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Abstract
Creative development is the process of individ-
ual and collective growth in new, effective, and
meaningful ideas, skills, thinking, and produc-
tion. The creative growth of individuals can
happen within a specific domain, like science,
and also develop generally in skills and dispo-
sitions that are transferrable across domains.
As a sociocultural process, creative develop-
ment of one individual builds from and con-
tributes to the creativity of others. Creative
development across the life span relates to
how a person adapts to the changing circum-
stances of life with agency, a resilient and
growth-oriented attitude, and a sense of possi-
bility for themselves and their world.
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Introduction

Creative development is the process of individual
and collective growth in new, effective, and mean-
ingful ideas, skills, thinking, and production. The
creative growth of individuals can happen within

a specific domain, like science, and also develop
generally in skills and dispositions that are trans-
ferrable across domains. As individuals take risks
to contribute new ideas and solutions, they carry
our collective potential for creative development
further, often changing how we think about the
world in profoundways. Therefore, it is optimal to
conceptualize creative development through a
number of approaches that relate to the possible
– possible pasts, selves, worlds, and futures.

First, a multidimensional approach to an indi-
vidual’s creative resources creates an expansive
set of possible self compositions that a person may
bring to a task or challenge. Many of those
resources are malleable with focused effort. Spe-
cific domains will draw on specific resources in
different ways, and a person’s possibilities for
creative development will evolve with practice,
developing the skill, strategy, and metacognition
to enhance the process and output. Second, from a
developmental perspective across key stages of
human growth and the life span as a whole, there
are domain-general creative resources that may be
transferrable and adaptive to a range of contexts
and domains. How a person reflects on themselves
in the past as agents of their world and how they
imagine themselves and the world they inhabit
will play a role in their development. The possible
identities explored in a lifetime converge in sev-
eral meaningful ways with creative development.
Third, from participatory, societal, and cultural
perspectives on creativity, creative development
does not occur within an individual. Rather,
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creative development is interactive between a cre-
ator and an audience and between the creator in
the present and any contributors to the evolution
of that idea. Often, those breakthroughs and pro-
nouncements aim at transformation in the world
and an individual’s role in its reconstruction.

This entry links different perspectives on crea-
tive development to different dimensions of the
possible with the aim of identifying potential
pathways for future research, grounded in the
possible as a field of inquiry (Glǎveanu 2018).
Throughout this entry, I will draw on a specific
and key period of human development, adoles-
cence, to help anchor the ideas presented. In light
of the intense identity exploration underway dur-
ing adolescence and its consequential nature for
an individual’s later development, this period can
provide insight into the links between creative
development and the possible.

Creative Development Within Domains

An individual’s person-level creative resources
include a variety of thinking skills, attitudinal
orientations and beliefs, and behaviors (Lubart et
al. 2013). Some of those resources, such as open-
ness, imagination, and tolerance for ambiguity,
are directly related to states that engage with the
possible. Thinking about creative development as
the composition and growth of creative resources
provides a helpful multidimensional way of con-
sidering how an individual may approach a task or
experience development in a domain. Though not
exhaustive, Table 1 presents some general crea-
tive resources that research has identified as
important to creative development and crea-
tive contributions. The debate about the domain
generality and domain specificity of creativity
(Baer 2015, 2016) has provided contrasting but
complementary perspectives, reaching some con-
sensus that specific creative resources are neces-
sary within domains and that general creative
resources will support an individual’s creative
development and contributions across domains.

For instance, Root-Bernstein (2003)
documented the existence of polymathy, or crea-
tive achievement in multiple domains, to suggest

a universality to the creative process of innovation
and highlight the relationship between seemingly
disparate fields, such as science and the arts. If we
start at the narrowest framing of creative develop-
ment, we can work to understand how the possible
takes shape for an individual within a specific
domain of activity, discipline, or pursuit and how
that development can support the individual’s cre-
ative development and potential contributions,
more generally. For example, an adolescent who
has developed creative behaviors specific to guitar
playing, such as routine practice, songwriting, and
rhythm, will be more likely to experience greater
creative development if they are more curious
about the mood that different chords make when
juxtaposed in a composition and more willing to
take risks to play with possible, but unconven-
tional combinations. That adolescent may be
driven to find a possible musical, acoustic repre-
sentation of a new complex emotional experience.

The development of creative resources within a
domain can also support an individual’s healthy
identity development – the discovery of possible
selves is a key developmental task during adoles-
cence. To make a commitment to a creative
domain in life, such as learning an instrument
and eventually joining a band, links creative
development to healthy identity formation during
this key stage (Barbot and Heuser 2017). Though
commitment to a creative domain may seem self-
limiting, in reality, those commitments are neces-
sary to expand the possible contributions that the
individual can make to the world. That deeper
commitment also broadens their sense of possibil-
ity and confidence to achieve an imagined future,
such as playing live for an audience. The creative
act of imagining a possible future for oneself,
constructing a possible self, and working
toward that self-actualization can itself be
thought of as life creativity (Zittoun and de
Saint-Laurent 2015).

Importantly, opportunities to engage in a crea-
tive commitment in life are not equitably available
to people. The creative commitments that are pos-
sible for an individual, young or old, are embed-
ded in and constrained by the individual’s life
course and historical time (Elder 1998). That life
course of individuals is bound by the social,
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economic, and cultural factors at play that either
open or close opportunities for creative explora-
tion, development, innovation, and contributions.
Certainly, a tension exists between the accessibil-
ity of opportunities for an individual and the
agency of the individual to seek out, choose to
act on, and pursue opportunities for creative
development. For instance, research about crea-
tive polymaths illustrates how creative develop-
ment in one domain, such as the arts, can feed
insights and development in a completely distinct
domain, such as science. Root-Bernstein (2003)
provided the example of Santiago Ramon y Cajal,
one of the first Nobel Prize winners in Physiology
or Medicine, who attributed much of his
renowned success in neuroanatomy to his avoca-
tions in photography and the visual arts. It is
possible that Ramon y Cajal’s choice to pursue
his artistic development was just as important as
his pursuits in science. In terms of creative devel-
opment, though individuals may excel in a single
domain, it is more often the case that their creative
process develops, expands, and refines through
activity in multiple domains, even if they don’t
reach the same levels of achievement across them.

General Creative Development Across
the Life Span

Creative development across the life span relates
to how a person adapts to the changing circum-
stances of life with a resilient, open, and growth-
oriented attitude and with a sense of possibility
for themselves and their world (Carson and Runco
1999). A person’s general creative development
can be conceptualized as the emergence of strate-
gic engagement of knowledge and creative
resources related to the creative process. Using
perspectives on lifelong learning, creative

development can fit into a novice-to-expert con-
tinuum (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1980), where indi-
viduals can be starting at the beginning stage of
development, based on experience and exposure,
not on years of life. From a developmental per-
spective, the general creative thinking process has
been conceptualized with specific pieces: (a)
problem finding and construction, (b) idea gener-
ation, (c) tolerance for ambiguity and risk-taking,
(d) seeing failure as opportunity, and (e) being
metacognitive about strengths, limitations, and
strategy (Lench et al. 2015). An individual could
be naturally gifted or developing at different rates
and levels within each of those components of the
creative process.

From that perspective, development to a point
of expertise indicates a high level of both
intuition and metacognitive capacities but should
not be considered a static end – possibilities con-
tinue to abound because every context and
domain requires different combinations of crea-
tive resources. In fact, the merging of disciplines
and domains – a transdisciplinary perspective
about the world – would mean that the possible
“disciplines” to master are limitless. From a devel-
opmental stance, behaviors often begin by
watching others, with ample exploration and trial
and error, learning from setbacks and failures.
With practice and deliberate investigation,
learners reflect and develop the metacognition
(Flavell 1979) about what works, when it works,
and how to adapt it to new situations. Recent
research suggests that creative metacognition
plays a key role in how an individual will trans-
form their creative potential into agentic and cre-
ative action (Anderson and Haney in press). As
with any other set of knowledge, skills, and dis-
positions, becoming strategic with creative think-
ing, attitude, and behaviors depends on
cumulative experiences in a variety of contexts

Creative Development, Table 1 Creative resources components

Creative behaviors Creative thinking Creative attitudes and beliefs

Skillful, committed,
persevering, collaborative,
experimental, embodied,
adaptive . . .

Curious, imaginative, divergent thinking,
associative and metaphorical, integrative
and synthesizing, mental flexibility,
humorous . . .

Openness, intrinsically driven, tolerance
for ambiguity, boundary-breaking,
growthmindset, risk-taking, self-efficacy
. . .
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as well as a mindset that with effort growth is
possible, even when a challenge is quite difficult.
The developmental framework for creativity
(Lench et al. 2015) places the most advanced
level of creative development at a point of emerg-
ing expertise, suggesting the possibilities for how
that high level of intuition, insight, and adaptabil-
ity depend on a continued belief in one’s potential
to grow and adapt – expertise continues to be a
means rather than an end.

Creative development as agentic. Recent
research supports a model of creative behavior
as agentic action, where the self-beliefs (e.g., cre-
ative self-efficacy) and values (e.g., nonconfor-
mity) that an individual carries into a task will
dictate their creative effort, achievement, and
development (Anderson and Haney in press;
Karwowski and Beghetto 2018). Developmen-
tally, if the individual has limited experience and
knowledge in a task or domain, they may not feel
a high agency to be creative in that task or
domain unless they have been successful in some-
thing related. From a social cognitive perspective,
a person’s development in life is not just
dependent on the level of their personal agency –
their proxy agency is influenced by others and the
environment around them (Bandura 1986, 2018).
Whereas personal agency is made up of the pro-
spective belief of success (or self-efficacy), the
sense of control in the process, and the personal
value of the endeavor, proxy agency includes the
modeling and observations experienced vicari-
ously through others. Theoretically, in one’s cre-
ative development, these aspects of agency should
matter enormously. Someone is unlikely to
develop creatively if they lack the self-belief
they can be successful and the value that it is
worth their time and effort. They will also be
limited without access and exposure to others
who model that creative growth is possible and
important. Agency in the risk-taking and open-
ness that precludes creative development sets the
stage for the possible. Without agency, the ideas
of a possible creative self are unlikely to emerge,
and sustained creative development toward that
actualization remains impossible.

If individuals begin from a perspective that
there are many possible organizations and

reconstructions of the past, depending on one’s
perspective and framing of experiences, even (or
especially) personal histories of difficulty, chal-
lenge, and failure can be seen as empowering and
agency-building. This sense of the possible
emerging from reflections on the past can be a
powerful mechanism to shift general beliefs
about the potential for creative development. For
instance, in a recent study, educators learned
about the malleability and breadth of creative
resources and completed hours of reflection and
practice in basic creative thinking routines. Upon
completing 28 h of training, teachers demon-
strated very large decreases in their fixed mindset
beliefs about creativity – the perception that crea-
tive capacity is trait-like and unchangeable in
themselves and students (Anderson et al. 2020).
Reflections on the possible in the past will influ-
ence the possible for one’s creative development
into the future. If past failure, for instance, is seen
as diagnostic of one’s limitations and hopeless-
ness, then the risk-taking needed for creative
growth will likely be limited. As early adolescent
students have shared, when mistakes are seen as
expressions of the unique interpretations of the
individual (imagined possibilities), creative
development has room to grow in the young per-
son, especially in a social setting filled with judg-
ment and pressure, both perceived and
experienced (Anderson et al. 2019). The value
placed on one’s own potential for uniqueness
and creative growth is deeply linked to the role
of agency in what is perceived as possible in
personal creative development.

Creative development in adolescence. To dig
deeper into general creative development during a
specific and important period of human growth,
adolescence provides an opportune grounding.
Research indicates that different fluctuations in
creative development likely exist during the ado-
lescent years (Barbot et al. 2016) – a period
marked by highly dynamic biological and social
growth (Dahl et al. 2018; Eccles and Roeser
2011). Healthy identity exploration and commit-
ment are important and difficult developmental
tasks during adolescence, and creative develop-
ment can support that identity formation through
at least three pathways (Barbot and Heuser 2017).
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Learners can solidify their identity through the
creative commitments they make, such as joining
a band. Adolescent learners can use creative activ-
ities as opportunities for adaptive self-expression,
such as jamming on the drums to express the
common feeling of teenage angst. Creative think-
ing processes, including divergent idea produc-
tion, may enhance the identity exploration and
formation process by expanding what is perceived
as possible and by being strategic about actualiz-
ing those possibilities in the present reality (Sica et
al. 2017).

When looking at the development of one of
the most ubiquitous domain-general skills studied
in the creativity field during the tumultuous and
consequential developmental period of early ado-
lescence, this developmental approach comes into
view. A recent study modeled the different
groups of trajectories of divergent thinking origi-
nality that emerged from a sample of 1300 US
middle school students from Grade 6 to Grade
8 (Anderson 2019). Across five measured time
points, 72% of students demonstrated a low and
declining development of originality. Among the
other four groups, two rose and declined, one
group showed no change, and a third group of
5% of the sample demonstrated consistent growth
across the three pivotal early adolescent years of
middle school. Compared to the normative down-
ward trend of 72% of the sample, when the growth
group began Grade 6, they showed higher levels
of growth mindset about their abilities. In other
words, they strongly believed in the possibility of
their growth and development. Moreover, they
valued social conformity less than the normative
group, believing that being different than what
others expected – holding firm to the possible in
their own diversity – was more important than
getting others to like them (Anderson 2019).
Those two beliefs were key predictors of adaptive
creative development, and that development con-
tributed to students being more prepared for high
school than most of their peers – higher academic,
agentic, and creative outcomes at Grade 8.

Those findings resonate with other research,
which indicate that a creative mindset is key to
creative development (see entry on ▶ “Creative
Mindset”; Karwowski 2014), and

unconventionality of a person has a strong link
to their capacity for original ideas (Andreas et al.
2016). Put another way, two ingredients appear to
be key: (a) the willingness to make mistakes and,
possibly (or likely), fail and interpret that failure
as latent with growth potential and (b) the com-
mitment to follow one’s own path, instinct, and
unique expression, even when it may be uncon-
ventional in the face of others’ expectations. It is
likely these strengths require just as much proxy
agency as personal agency to develop in a context
like school.

Though more research is needed about the
conditions that support creative growth during
adolescence and beyond, evidence of declines
have prompted a range of explanations.
Documented downward trends of divergent think-
ing during adolescence may be an interaction
between the neurological, physiological, and
social development underway, the opportunities
provided in the environment, and the task used in
measurement (Barbot et al. 2016). Explanations
for an apparent Grade 4 slump appear through
sociocultural perspectives, including (a) the
effects of critical grade-to-grade transitions in
school (He andWong 2015), (b) normative effects
of more strict classroom environments (Torrance
1968), (c) cultural differences, such as early
emphasis on college entrance exams in China
(Yi et al. 2013), and (d) socioeconomic character-
istics of the students’ school and the different
educational experiences those characteristics
afford (Dai et al. 2012). Explanations also appear
through affective and cognitive perspectives.
Temporal gaps in socioemotional and cognitive
control systems during adolescent development
could explain different slumps in creative ideation
development (Barbot and Hunter 2012). A com-
mon theme across those explanations is that they
focus on the environmental and sociocultural con-
ditions and biological growth underway. How-
ever, as articulated earlier, an alternative
perspective that has begun to gain traction focuses
on the social cognitive theory framing of agency,
where the social, cognitive, and affective experi-
ence of self-belief – related to imagined possible
selves – interact with opportunities provided in
the environment. Though adolescence is unique
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as a developmental stage, because it sets up pat-
terns and identity beliefs into adulthood, the
research and theory discussed here likely plays a
role in creative development later in life.

Participatory and Societal Creative
Development

Up to this point, this entry has focused on how the
individual experiences creative development
within a specific domain or, more generally, in
their potential for creative thinking and behaviors.
However, more recent work has begun to shift
the gaze of creativity research from the individual
in isolation toward the individual engaged with
others and the world around them. These ideas
relate to how we imagine our interactions with
others and the environment in the possible worlds
and futures – the social and cultural landscape of
myths (Castoriadis 1987) that dictate our experi-
ences and which we can each play a role in shap-
ing (Glǎveanu 2018). Clapp (2016) drew our
attention to the evolution of an idea, in our collec-
tive development, and away from the supposed
lone creator, who likely receives recognition, and
sometimes fame, for having discovered and pur-
sued the idea to the point of expression valued
most societally and culturally. Often, deeply
embedded collaborators may receive much less
acknowledgment than the individual at the head
of the idea (Glăveanu 2011). A postmortem dis-
section of an idea or discovery to understand the
many contributing minds that produced the idea
rarely happens; however, some research has
looked at how an idea evolves in interdisciplinary
groups, proposing a six phase process, each phase
a room for opportunity of the possible (Ness and
Søreide 2014). For instance, Ness and Søreide
(2014) found that the third phase, called polyph-
ony, included effort to understand and blend
diverse perspectives from the different disciplines
within a group, producing friction and an opening
to new possibilities and learning.

The process of theatrical improvisation pro-
vides another snapshot of the collaborative pro-
cess in a creative endeavor. Launched by a
“golden premise,” individuals build off of an

idea in the moment, using intuition, possibility
thinking, and random acts, to sculpt something
new together. An improvisational piece is made
up of a rapid succession of interpretations and
contributions that are unique to each individual.
Though often drawn out over years or genera-
tions, the passing of an idea through unique
individuals, until it evolves into something
demonstrably creative, is a participatory and co-
generative process. If creativity is really about the
evolution and passage of an idea through a cul-
tural milieu from one person or one group to
another, then creative development should not be
thought of so intensely in isolation of the individ-
ual. Such a narrowing limits the possible in terms
of our conception of creative development – both
how we study and pursue it.

Creative development societally often begins
with disruption and possibly a paradigm shift
(Kuhn 1962). That revolution can happen through
multiple pathways, including scientific discovery,
irrational enthusiasm, disaster, or social and cul-
tural movements, for instance. Creative develop-
ment of individuals and a group, as a whole, can
occur through greater means for exchange of ideas
and information and cross-disciplinary collabora-
tion (Ness and Søreide 2014). Technological
advances have created a participatory culture
online, where anyone with a connected device
can create and contribute new content. These
advances may be advantageous for one specific
pathway for social and cultural creative develop-
ment – specifically, the creative and artistic activ-
ism, or artivism (see entries on▶ “Social Change”
and ▶ “Activism”), of an individual or group
aimed at shifting perception and conscious-
ness about issues in the world around them
(Glaveanu 2017).

Distinguished by the element of surprise, nov-
elty, and potency, artistic and creative activism
can seed new ideas about the world in the audi-
ence and boost the sense of possibility and pur-
pose for the creator(s), emboldening individuals
or groups with the possibility of liberation from
oppressive or dominating views or conditions.
When individuals or groups take creative risks
(often these risks can include the risk of arrest or
more), those examples are experienced
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vicariously by others and can boost the sense of
agency in others within their own creative devel-
opment and contributions. These constructed
moments can shift individual or collective views
about the ingrained myths of social and political
institutions, thereby releasing minds into the pos-
sibility of different worlds and futures. This
socially and culturally engaged perspective on
creative development expands conceptions of cre-
ative development as a phenomenon experienced
in isolation by individuals into realms of
interdependency, participation, and possibility.

Conclusion

Creative development and the possible are
inextricably linked. At the individual and
personal levels, a sense of agency and belief in
growth undergirds what can be imagined in our
own unique creative development. That sense of
agency can act reciprocally in the collective with
others by establishing new narratives about what
is possible and how to seek out and actualize those
possible selves, worlds, and futures in the current
lives we lead.
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