
What are the main theories of creativity proposed by psychologists, and how do they 

differ from each other? 

Creativity is a multifaceted concept that has intrigued psychologists, scholars, and thinkers 

for centuries. Theories of creativity attempt to unravel the complex interplay of cognitive 

processes, environmental influences, personality traits, and biological factors that contribute 

to creative thinking and behavior. Here, we explore some of the main psychological theories 

of creativity, examining how they differ and what unique perspectives each brings to our 

understanding of this phenomenon. 

1. Psychoanalytic Theories 

Psychoanalytic theories of creativity, largely stemming from the work of Sigmund Freud, 

view creativity as a process rooted in unconscious drives and conflicts. Freud proposed that 

creativity arises from the sublimation of repressed desires and instincts. According to this 

perspective, individuals channel their unconscious impulses into socially acceptable forms, 

such as art, literature, and science, as a way to satisfy their deeper, often taboo, desires. 

Key Components: 

 Unconscious Processes: Creativity is seen as a way to express repressed thoughts and 

desires. 

 Sublimation: Creative acts serve as an outlet for unconscious drives. 

 Conflict Resolution: Creative expression helps to resolve internal conflicts between 

different parts of the psyche (id, ego, and superego). 

Differences: Psychoanalytic theories emphasize the role of unconscious processes and 

internal psychological conflicts, which sets them apart from more cognitive or behavioral 

approaches that focus on conscious thought processes and external influences. 

2. Cognitive Theories 

Cognitive theories of creativity focus on the mental processes involved in creative thinking. 

These theories examine how individuals generate, evaluate, and refine creative ideas, 

emphasizing the role of cognitive functions such as memory, attention, and problem-solving. 

a. Divergent Thinking (J.P. Guilford) 

J.P. Guilford introduced the concept of divergent thinking as a key element of creativity. 

Divergent thinking involves generating multiple solutions to a problem, as opposed to 

convergent thinking, which seeks a single correct answer. 

Key Components: 

 Fluency: The ability to produce a large number of ideas. 

 Flexibility: The ability to generate diverse and varied ideas. 

 Originality: The ability to produce novel and unique ideas. 

b. Geneplore Model (Finke, Ward, and Smith) 



The Geneplore model, proposed by Finke, Ward, and Smith, describes creativity as a cyclical 

process involving two main phases: generation and exploration. In the generation phase, 

individuals produce preliminary ideas or mental representations (preinventive structures). In 

the exploration phase, these structures are elaborated and refined into creative products. 

Key Components: 

 Generation Phase: Producing initial ideas or mental representations. 

 Exploration Phase: Elaborating and refining these ideas into final creative products. 

Differences: Cognitive theories differ from psychoanalytic theories in that they focus on 

conscious mental processes rather than unconscious drives. They also provide a more 

structured approach to understanding the stages and components of creative thinking. 

3. Humanistic Theories 

Humanistic theories of creativity emphasize self-actualization and the fulfilment of human 

potential. These theories are rooted in the humanistic psychology movement, which focuses 

on personal growth, self-expression, and the intrinsic motivation to achieve one's full 

potential. 

a. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs 

Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs posits that creativity is a manifestation of self-

actualization, the highest level of psychological development. According to Maslow, 

individuals who have satisfied their basic needs (physiological, safety, love/belonging, and 

esteem) are more likely to engage in creative activities as a means of fulfilling their potential. 

Key Components: 

 Self-Actualization: Creativity is an expression of realizing one's full potential. 

 Intrinsic Motivation: Creative activities are driven by internal satisfaction rather 

than external rewards. 

b. Rogers' Person-Centered Theory 

Carl Rogers' person-centered theory emphasizes the importance of a supportive environment 

for creativity. According to Rogers, individuals are more likely to express their creativity 

when they feel accepted and valued. Creativity is seen as a natural expression of the self-

actualizing tendency. 

Key Components: 

 Unconditional Positive Regard: A supportive environment that fosters self-

expression. 

 Self-Actualizing Tendency: The innate drive to realize one's full potential through 

creative expression. 



Differences: Humanistic theories differ from both psychoanalytic and cognitive theories by 

emphasizing personal growth and intrinsic motivation. They highlight the role of a supportive 

environment and the fulfilment of human potential as key drivers of creativity. 

4. Social and Cultural Theories 

Social and cultural theories of creativity examine how social interactions, cultural contexts, 

and environmental factors influence creative behavior. These theories emphasize the role of 

collaboration, cultural norms, and societal structures in shaping creative expression. 

a. Systems Model (Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi) 

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi's systems model views creativity as a systemic process involving 

three main components: the individual, the domain, and the field. The individual produces 

creative ideas, the domain represents the cultural knowledge and conventions, and the field 

consists of gatekeepers (e.g., experts, critics) who evaluate and validate creative 

contributions. 

Key Components: 

 Individual: The person who generates creative ideas. 

 Domain: The cultural context and body of knowledge. 

 Field: The social network of gatekeepers who evaluate and validate creativity. 

b. Sociocultural Theory (Lev Vygotsky) 

Lev Vygotsky's sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural 

tools in the development of creativity. According to Vygotsky, creativity is a socially 

mediated process, and individuals develop creative skills through interaction with more 

knowledgeable others and engagement with cultural artifacts. 

Key Components: 

 Social Interaction: Learning and creativity occur through collaboration and 

interaction with others. 

 Cultural Tools: Artifacts and symbols within a culture that facilitate creative 

thinking. 

Differences: Social and cultural theories differ from individual-centric theories (e.g., 

cognitive, psychoanalytic) by focusing on the external influences on creativity. They 

highlight the importance of social collaboration, cultural norms, and environmental factors in 

the creative process. 

5. Evolutionary Theories 

Evolutionary theories of creativity view creative behavior as an adaptive trait that has 

evolved to solve problems and increase survival and reproductive success. These theories 

apply principles of evolutionary biology to understand why and how creativity has developed 

in humans. 



Key Components: 

 Adaptive Function: Creativity provides solutions to problems and enhances survival. 

 Variation and Selection: Creative ideas emerge through variation, and the most 

effective ideas are selected and retained. 

 Mating and Social Signals: Creativity can serve as a signal of intelligence and 

fitness, playing a role in mate selection and social bonding. 

Differences: Evolutionary theories differ from other psychological theories by framing 

creativity in terms of biological adaptation and evolutionary processes. They focus on the 

functional and survival-related aspects of creative behavior. 

Conclusion 

Theories of creativity proposed by psychologists offer diverse perspectives on how creative 

thinking and behavior arise. Psychoanalytic theories emphasize unconscious processes and 

internal conflicts, while cognitive theories focus on conscious mental functions and problem-

solving strategies. Humanistic theories highlight personal growth and intrinsic motivation, 

whereas social and cultural theories underscore the influence of social interactions and 

cultural contexts. Evolutionary theories provide an adaptive and functional view of creativity, 

linking it to survival and reproductive success. 

Each theory contributes unique insights, and together they provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the complex and multifaceted nature of creativity. By examining these 

theories, we gain a deeper appreciation for the various factors that drive creative expression 

and the different ways in which creativity can manifest across individuals and contexts. 

 


