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Introduction to Creativity
and Giftedness: Three
Decades of Inquiry
and Development

Donald J. Treffinger

Center for Creative Learning

The rise of contemporary interest in the gifted and talented is often
anchored in the Marland report (1972), and the growth of interest in the-

ory and research on creativity arose from the efforts of a number of pioneers in
the mid- to late-1950s, including several scholars whose work appeared
frequently in Gifted Child Quarterly. The rise of interest in creativity is often
attributed to the J. P. Guilford’s (1950) presidential address to the American
Psychological Association; his extensive work on the Structure of Intellect
model (e.g., Guilford, 1959, 1967, 1977) also served as a catalyst for new and
expanding conceptions of intelligence and giftedness. John Curtis Gowan, a for-
mer NAGC executive director and editor of Gifted Child Quarterly, was also a
leading figure in studying creativity and its relationships with giftedness and
educational programming. E. Paul Torrance’s pioneering work served as the
foundation for many advances in assessing and nurturing creativity. He
was also an eminent contributor to gifted education through his work on the
development of programming to support the interests and needs of gifted and
talented students (and the teachers and mentors who guide them). Calvin W.
Taylor’s work on multiple talents challenged us to look at the powerful
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contributions of creativity to talented accomplishments in many domains.
Taylor’s efforts to bring scholars together for scientific dialogue on creativity
and talent through the Utah Conferences on creativity (across three decades) also
stimulated and sustained inquiry in both areas. The early emphasis by Osborn
(1953, 1963) and Parnes (1967) on fostering creative behavior and nurturing per-
sonal and group creativity provided the foundations for many programming
initiatives in gifted education. Thus, the interactions between gifted education
and creativity span a common time line of more than 30 years of theory,
research, development, and application in both areas.

These interactions have also involved more than a set of historical parallels;
studies of giftedness and creativity have also been intertwined in substantive ways.
The Gifted Child Quarterly articles represented in this anthology highlight many of
the major themes and issues of that shared concern. The articles reflect five core
themes that express our efforts to grasp common conceptual and theoretical chal-
lenges, our struggles to clarify and sort out areas of confusion and concern, and the
challenges for research and practice that we face today. These five themes are:

• Definition. What do we mean by giftedness, talent, or creativity? How
are they related to, or independent of, each other?

• Characteristics. What are the indicators of giftedness and creativity in
people? What factors influence their development or expression?

• Justification. Why are giftedness and creativity important in education?
• Assessment. How might giftedness and creativity be recognized or

identified?
• Nurture. What are the implications of creativity and giftedness for teach-

ing, learning, and personal growth and development? Can they be devel-
oped through deliberate interventions? What factors contribute to the
success of such efforts?

Taken together, this set of articles illuminates several perspectives on those
questions. First, the articles demonstrate how our knowledge has expanded over
several decades of work, highlighting progress that we have made. Second, they
illustrate how several themes and questions have evolved and changed; we may
still be searching for answers, but we have refined the questions. Third, the arti-
cles also make us aware that some puzzling or perplexing issues have been stub-
bornly persistent. Finally, the articles reveal the origins or “seeds” of new and
emerging challenges that are beginning to grow in the field. Throughout these
articles, we encounter the struggles that continue to make the problems of cre-
ativity and giftedness fascinating and exciting (if sometimes frustrating) to study.

DEFINITION

Other volumes in this series address the complex questions of understanding
and defining giftedness; let us, therefore, focus specifically on the insights
about the nature of creativity that we might gain from the articles in this
volume. The articles here highlight a number of key issues. These include:
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• The difficulty of finding a single definition that accommodates the
breadth, complexity, and diversity of creativity.

• The need to look at creativity over extended periods of time—taking a
long look rather than a “snapshot.”

• The importance of sustained interest, passion, and intensity in the foun-
dation for creativity.

• The reality of creativity in groups as well as within the individual.

The articles also highlight our understanding of creativity as a deceptively
simple name for what is, in reality, a complex set of variables that are both
grounded in specific talent domains and also inclusive of a number of commonal-
ities or process dimensions that cut across content or talents. Taylor, Torrance, and
others viewed creativity and creative process as variables that cut across many talent
areas or domains. Runco (1993) described the evolving understanding and role of
divergent thinking in creativity, and Delcourt (1993) emphasized the importance
of non-cognitive dimensions of creative productivity (including motivation,
energy, and commitment. While Sternberg and Lubart (1993) viewed creative gift-
edness as a distinct type of giftedness, they also emphasized the importance of
intellectual processes, knowledge, thinking styles, motivation, and environmental
influences on creativity. Taken as a set, the seminal articles in this volume not only
highlighted the complex nature of creativity, but also demonstrated clearly that
creativity transcends the borders or boundaries of culture, geography, gender, or
economics, and that our understanding of the construct, while having evolved
and matured, still includes many challenging and unanswered questions.

CHARACTERISTICS

The articles reprinted here describe many personal characteristics associated
with creativity. That, in itself is hardly novel or powerful; there have been
numerous lists of the many and varied characteristics of “creative people”
throughout the literature on creativity and giftedness. Viewing these articles as
a group, however, does offer more fascinating insights that have, in several
ways, paved the way for current and emerging trends in research and develop-
ment. From the earliest articles in the set by Torrance (1980, 1981, 1984), Gowan
(1980), and Davis (1981, 1989) to the more recent contributions by Runco (1993),
Delcourt (1993), or Sternberg and Lubart (1993), these insights include argu-
ments that creativity characteristics:

• Involve intense, sustained personal interests, persistence, efforts, and (in
Torrance’s words) the “long look,” passions.

• Extend beyond the traditional cognitive views of divergent thinking.
• May be expressed in various ways or settings at different times, and can

be closely related to opportunities for products and expressions that are
shared with others.
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10
Research on Creativity

Donald J. Treffinger

Buffalo State University College and Center for Creative Learning

What is the relationship of creativity to gifted behavior? The author raises
key questions relative to previous research in the field. He builds and
defends a model for weaving creativity into the fabric of exceptional perfor-
mance in any arena of endeavor.

Creativity has been a topic of considerable interest to educational and
psychological researchers for more than three decades. Several pioneering

research efforts that provided impetus and direction for the entire field included
Guilford’s (1950, 1959, 1977) studies of the Structure of Intellect; research and
development on creative thinking abilities, their assessment, and nurture by
Torrance (1962, 1974, 1979, 1984b); research and development of the multiple
talents model (Taylor, 1978); the development of the Creative Problem Solving
Model (Osborn, 1963; Parnes, 1967; Parnes, Noller & Biondi, 1977; Parnes, 1981;
Isaksen & Treffinger, 1985); and development of the synectics model (Gordon,
1961; Gordon & Poze, 1979, 1980). During the 1960s and 1970s, there was
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considerable research and development in relation to structured programs for
fostering creative thinking and problem solving abilities, including the Productive
Thinking Program (Covington, Crutchfield, Davies, & Olton, 1972), the Purdue
Creative Thinking Program (Feldhusen, Treffinger, & Bahlke, 1970), the CoRT
Thinking Skills Program (deBono, 1973, 1976, 1983), as well as extensive research
with the Creative Problem Solving Model (see, for example, Parnes & Noller,
1973; Reese, Parnes, Treffinger & Kaltsounis, 1976). These programs and the
research involving them has been extensively reviewed by Davis and Scott
(1971), Torrance (1972), Mansfield, Busse, and Krepelka (1978), and Rose and Lin
(1984). Isaksen, Stein, Hills and Gryskiewicz (1984) have also recently proposed
a provocative model for formulating research on creativity. They presented
a general morphological model with three dimensions: the unit of analysis
(does the research address individuals, dyads, small groups, organizations, or
societal/cultural groups?), principal contexts for research (conceptual/theoretical,
stimulation/training, instrumentation/assessment, applications/product
development, or identification/selection) and process aspects (data retrieval,
problem formulation, ideation/generation, decision-making/evaluation, and
implementing).

THEORIES OF CREATIVITY

There is still no single, unifying theory of creativity which is embraced by
all researchers and practitioners. Indeed, given the complexity of the construct of
creativity and the variety of its manifestations in daily life, it seems unlikely that
there will ever be such a “general theory.” Nevertheless, significant progress has
been made in this area during the last two decades. One significant advance was
Gowan’s (1972) analysis of theories of creativity, in which he developed five gen-
eral categories for classifying many theories. Gowan’s categories have been used
and expanded by others (e.g., Treffinger, Isaksen & Firestien, 1982, 1983); other
significant efforts to synthesize various theories have been made by Roweton
(1972) and I. A. Taylor (1976). Specific frameworks for analyzing creativity goals
and objectives have also been provided by Davis and O’Sullivan (1980),
Treffinger and Huber (1975), and Isaksen and Treffinger (1985). The major value
of these contributions has been to enable us to be more systematic in under-
standing, describing, and categorizing our theories and definitions.

IDENTIFICATION OF CREATIVITY

Just as there is no single, uniformly accepted theory of creativity, there is
also no single assessment instrument that is universally accepted. Indeed, there
are many instruments (more than 60 in our file, at last count), all of which pur-
port to measure some aspects of creativity. Many of these are accompanied by
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supporting evidence: for some, as little as a single study; for others, years of
extensive research and development. One of the favorite activities of many indi-
viduals seems to be the “quest for the elusively perfect creativity test.” It would
appear to be much more promising to investigate intensively and critically the
nature, validity, reliability, and conditions of usefulness of a number of existing
instruments than to pursue the design of new instruments, unless two impor-
tant conditions can be satisfied: first, instrument development should seek a
new and different conceptual direction, rather than merely attempting to create
better measures of existing variables; and second, the developer must be will-
ing and able to invest the time and resources necessary over a period of
several years to satisfy rigorous scholarly standards for test development.

Perhaps the greatest problem regarding creativity identification in gifted
education, however, has to do with the persistent fallacy that there should be an
instrument which will yield a single score or index of students’ “creative gift-
edness,” so that students can be more effectively included in or excluded from
gifted programs; let us refer to this as the Creativity Quotient (CQ) Fallacy. The
following quotation presents excerpts from an actual letter received by our
office, which was typical of many that we receive; it illustrates the CQ Fallacy
very well:

Our school district is developing criteria for placement of students in
programs for the gifted. We would like to consider creativity . . . A student
may qualify for placement . . . based on creative thinking ability . . . [by
scoring] at least one standard deviation above the mean on an intelli-
gence test AND on an individual or group test of creative ability or a
checklist of creative behaviors. Performance on these instruments must
demonstrate creative thinking which is superior to that of children of
similar age . . . Naturally, we would prefer an instrument that could be
administered quickly and easily and scored simply.

The greatest potential for use of creativity assessment tools (and probably
for most other assessment tools, too!) in gifted education lies in expanding our
ability to develop a more comprehensive profile of student’s style, characteris-
tics, and needs; that is, creativity assessment data should be used diagnostically,
to guide instructional planning, rather than merely as criteria for selecting
students. A characteristics approach to creativity assessment, and its role in
diagnostic assessment, has been presented by Rimm (1984).

In addition, we must recognize that creativity is one of the most complex of
human functions; it is unrealistic to expect that there will ever be (or that there
should be) a single, easily administered, simply scored test booklet that educa-
tors can use to decide who is at least one standard deviation above other
students in creativity. Torrance (1984a) has argued strongly for the use of a wide
variety of indicators within the area of creativity itself. Some promising research
directions for identification of creativity include:
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