
creativity when the person had low extrinsic motivation, and thus he/she was less 
constrained by others’ opinions. This pattern indicates that for agreeable people 
low extrinsic motivation meant that they were less likely to be influenced by the 
social or evaluative constraints of a given setting. 

The present study has several limitations. First, the present data were collected 
from students and the results, therefore, may not be generalizable to other 
populations. For example, the creative performance of employees may be more 
strongly driven by organizational context variables than by their individual 
dispositions. Nevertheless, given the ample evidence that employees’ creativity 
is a function of both individual and contextual characteristics (Amabile, 1996; 
Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Shalley et al., 2004), the trait-trait interaction 
perspective may be a viable approach in understanding creativity in organizational 



Linking personaLity to creativity954

settings. Secondly, although we employed a longitudinal design that separated 
the measures of predictors and the outcome by four weeks, all variables were 
self-reported and the results might be affected by same-method bias. Given the 
potential differences between self and observer ratings (Mount & Barrick, 1995; 
Schmidt, Shaffer, & Oh, 2008), in future studies a multisource design could be 
adopted to provide a more robust research finding. Thirdly, in implementing 
our longitudinal research design, we could not guarantee the anonymity of 
participants who provided multiwave data. This data collection strategy could 
introduce systematic response biases owing to participants’ tendency to offer 
socially desirable responses. Finally, in our current research framework, we 
focused on the trait-trait interaction involving the Big Five traits and motivation 
in predicting creativity. Therefore, other factors that might explain variance 
in creativity such as situational and contextual factors were not included. In 
future research the current framework could be expanded and could incorporate 
various contextual variables to examine their moderating effects on the trait-trait 
interactions identified in this study.

Despite these limitations, the present study makes meaningful contributions 
to the creativity literature by offering an integrative perspective and empirical 
validation of the relationship between the Big Five personality traits and individual 
creativity. Moreover, we demonstrated the value of the trait-trait interaction 
perspective in better explaining the effects of personality traits on creative 
performance. Our analysis showed that the effects of a person’s agreeableness 
and openness on his/her creative performance had different directions and 
strengths depending on the level of his/her extrinsic motivation. In particular, 
the contrasting effects of extrinsic motivation observed for agreeableness 
versus openness to experience offer a more sophisticated understanding of the 
distinct ways in which motivation and personality characteristics work together 
to produce individual behavior. In further studies the mechanisms involved in 
trait-trait interaction could be elaborated and the theoretical framework could 
be expanded by incorporating contextual moderators to account for individual 
creativity in various settings. 
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