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RISKY SHIFT AND CREATIVITY

JOHN A. GLOVER
University of Nebraska

A review of the literature led to the hypothesis that there could be a relationship between risk-
taking and creativity. To test this hypothesis, 10 groups of four undergraduates were administered
the Choice Dilemma Questionnaire and a subtest of the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking. This
was followed by the standard group process noted to result in a risky shift. After the group
process, the Choice Dilemma Questionnaire and an alternate Torrance subtest were
readministered. Eleven groups of four undergraduates (the assignments to groups and the
assignments to treatments made on a random basis) received the same administrations of the
Choice Dilemma Questionnaire and the Torrance tests but had a relaxation period interposed
between administrations rather than the group process.

The experimental groups increased their risk-taking scores in a statistically significant way,
indicating that the risky shift phenomenon had occurred. Concomitantly, the experimental groups’
flexibility and originality scores increased significantly, while their elaboration scores decreased
at statistically significant levels. No changes were noted on fluency. The control groups showed no
significant changes in either the risk-taking scores or any of the four creativity scores. Evidently,
increasing the likelihood of taking risks via the risky shift also influences creative responding.

Recent investigations have determined that risk-taking preferences of individuals are related
in a significant way to some measures of their creative ability (Glover and Sautter, 1976).
Specifically, those individuals identified as high-risk takers were found to be significantly more
flexible and original in their responses to the Torrance (1974) Tests of Creative Thinking than
those individuals identified as low-risk takers. The low-risk takers, however, were found to be
significantly more elaborate than the high-risk takers. No significant differences were observed
on the fourth measure of creative ability, fluency.

One of the most standard phenomena in the risk-taking literature has been the risky shift
phenomenon (e.g. Bateson, 1966; Rim, 1963; Stoner, 1961). Generally, the risky shift
phenomenon can be described as the increase in an individual’s likelihood to take larger risks as
the result of some group process of the risk-taking situation and the level of risk involved.

In view of the apparent relationship between measures of creative ability, risk-taking and the
risky shift phenomenon, it was hypothesized that an increased level of risk-taking may be
accompanied by an increase in levels of creative responding. This study was designed to
determine whether or not increased risk-taking obtained through the risky shift group process
would result in increased levels of observed creative responding.
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METHOD

SUBJECTS

Subjects were 84 undergraduates enrolled in educational psychology during the Fall
semester, 1976. All were majors in the college of education. Ages of the students ranged from
19 years 1 month to 23 years 4 months, with a mean age of 20 years 10 months. There were 46
females and 38 males.

SETTING

All students were enrolled at a large, midwestern university located in a moderately sized
urban area. The data collection took place in a conference room at various times of the day over
10 days. The experimenter was present throughout the process and did not interact with any of
the students other than to give instructions as noted herein.

APPARATUS

The risk-taking instrument utilized consisted of six items taken from Stoner’s (1968) work
that had been demonstrated to show a consistent shift toward riskier, after group process
decisions. The instruments used to measure creative responding were the “Unusual Uses” and
the “Ask and Guess” subtests of Torrance’s Thinking Creatively With Words Test (verbal form
b; Torrance, 1974). Both of the Torrance subtests yield four measures of creative ability:
fluency, flexibility, elaboration and originality.

GENERAL PROCEDURE

The 84 students were randomly assigned to 21 groups of four. Eleven of the groups were
randomly assigned to a control treatment while the other 10 were assigned to the risky shift
treatment. Then, at different times, each group of four arrived at the conference room and were
administered either the “Unusual Uses” or the “Ask and Guess” subtests of the Torrance tests
according to Torrance’s standard directions (1974). To reduce possible practice effects, half
(42) of the students were randomly given the “Unusual Uses” subtest and the other half the
“Ask and Guess” subtest. An arbitrary time limit of 15 minutes was imposed on the students for
the completion of these subtests, after which the experimenter collected the test materials.

The experimenter then administered the risk-taking instrument according to the standard
directions (Wallach and Kogan, 1965). After all four students finished in each group, the
experimenter collected the instruments. The students in the 11 control groups were given 15
minutes to relax wherein they could walk around the room, stretch, and so forth. They were,
however, asked not to speak to one another about the tests. The students in the risky shift
groups were asked to be seated around a small conference table (only four seats were available)
and were given the same instructions used by Wallach and Kogan (1965). The risky shift
groups were also given a blank risk-taking instrument to use in their discussion. After 15
minutes, students in all groups were asked to return to their individual desks and the blank
instruments were collected from the risky shift groups. At this point the Torrance subtests were
readministered to the groups, with each person receiving the alternate form of the test.
Guidelines identical to the first administration were observed. At this point the risk-taking
instrument was readministered, also observing guidelines identical to its first administration. As
soon as all four students finished in each group, the papers were collected and the students were
dismissed.

Each of the creativity subtests was scored by two independent raters, both students in
educational psychology. They were not informed of the purpose of the tests or of any of the
experimental conditions. Pearson Product Moment correlations were computed between the two
raters on all four measures in order to determine the reliability of the scoring (i.e., 0.94 for
fluency, 0.77 for flexibility, 0.93 for elaboration, and 0.71 for originality). The mean of the two
raters’ scores was used in the data analysis.
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Students’ overall risk-taking scores were computed and a mean risk-taking score for each
student was determined over all six items on both the first and second administrations of the
instruments. The 10 groups exposed to the risky shift were combined into one risky shift group,
while the 11 groups exposed to the control conditions were combined into one control group for
the purpose of the data analysis. A t-test for related samples was computed for the risky shift
group between the pre- and post-test results. The results of this test revealed a statistically
significant increase in the group’s risk-taking scores (t = 8.14, p < 0.01). Similarly, a t-test for
related samples was also computed between the pre- and post-test results of the control group.
No significant changes were observed. The risky shift phenomenon had evidently occurred true
to form.

A series of t-tests for related samples was then computed between the pre-and post-test
results of the risky shift group’s scores on the four measures of creativity. No statistically
significant changes were observed on the fluency measure. Significant increases were observed
between the pre- and post-tests on both the flexibility (t = 6.16, p < 0.01) and the originality
measures (t = 5.85, p < 0.01). The control groups’ results were then analyzed in similar fashion.
No significant changes were observed in any of the four variables.

At this point a series of t-tests for independent samples was computed between the control
and the risky shift groups on each of the four measures of creative responding on the pre-tests.
No significant differences were noted on any of the four measures. Similarly, a t-test for
independent samples was computed between the control and risky shift groups risk-taking pre-
tests. No significant differences were observed. The two groups evidently had highly similar
scores on both measures of creative responding and risk-taking prior to any treatment.

DISCUSSION

The group exposed to the risky shift process did, as would be expected, increase its levels of
risk-taking behaviors. Concomitantly, this group’s flexibility and originality scores also
increased, while the group’s elaboration scores decreased. No significant changes, however,
were noted on the fluency measure. Meanwhile, the control group showed no significant change
in either the risk-taking scores or any of the four creativity scores.

The results seem to indicate that not only did the risky shift process result in the typical
increase in risk-taking preferences, but it also significantly altered the creative responding of
students in three areas. There was an increase in flexibility, an increase in originality and a
decrease in elaboration. These changes were noted only in the risky shift group and must have
been due to the risky shift phenomenon rather than practice. The lack of change in the control
group indicates that the risky shift phenomenon must be at the crux of this matter. These results
agree with the findings of Glover and Sautter (1976) wherein they noted that individuals who
prefer higher risks were more flexible and original than individuals who prefer low risks, but
were less elaborate. It would seem then, on the basis of these results, that creative responding is
related in a significant way to risk-taking. An explanation for this finding is unknown at
present. It may be that a preference for taking risks is reflected in an individual’s responding on
measures of creativity. That is, people who are likely to take greater risks in one area
(i.e., responding to risk-taking instruments) are also more likely to take greater risks in other
areas (i.e., responding to tests of creativity). Specifically, the increased levels of flexibility and
the increased levels of originality seem to be closely related to an increase in a person’s
willingness to take risks. Perhaps unusual, different or improbable kinds of responses on a
creativity test are perceived by students as riskier kinds of responses, and as a willingness to
take risks increases so would the number of risky responses on a creativity test. The decrease in
the elaboration scores may also be viewed in light of an increase in risk-taking preferences.
People willing to take greater risks may feel less need to elaborate on any given response
because they feel less bound to justify their response and more willing to take risks with shorter
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responses. Even such preliminary results indicate that those individuals engaged in instructional
endeavors, who want to foster higher levels of creative responding among their students, may
wish to investigate the possibility of increasing levels of creative responding through increasing
risk-taking behaviors. Additional study, however, needs to be completed prior to more than a
tentative adoption of the results reported here.
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