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Past research on idea implementation has focused on employees trying towin social sup-
port for their own ideas, yet employees are often handed ideas to implement that were
developed by others. We propose and test hypotheses on such handoffs, focusing on how
handing employees relativelymature ideas to implementmay lead them to build less cre-
ative finalproducts.Wetestedourhypothesesusing twostudies:anarchivalstudyof5,676
moviesintheU.S.filmindustryandacomplementaryexperiment.Resultssuggestthat late
handoffs yielded less creative final products than no or early handoffs, meaning it was
costly to creativitywhenemployees implemented relativelymature ideaswithout driving
at least some of their prior development. However, “serialized late handoffs”—wherein
implementers were handed relatively mature ideas after an earlier handoff between two
other individuals—were lesscostly tocreativity than latehandoffs fromoneother individ-
ual. Mediation results suggest that late handoffs reduced implementers’ creativity by
restrictingtheirsenseofpsychologicalownershipandthecoherenceoftheirfinalproducts.
This researchadvances theoryonidea implementation,handoffs,andpsychologicalown-
ership in creativework.

Scholars have long recognized that creativity and
innovation unfold in a multistage process (Amabile,
1988; Anderson, Poto�cnik, & Zhou, 2014). This pro-
cess begins with employees generating rough initial
ideas, thenelaborating initial ideas intomoredetailed
plans, and eventually implementing the plans to pro-
duce a finished product (Perry-Smith & Mannucci,
2017). Thus, developing creative ideas is just the
beginning—ideasmustthenbeimplementedsuccess-
fully to become creative final products. In organiza-
tions, employees do not always implement their
own ideas. Rather, employees are often handed ideas
to implement that were developed by someone else.
Engineers may build products that they or others
designed (Hargadon & Sutton, 1997). Film directors
may create films from screenplays that they or others

wrote (Baker & Faulkner, 1991). Marketers may exe-
cute their ownor someoneelse’s idea for anewadver-
tisingcampaign(Hirschman,1989).Organizationsare
increasingly crowdsourcing new ideas from employ-
ees (Terwiesch & Ulrich, 2009) or from customers
and other outsiders (Bayus, 2013), which employees
may be asked to implement.

Despite the ubiquity of employees being handed
ideas to implement that they did not create, this
situation has been largely neglected in past research
(Rouse,2013).Acommonassumptioninpriorresearch
is that the same creators drive all stages of the creative
process, from idea generation through implementa-
tion, overlooking the notion that ideasmay be handed
off between stages (Amabile & Pratt, 2016). As a result,
past theory and research on idea implementation has
focused on employees trying to implement their own
ideas, as opposed to ideas developed by someone else
(e.g., Baer, 2012; Fleming, Mingo, & Chen, 2007;
Miron-Spektor, Erez, & Naveh, 2011; Perry-Smith &
Mannucci, 2017; West, 2002). Furthermore, this prior
workhas focusedon thechallengesof employees gain-
ing social support and recognition for their creative
ideas.AsBaer (2012: 1102) explained, idea implemen-
tation “is primarily a social–political process.” From
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this view, idea implementation is about winning
social acceptance for one’s creative ideas, which is
often challenging because creative ideasmay violate
conventions or disrupt the status quo. Adopting this
perspective, scholars have built knowledge on the
social–politicaldriversofeffectiveideaimplementa-
tion, includingtheimpactofnetworkstructure(Baer,
2012; Fleming et al., 2007; Perry-Smith &Mannucci,
2017) and team dynamics (Miron-Spektor et al.,
2011;West, 2002), in garnering support for one’s cre-
ative ideas.

However, in addition towinning social support for
their ideas, implementers must also build their ideas
into finished products (Perry-Smith & Mannucci,
2017).Scholarshavepaidlessattentiontothisproduc-
tion side of idea implementation, despite the recogni-
tion that poor implementation may turn what was
once a creative idea into a relatively uncreative final
product (King,1992;Paulus,2002).Tobedeemedcre-
ative, ideas or final products must be judged as both
novel and useful (Amabile, 1996). Creativity scholars
typicallymeasure creativity at the end of idea genera-
tionorelaboration,beforenewideasare implemented
into full-fledged final products (Anderson et al.,
2014). But turning new ideas into creative final prod-
ucts is usually difficult, complex, and uncertain
work (Sternberg & Lubart, 1991). Following the logic
of the planning fallacy (Buehler, Griffin, & Ross,
1994),evenfairlyelaborateplansforcreativeproducts
will have unforeseen holes and kinks that need to be
filledinandfiguredoutas the finalproduct isactually
made. When employees replicate final products that
havebeenbuiltbefore,theycanrelyoncompleteplans
and existing exemplars. But when employees try to
make new ideas into creative final products, they
have, at best, incomplete plans and cannot rely too
much on existing exemplars without reducing the
novelty of their products (Smith, Ward, & Schu-
macher,1993).Thus,successful idea implementation
is not just about garnering social support for ideas—
howeffectivelyimplementersbuildtheideasintotan-
gible final productsmatters for creativity aswell.Yet,
we know little about the conditions under which
implementersareabletoeffectivelyconvertnewideas
that are not necessarily their own into creative final
products.

Drawing on theories of psychological ownership
(Baer & Brown, 2012; Pierce, Kostova, & Dirks, 2001)
and creative cognition (Ward, Smith, & Finke, 1999),
wepropose that implementers’effectiveness inbuild-
ingnew ideas into creative finalproductsdependson
whenand fromwhomideas arehandedoff (if at all) to
the implementer. In particular, we introduce a

framework that differentiates handoff types based on
two considerations: (1) how mature ideas are when
implementers become the primary driver of the idea,
and(2)whetherapriorhandoffbetweenotherindivid-
uals took place before the implementer is handed the
idea. We hypothesize that “late handoffs” are costly
to creativity, meaning that implementers build less
creative final products when they are handed rela-
tively mature ideas to implement without driving at
least some of their prior development. However, we
also hypothesize that “serialized late handoffs”—
when implementers are handed relatively mature
ideas after an earlier handoff between two other indi-
viduals—arelesscostlytocreativitythanlatehandoffs
from one other individual. We tested our hypotheses
using two studies: an archival study of the U.S. film
industry and a complementary experiment. Across
the two studies, results generally supported our
theorizing.

This research advances theory on creativity and
innovationinorganizations inat least three important
ways. First, we develop theory on the largely over-
looked production side of idea implementation—
that is, building ideas into tangible final products. In
so doing, our work complements the social–political
focus inprior research, providing amore comprehen-
sive understanding of the drivers of successful idea
implementation, including key interdependencies
between idea implementation and earlier stages of
the creative process. Second, our work advances the-
ory on handoffs in creative work by illuminating
how andwhy handoffs to implementersmay become
riskierwhentheyoccurlater(ratherthanearlier)inthe
creativeprocess.Specifically,whenimplementersare
handed relatively mature ideas to implement, they
lack the opportunity to develop a sense of psycholog-
ical ownership or coherent vision for the emerging
product, reducing the creativity of their final prod-
ucts. Third, our research contributes to the small but
growing literature on psychological ownership in
creativeworkbyelucidatinghowthestructuralcondi-
tionsofhandoffsmayshapepsychologicalownership
and downstream creativity, with an emphasis on the
implementation stage of the creative process.

HANDOFFS, PSYCHOLOGICAL OWNERSHIP,
AND PRODUCT COHERENCE

Whereaspastresearchhasfocusedonsocial–political
aspectsofideaimplementation,wefocusonwhatPerry-
SmithandMannucci(2017:59)calledthe“production”
phase of idea implementation, in which “the idea is
turned into something tangible—a finished product,
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service,orprocess.” Individualswhodrive thisproduc-
tionsideof implementation (i.e., implementers)maybe
handedmature ideas tobuild that theydidnotdevelop.
Receivingsuchhandoffsmaythreatentheirsenseofpsy-
chological ownership over the ideas they are handed.
Psychologicalownership is the“state inwhich individ-
uals feel as though the target of ownership (material or
immaterial in nature) or a piece of it is ‘theirs’” (Pierce
et al., 2001: 299). Past research has demonstrated that
feelings of psychological ownership are associated
with greater commitment, motivation, and persistence
towardthetargetofownership,suchasone’sjobororga-
nization (Dawkins, Tian, Newman, & Martin, 2017;
O’Driscoll, Pierce,& Coghlan, 2006;VanDyne&Pierce,
2004). Given the association between creativity and
motivation/persistence (Amabile, 1996; Grant & Berry,
2011; Lucas & Nordgren, 2015), psychological owner-
ship is presumably a key driver of creativity.

Despite the seemingly important relationship
betweenpsychological ownership and creativity, rel-
ativelylittleresearchhas focusedonthis relationship.
However, a fewstudieshave examinedpsychological
ownershipinthecontextofcreativework,providinga
helpful foundation for the present research. In her
qualitative study, Rouse (2013) took a relational per-
spective, focusing on the dynamics between givers
and receivers of handoffs in the creative process, and
how these dynamics shape their experiences of psy-
chological ownership over the ideas that are handed
off (the impactofpsychologicalownershiponcreativ-
itywasnot the focus,however).Thisworkhelpsmoti-
vate our focus on handoffs as a potentially potent
driver of psychological ownership in creative
work—employees are likely sensitive to ownership
over ideas following handoffs, and this is likely to
shape their behavior. In a study at the team level,
Gray, Knight, and Baer (2020) examined how leaders
who conceive an initial idea foster collective psycho-
logical ownership among their followerswhodidnot
generate the idea, finding that such feelings of collec-
tive ownership predicted team performance. This
work focused on projects in which the leader drove
the whole process, from idea generation through
implementation. We complement this past work by
examining psychological ownership and creativity
when employees are the principal implementers of
ideas that others have generated.

Otherpastworkhas lookedat the impactofpsycho-
logicalownershiponthe typeof feedbackcreatorsuse
or receive from others. In Baer and Brown’s (2012)
work, creators with a sense of ownership over their
ideas weremore likely to utilize feedback that added
to the core of their ideas, but less likely to utilize

feedback that subtracted from the core of their ideas.
In Brown and Baer (2015), territorial marking of
one’s ideas (e.g.,“This ismyidea,notyours”) reduced
the creativity of others’ feedback when they had an
independentself-construal,butenhancedthecreativ-
ityoftheir feedbackwhentheyhadaninterdependent
self-construal. Although this past work hints that the
relationship between psychological ownership and
creativity is meaningful, little is known about how
psychological ownership relates to downstream
creativity.

Building on this prior work, we propose that psy-
chologicalownership isvaluable forcreativityduring
idea implementation, as implementers try to build
ideas into creative final products. To turn new ideas
into creative final products, implementers likely
needstrongconvictionforaboldvisionoftheproduct.
Psychologicalownershipmaybeessentialtodevelop-
ing such conviction. If implementers do not see the
product as “theirs,” they may take shortcuts that
undermine their products in terms of novelty, useful-
ness, or both—leading to a less creative final product
overall.

Along with psychological ownership, product
coherence may also be important during idea imple-
mentation. Scholars have long noted the importance
of coherence in the evaluation of creative products
(Besemer & Treffinger, 1981; Jackson & Messick,
1965).Drawingonthispriorwork,wedefine“product
coherence”asthedegreetowhichthedifferentpartsor
elementsoftheproductworkwell togetherasawhole.
Beyond the general insight that coherence tends to
enhance theperceivedcreativityof finalproducts, lit-
tle research has addressed the role of product coher-
ence in the creative process (for an exception, see
Seidel & O’Mahony, 2014). Extending priorwork,we
propose that product coherence plays an important
role in driving howhandoffs to implementers impact
the creativity of their final products. Creativity
involves bringing together previously disparate ele-
ments of existing ideas into a novel anduseful combi-
nation (Weick, 1979; Welch, 1946). For this reason,
product coherence may be a principal challenge in
creative endeavors involving handoffs, as it may be
difficult for multiple individuals to integrate dispa-
rate elements in a coherentway (Harvey, 2014; Seidel
& O’Mahony, 2014), especially when the idea is
handed from person to person. Without a unified
vision, handoffs may yield final products that lack
coherence,therebyunderminingcreativity,asobserv-
ersareunlikely toseenoveltyandusefulness inahap-
hazardcombinationofpartsorelements thatdonot fit
together in ameaningfulway.
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Conversely, coherence can boost the creativity of
final products. Jackson andMessick (1965: 320) used
the following analogy to explain the importance of
coherence (or “condensation,” as they label it) for
creativity:

An assortment ofdebris gathered in a junkyard and the
ordered arrangement of the same material by an artist
serves to illustrate the distinction being made … the
ordered arrangement, if it is worthy of artistic notice,
containsmoremeaning than can be understood at first
glance.Thecolorandshapeof theobjects, their texture,
their spatial location, and their original function all
combine to enhance their aesthetic appeal.

In short, product coherencemakes the creativity of
thewhole greater than the sum of its parts.

When implementers are handed relatively mature
ideas to build, it may be more difficult to develop a
sense of psychological ownership or coherent vision
for the product than if they are handed relatively
immature ideas that have more room to be shaped
prior to implementation. To distinguish between
two levels of maturity prior to implementation, we
use the following three stages of Perry-Smith and
Mannucci’s (2017) framework: (1) idea generation
(generating a rough initial idea), (2) idea elaboration
(fleshingout the initial idea intomoredetailedplans),
and (3) idea implementation (building the final prod-
uct). Distinguishing between idea generation and
elaboration (prior to implementation) is useful from
both a theoretical and practical standpoint. Theoreti-
cally, thisdistinctionenablesanalysisofhowgenerat-
ing the idea from inception versus elaborating
someoneelse’sideamayeachinfluencepsychological
ownership, product coherence, and ultimately crea-
tivity. Practically, these three stages map onto legiti-
mate milestones and deliverables in many creative

domains. For example, a musical artist may generate
an initial idea for a new song, elaborate it into a
demo recording, and then implement the song into a
commercialized recording.1

Whereas Perry-Smith and Mannucci (2017: 55)
“assume the creator remains the primary driver and
developer of his or her creative idea” throughout all
stages, our framework focuses on whether and when
the creator hands his or her idea off to the implemen-
ter, meaning the individual who ultimately drives
implementation.Continuingwiththemusicexample,
the first one or two stages could be driven by a song-
writer before the artist then becomes the principal
implementer of the song. Although our framework
focuses on the principal driver of each stage, this
does not necessarily mean only one individual is
involvedineachstage. Inthemusicexample, theartist
may utilize input from their team of producers and
sound engineers, but theywould still be theprincipal
driver of how the song is implemented (or, in some
cases in the music industry, the principal driver of
implementation is a producer, who also may or may
not drive the earlier stages). Thus, using these three
stages allows our theorizing to address an important
practical question: Are implementers more effective
when they drive all three stages, or can they take
over after generation or elaboration without sacrific-
ing creativity?

Using these three stages, we propose four handoff
types (see Figure 1). First, “late handoffs” occur

FIGURE 1
Handoff Types

Late Handoff

Generation Elaboration Implementation

Implementer

Implementer

Implementer

Implementer

Creator

Creator

Creator A Creator BSerialized Late Handoff

No Handoff

Early Handoff

1 For more examples of the three stages, see Table 2 in
Perry-SmithandMannucci (2017:57).Theirmodel includes
a fourth stage between idea elaboration and implementa-
tion: ideachampioning (pitchingplans tokeystakeholders),
whichweexcludedbecause thematurityoftheideadoesnot
change during this stage.
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when the implementer is handed a mature idea after
someone else drives the generation and elaboration
stages, meaning the implementer only drives the
implementation stage. Second, “no handoffs” occur
when the implementer drives all three stages, from
generation through implementation. Third, “early
handoffs” occur when the implementer is handed an
initial idea after someone else drives the generation
stage,meaningtheimplementerdrivesboththeelabo-
rationand implementationstages.Fourth,“serialized
latehandoffs”occurwhenthe implementer ishanded
a mature idea after the generation and elaboration
stages are each driven by separate individuals
(whereas late handoffs are from one individual who
drovebothgenerationandelaboration).Inthesections
that follow, we propose hypotheses on how andwhy
latehandoffs lead implementers to build less creative
final products than the other three handoff types.We
hypothesize that the negative effect of late handoffs
oncreativity ismediatedbypsychological ownership
and product coherence (as depicted in Figure 2).

The Disadvantages of Late Handoffs versus No,
Early, and Serialized Late Handoffs

Psychological ownership. When employees
receive a late handoff, this means that they did not
drive the development of the mature ideas they are
now taskedwith implementing. Thismay put imple-
menters who receive late handoffs at a disadvantage
in terms of psychological ownership, compared to
implementerswhodrovebothgenerationandelabora-
tion (no handoff) or just elaboration (early handoff)

prior to the implementation stage. Based on psycho-
logical ownership theory (Pierce, Kostova, & Dirks,
2003), individuals develop feelings of psychological
ownership through three routes: (1) controlling own-
ership of the target, (2) intimately getting to know the
target, and (3) investingtheself into the target.Driving
thegenerationandelaboration(orjust theelaboration)
of ideasmay increase implementers’ senseof psycho-
logical ownershipover the emergingproduct through
all three of these routes, as implementers are able to
exert influence and shape the vision of the idea itself
during these earlier stages (Baer & Brown, 2012).

Therefore, no and early handoffs should foster
greater psychological ownership before the imple-
mentationstagethanlatehandoffs.Whenimplement-
ers receive a late handoff, they are handed relatively
detailed plans for a product that they did not create
but now must build. At this point, it may be too late
for them to develop strong feelings of psychological
ownership over the emerging product, because their
abilitytoshapetheideahasbecomesubstantiallycon-
strained. In contrast, when implementers receive no
or early handoffs, they enter the process before initial
ideas become relatively detailed plans. This leaves
plenty of opportunity for them to developpsycholog-
ical ownership as they generate or elaborate initial
ideas to maturity. In sum, compared to no and early
handoffs, late handoffs may prevent implementers
from developing psychological ownership over the
emerging product prior to the implementation stage.

Late handoffsmay also lead to lower psychological
ownership thanserialized latehandoffs.Whereas late
handoffs occur when implementers are handed a

FIGURE 2
Visual of Hypothesized Model

H2(–)
Study 2

H3(–)
Study 2

H1(–)
Studies 1 & 2

(+)

Creativity of
Final Product

(+)

Product
Coherence

Psychological
Ownership

(a) No Handoff
(b) Early Handoff
(c) Serialized Late Handoff

Late Handoff
vs.
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mature idea fromone individualwhodrove both gen-
erationandelaboration,serializedlatehandoffsoccur
when implementers are handed a mature idea after
generation and elaborationwere eachdrivenby sepa-
rate individuals. Although they are handed ideas of
equal maturity, recipients of serialized late handoffs
mayfinditeasier todeveloppsychologicalownership
relatively early in the implementation stage than
recipients of late handoffs. Upon receiving handoffs,
implementers are likely tocompare their opportunity
forownershipto the individual(s)whodrovetheprior
development of the idea (Gray et al., 2020; Rouse,
2013). When recipients of late handoffs compare
themselves to the individual who drove both genera-
tionandelaboration, theymay feel that their opportu-
nity to claim ownership over the idea is relatively
constrained, as the individual already had ample
opportunity to control, get to know, and invest them-
selves into the idea (Pierce et al., 2003).

Incontrast, recipientsof serialized latehandoffs are
likely to compare themselves to the two individuals
who each drove only one prior stage (generation or
elaboration). These two individuals each have a
smaller claim to ownership than the referent individ-
ual for latehandoffs,astheyeachhadlessopportunity
tocontrol, get toknow, and invest themselves into the
idea. Thus, ownership over the idea may seem more
“up for grabs” to recipients of serialized late handoffs
than to recipients of late handoffs. This may make it
easier for recipients of serialized late handoffs to
develop psychological ownership—and reap the cor-
respondingmotivationalbenefits—earlyintheimple-
mentation stage. The key to serialized late handoffs is
notmerelytheinvolvementoftwoversusoneindivid-
ual, but, rather, that two individuals eachdrivediffer-
ent stages prior to the late handoff (if two individuals
co-led the generation and elaboration stages together,
their opportunity to control, get to know, and invest
themselves into the idea would be more comparable
to the referent individual for late handoffs from one
individual).

Withoutastrongsenseofpsychologicalownership,
recipients of late handoffs may lack the motivation
and commitment that is needed to build new ideas
into creative finalproducts. Instead, theymaydefault
tothepathofleastcognitiveresistanceandditchnovel
elements of the emerging product so they can rely on
conventional exemplars and prototypes, undermin-
ing the novelty of their final products (Kohn& Smith,
2011;Smithetal.,1993;Ward,1994;Wardetal.,1999).
Moreover,evenwithrelativelydetailedplans,unfore-
seen gaps and problems are likely to arise with the
product’sstructure,functionality,ortechnicalquality

as they build out the product (Buehler et al., 1994).
Because they lack psychological ownership over the
emerging product, recipients of late handoffs may
take shortcuts in addressing these unforeseen chal-
lenges,underminingtheusefulnessoftheirfinalprod-
ucts. Thus, as a result of their limited psychological
ownership over the mature ideas they are handed,
recipientsoflatehandoffsmaybuildlesscreativefinal
products than recipients of no, early, and serialized
late handoffs.

Hypothesis 1. Late handoffs have a negative effect on
creativity, such that implementers who receive late
handoffs build less creative final products than imple-
menterswhoreceive (a)nohandoffs, (b)earlyhandoffs,
and (c) serialized late handoffs.

Hypothesis 2. The negative effect of late handoffs on
creativity is mediated by psychological ownership,
such that implementers who receive late handoffs
have lower psychological ownership of the emerging
product—leading them to build less creative final
products—than implementers who receive (a) no
handoffs, (b) early handoffs, and (c) serialized late
handoffs.

Product coherence. In addition to psychological
ownership, recipients of late handoffs may also face
a disadvantage in terms of product coherence. Com-
pared to recipients of no or early handoffs, recipients
of late handoffs may have less opportunity to form a
unifiedvisionfortheproductpriortotheimplementa-
tion stage. The generation stage ends, meaning the
elaborationstagebegins,witha relatively abstract ini-
tialidea.Theoriesofcreativecognitionsuggest that,as
employees flesh out abstract initial ideas with more
concrete details, they engage in an iterative, interpre-
tive process in which they develop a view on what
they see as the core concept of the idea (Finke, 1996;
Ward et al., 1999). This process of defining the core
conceptofthe ideamayhelprecipientsofnoandearly
handoffs develop a relatively unified vision for the
product before the implementation stage.We borrow
West’s (1990: 310) definition of “vision” as “a valued
outcome which represents a higher order goal and
motivating force at work.” Entering the implementa-
tionstagewitha relativelyunifiedvision for theprod-
uctmayhelprecipientsofnoandearlyhandoffsbuild
more coherent—and thus more creative—final prod-
ucts than recipients of late handoffs.

In addition, recipients of serialized late handoffs
may pursue a vision that better coheres with their
predecessor’s vision than would recipients of late
handoffs. Given that the creative cognition literature
focuses on individuals developing their own ideas,
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this assertion ismore speculative than our theorizing
regardingtheimpactofserializedlatehandoffsonpsy-
chologicalownership.Nonetheless,wespeculatethat
knowingthattheirrole is thelast inasequenceofthree
individuals, as opposed to simply taking over an idea
from one other individual, may compel recipients of
serialized late handoffs to stay on the same trajectory
as their predecessor. Because the ideas have presum-
ablybeenshapedandvettedbytwootherpeopleinde-
pendently, recipients of serialized late handoffs may
see their role as carrying forth their predecessor’s
vision, rather than putting their own spin on the idea
they are handed. Anchoring one’s thinking to others’
ideas is often harmful to creativity during the early
stages of idea generation and elaboration (Kohn &
Smith, 2011; Larey & Paulus, 1999). But, for idea
implementation, recipientsofserializedlatehandoffs
may benefit from building on their predecessor, as
staying true to the core concept that their predecessor
had in mind may help them build a more coherent
finalproduct.Moreover,seeingtheirroleastheimple-
menter of their predecessor’s vision may increase
the coherence of implementers’ products without
substantially undermining their sense of psychologi-
calownership,astheyhaveauniquesetofresponsibil-
ities in the sequence of roles that enables them
to control, get to know, and invest themselves into
the product as much or more than their two
predecessors.

In sum, as compared to the other three handoff
types (no, early, and serialized late), recipients of
late handoffs may lack commitment to a unified
vision for the emerging product that they are
expected to finalize. Without a unified vision to
guide how different elements or parts should come
together as a whole during implementation, recipi-
ents of late handoffs may go in their own direction,
completing the plans they have been handed with
parts or elements that are most easily retrieved from
their base of knowledge and experience (Dane,
2010;Ward et al., 1999). This is likely to undermine
the coherence—and thus creativity—of their final
products. In thisway, althoughcombining individu-
als’ differing perspectives may be beneficial to crea-
tivity during idea generation or elaboration (Paulus
&Yang,2000), itmaybackfireduringideaimplemen-
tation for recipients of late handoffs.

Hypothesis 3. The negative effect of late handoffs on
creativity is mediated by product coherence, such
that implementers who receive late handoffs build
less coherent—and thus less creative—final products
than implementers who receive (a) no handoffs, (b)
early handoffs, and (c) serialized late handoffs.

STUDY 1: METHODS

Data Collection and Procedures

ForStudy1,weassembledanarchivaldatasetofthe
film industry in the United States, focusing on 5,676
films released from 1990 to 2016. The goal of Study 1
was to test the impact of handoff type on creativity
(Hypothesis1) in a real-life creative industry.Follow-
ing guidelines for archival research (Barnes, Dang,
Leavitt, Guarana, & Uhlmann, 2018), we focused on
thevariables that couldbevalidlymeasuredona rela-
tively largescale:handoff typeandcreativity. Inaddi-
tion,wecomplementthisarchivalstudywithStudy2,
anexperimentaltestofthewholemodel,includingthe
twomediation hypotheses (Hypotheses 2 and 3).

The film industry is representative of the contexts
that are the focus of our theorizing. Films are discrete
creative projects that unfold through the three stages
in our theorizing (Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017),
providing variance in handoff type. Film directors
are the principal driver of the implementation stage,
but theymayormaynotdrive thegenerationandelab-
oration stages, as other individuals may generate the
initial idea and/or write the screenplay. This mirrors
manyothercreativedomains, including theexamples
giveninthefirstparagraphofthispaper.Also,creativ-
ity is valued—and explicitly evaluated—in the film
industry,providingmeaningfulincentivestoproduce
creative films (Elsbach&Kramer, 2003).

Toidentifythe5,676filmsincludedinouranalyses,
we startedwith the list ofmovies inOpusData, a pro-
fessionally assembled data set capturing feature film
releases in the United States since 1915, which is
roughly when the industry originated (Thomson,
2006). This preliminary list included 24,850 films
released from 1915 to 2016. Our main source of data
for the independent variable (handoff type) and con-
trol variables was IMDb (Internet Movie Database).
Data were available on IMDb for 82% of films on the
preliminary list, narrowing the number of films in
thedatasetto20,326.FilmsmissingfromIMDbtended
to be relatively obscure, and thus were likely not
meaningful comparisons to the more mainstream
films included in the data set.

The set of 20,326 films was used to create control
variables. However, the observations in our analyses
are anarrower subset of5,676 films thatwere selected
to ensure the sample was appropriate for testing the
proposed theorizing. Our approach was to select the
broadest possible subset of films that would enable a
valid and relativelyprecise test ofHypothesis1.First,
becauseourdependentvariablewascriticscores from
Rotten Tomatoes (a review-aggregation website),
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films without such scores were omitted (n 5 6,088).
Second, tomitigate biases thatmay come from critics
reviewing films with established reputations, we
omitted films released prior to 1990 (n5 2,568). For
films older than this cutoff, most of the critic reviews
that Rotten Tomatoes scored were published many
years after the original release of the film, usually
when the filmwas released on DVD, Blu-ray, or back
to theaters. Third, we omitted films that had more
thanoneindividualcreditedforanyofthethreestages
in our theorizing (n 5 5,957). This ensured that one
personwastheprincipaldriverofeachstage, facilitat-
ing consistent and fair comparisons between the four
handoff types.

Next, to categorize the final sample of 5,676 films
into the four handoff types, we used films’ writer
anddirectorcreditstodeterminetheindividualscred-
ited for each of the three stages. TheWriters Guild of
America has well-established rules for determining
writer credits (see Writers Guild of America West,
2018). The rules require thatwriter credits for a given
film distinguish between the writers who created the
initial story/characters (generation stage) and those
who wrote the screenplay (elaboration stage), while
director credits (implementation stage) are listed sep-
arately.Thus,usingthewriteranddirectorcreditsfora
given film,wedelineated the individuals credited for
each of the three stages. See OnlineAppendix A for a
more detailed description of this process.

Films were late handoff if another person drove
both generation and elaboration before the director
then drove implementation (n 5 1,604; 28.26%).
Films were no handoff if the director drove all three
stages (n5 2,821; 49.70%). Filmswere early handoff
if another persondrove generation before thedirector
thendrovebothelaborationand implementation (n5
483, 8.51%). Lastly, films were serial late handoff if
one person drove generation, then a second person
drove elaboration, before the director finally drove
implementation (n5 768; 13.53%).

Measures

Creativity. Following past research on the creativ-
ityof feature films,webasedourmeasureof creativity
on the evaluations of professional film critics
(Plucker, Holden, & Neustadter, 2008; Simonton,
2002, 2004, 2005). Creativity is at the core of what
film critics evaluate in their reviews, as they are
expected to assess films’ novelty and usefulness in
providing the intended form of entertainment (Bau-
mann, 2001; Simonton, 2011). We collected critic
scores from Rotten Tomatoes, a website that

aggregates critics’ reviews into composite scores.
The scoring procedures used by Rotten Tomatoes
align with the Consensual Assessment Technique
(CAT) for measuring creativity (Amabile, 1996). The
essence of the CAT is having raters with relevant
expertise independently rate the creativity of a given
set of products, and then creativity is captured by the
average of their ratings. Rotten Tomatoesworks simi-
larly: criticspublish reviews to their respectivepubli-
cations independently, and then the website
aggregates them into 0–10 composite scores for each
film. Rotten Tomatoes also provides a 0–100 percent-
age scorereflecting theproportionofcriticswhorated
the film positively versus negatively. We primarily
report results for the 0–10 mean ratings, as the mean
scores are more consistent with the CAT and more
granular than the percentage scores (e.g., a film with
allmediocre reviews could score 4.9/10but 0/100%).

To examine the validity of using Rotten Tomatoes
scores to measure creativity, we had independent
raters assess the extent to which creativity was
reflected in a subset of critic reviews scoredbyRotten
Tomatoes. In particular, we collected independent
ratingsof2,000criticreviewson200films (10reviews
per film).Werecruited2,000 independent raters,who
each assessed 20 critic reviews. Results from these
independent ratings support thevalidityofusingRot-
tenTomatoesscores tomeasurecreativity.SeeOnline
Appendix B for details on the data collection proce-
dures and full results, as well as excerpts from critic
reviews that describe high or low levels of creativity.
Lastly, to address the possibility that results could be
biased by idiosyncrasies in Rotten Tomatoes’ scoring
system, we also collected all available critic scores
from MetaCritic (an aggregator of critic reviews like
Rotten Tomatoes) and user/audience scores from
IMDb.Wereport resultsusingtheseadditionaldepen-
dent variables, including the 0–100% Rotten Toma-
toes scores, as supplementary analyses.

Controls. We created control variables to help rule
out potential confounds (see Table 1 for descriptive
statistics). First, given that some films were scored
by many more critics than others, we collected the
number of critics who reviewed each film on Rotten
Tomatoes. Second, past research on creators’ careers
highlights the importance of experience and quantity
of products (e.g., Kozbelt, 2008; Simonton, 1997).
Thus,we controlled for the cumulative count of films
for which the director andwriter(s) received director
or writer credits prior to the focal film. Third, given
thatpriorcollaborationsmay facilitate intersubjectiv-
ity between writer and director (Seidel & O’Mahony,
2014), we controlled for the mean number of films
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onwhichthedirectorhadworkedwitheachwriteron
thefilm.Fourth,tohelpcontrolforhistoryeffectssuch
as cumulative advantage (Merton, 1968), we calcu-
lated the cumulativemean critic score for thedirector
andwriter(s)priortothefocalfilm,andwealsocreated
a dummy for whether the film was a sequel. When it
was a director’s first film or the film had no writers
apart from the director (no handoff), the sample
mean critic scorewas used. Fifth, in light of evidence
on the importance of genre in the film industry (Hsu,
2006), we created dummies for each of 23 genres
from IMDb represented in the sample. Sixth, to help
control for possible changes in the film industry or
Rotten Tomatoes’ method over time, we created sets
of dummies for the release year of the film
(1990–2016), and directors’ career start year, which
was the earliest year they received awriter or director
credit (1957–2016).Lastly,giventhatstudioscanvary
widely in their goals and resources, we collected the
primary studio associated with each film—between
multiple sources, we identified a studio for 98% of
films (the remaining 2%were treated as if they were
from the same studio in the analyses).

Results and Discussion

Themodels in Table 2 test the three components of
Hypothesis1.Toaccountforthefactthatfilms(level1)
were cross-nested in directors (level 2) and studios
(level 3), we used random-interceptmodels (Rauden-
bush & Bryk, 2002).Model 1 tests Hypothesis 1 with-
out fixed controls, Model 2 includes controls
except for the three sets of dummies, and Model 3
includes all controls. To facilitate interpretation, all

continuous controlswere standardized at the sample
level, while the dependent variable (creativity mea-
sured byRottenTomatoes score)was kept in its origi-
nal 0–10 scale.

Across all models, films with directors who
received late handoffs scored significantly lower in
creativity than films with directors who received no
(Hypothesis 1a), early (Hypothesis 1b), and serialized
late (Hypothesis 1c) handoffs. In particular, planned
contrasts using the estimates from Model 1 showed
that late handoffs (M5 5.46,SE5 0.05) scored signif-
icantly lowerthantheother threehandoff types:no(M
55.98,SE50.04),p, .001,d5 .38;early(M56.01,SE
50.07),p, .001,d5 .40;andserializedlate(M55.71,
SE5 0.06),p, .001,d5 .18 (seeFigure3). In termsof
absolute differences, late handoffs scored 0.52 points
below no handoffs, 0.55 points below early handoffs,
and 0.25 points below serialized late handoffs. To
help put these differences in context, the elite group
of 87 films (out of 5,676) that were nominated for the
Academy Award for Best Picture scored 2.00 points
higher on average than the rest of the sample (SE 5
0.13, p , .001).2 Using 2.00 points as a benchmark
for a very large practical difference, the point differ-
ences between late and the other three handoff types
seem large enough to carry practical significance.
But, given the effect sizes, the disadvantage of late
handoffs is likely more meaningful in comparison to
noandearlyhandoffs than to serialized late handoffs.
Although the effectswere generally largerwith fewer

TABLE 1
Study 1: Correlations and Descriptive Statistics

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Creativity (RT critic score)
2. Number of critics .24
3. Prior film count for director 2.01 .36
4. Prior film count for writer(s) 2.06 .16 .16
5. Prior experience with writer(s) .02 .07 .15 .25
6. Prior RT critic score mean for director .32 .16 .06 2.01 .05
7. Prior RT critic score mean for writer(s) .19 .01 2.02 2.03 .09 .15
8. Sequel (yes vs. no) 2.10 .08 .05 .12 .11 2.09 2.09

Mean 5.81 59.49 2.89 1.27 1.06 6.08 6.03 0.03
Standard deviation 1.38 60.26 4.77 3.85 0.38 0.81 0.52 0.17
Minimum 0.00 5 0 0 1 1.40 2.30 0
Maximum 9.20 400 46 54 9 9.20 8.80 1
Median 5.90 34 1 0 1 6.07 6.07 0

Notes: Correlations greater than .03 and less than2.03were significant at p, .05. For brevity, the three lengthy sets of dummies are excluded
(see Table C1 in Online Appendix C for complete lists of these dummies).

2 ThisdifferencewascalculatedusingModel 1 inTable2,
with a dummy for award nomination.
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controls (Models1and2), the results remainedsignif-
icant with all controls included (Model 3).

Supplementary analyses.Weran additionalmod-
elstotestkeyalternativeexplanationsandrobustness.
In general, these supplementary results provide fur-
ther support for Hypothesis 1, with some minor cav-
eats noted. The full models are reported in Online
AppendixC, butwe summarize somehigh-level take-
aways here. First, supplementary analyses helped
ruleout thepossibility that theadvantageofserialized
late(vs.late)handoffswasduetobenefitsofleveraging
the work of two writers rather than one (Table C2).

Second, the pattern of results was largely consistent
using the aforementioned supplementary dependent
variables (Table C3). Third, additional analyses
helpedruleout thepossibility that resultsweremean-
ingfully biasedbyhighly prolific directors (Tables C4
and C5), the exclusion of films released prior to 1990
(Table C6), or films’ financial budgets (Table C7).

In sum, the results for Study 1 provide support
for Hypothesis 1 in a real-world context. However,
Study 1has a fewkey limitations,whichwedesigned
Study 2 to address. First, Study2was designed to test
the proposed mediators—psychological ownership

TABLE 2
Study 1: Random Intercept Models Testing (Hypothesis 1)

Model 1
No Controls

Model 2
Some Controls
(no dummies)

Model 3
All Controls

(with dummies)

Handoff type (vs. Late handoff)
No handoff (Hypothesis 1a) .52��� .42��� .38���

(.04) (.04) (.04)
Early handoff (Hypothesis 1b) .56��� .34��� .29���

(.07) (.06) (.06)
Serialized late handoff (Hypothesis 1c) .26��� .18��� .13��

(.06) (.05) (.05)
Controls

Number of critics .46��� .66���

(.02) (.02)
Prior film count for director 2.10��� 2.05

(.02) (.03)
Prior film count for writer(s) 2.05�� 2.03�

(.02) (.01)
Prior experience with writer(s) .03 .03�

(.02) (.02)
Prior RT critic score mean for director .27��� .17���

(.02) (.02)
Prior RT critic score mean for writer(s) .14��� .10���

(.02) (.01)
Sequel (yes vs. no) 2.47��� 2.22�

(.09) (.09)
Genre dummies Includeda

Release year dummies Includeda

Director career start year dummies Includeda

Fixed intercept 5.46��� 5.69��� 7.98���

(.05) (.04) (1.06)
Random intercept: Level 2 (Director) .65��� .26��� .21���

(.06) (.06) (.06)
Random intercept: Level 3 (Studio) .30��� .29��� .25���

(.04) (.04) (.03)
Observations (Films) 5,676 5,676 5,676
Directors 3,535 3,535 3,535
Studios 996 996 996
Log-likelihood 29,550.50 29,015.94 28,491.63

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses. All continuous control variables were standardized.
a Results for these lengthy sets of dummies were excluded for brevity (see Table C1 in Online Appendix C for full results).
� p , .05
�� p , .01
��� p , .001
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(Hypothesis 2) and product coherence (Hypothesis
3)—whichcouldnotbedirectlytestedinStudy1.Sec-
ond,becauseStudy1wascross-sectional,Hypothesis
1 could not be tested causally. Study 2 is an experi-
ment designed to enable causal inferences. Third,
the role of film director may be unique compared to
implementer roles in other industries, as the film
industry has a relatively specific and strong culture.
Thus, we designed Study 2 to simulate handoffs in
more typical implementerroles.Fourth,althoughcre-
ativity is at the heart of what film critics evaluate
(Simonton,2011),andtheindependentratingswecol-
lected suggest that the Rotten Tomatoes scores reflect
creativity, this measure may still be relatively noisy
compared to more direct measures of creativity. We
address this bymeasuring creativity more directly in
Study 2.

STUDY 2: METHODS

Participants and Procedures

This second study was an experiment to enable
causal tests of Hypotheses 1 to 3, complementing the
real-world archival data from Study 1. Participants
included 600 individuals in the United States, of
whom 53.33% were female and their ages ranged
from 18 to 71 (Mage 5 35.36, SDage 5 10.32). They

wererecruitedviaAmazonMTurk,andwerecompen-
sated $6.00 for their participation.

Wedesignedtheexperimenttofosterbothmundane
andpsychological realism (Berkowitz&Donnerstein,
1982), while following current recommendations for
ensuring high-quality data with online participants
(Aguinis, Villamor, & Ramani, 2021; Porter, Outlaw,
Gale,&Cho,2019).Tofostermundanerealism,thecre-
ative task given to participants simulated the sort of
creativetaskthatemployeesmayexperienceinorgan-
izations. The task was developing an advertisement
for a new food product—a soft pretzel made with
cricket flour. This task was divided into separate
stages (each described in more detail below), mirror-
inghowthecreativeprocessoftenunfoldsinorganiza-
tions(Amabile,1988;Perry-Smith&Mannucci,2017).
Along with these sources of mundane realism, psy-
chological realism was fostered in three main ways.
First, the creative task embedded participants in a
domain that they were likely to care about and know
well:consumerfoodproducts.Second, tohelpensure
task significance was high across conditions (Grant,
2008; Hackman & Oldham, 1976), participants were
all given the same background information extolling
thehealthandenvironmentalbenefitsofusingcricket
flour in food products (see Online Appendix D).
Third, in linewith research suggesting that creativity

FIGURE 3
Study 1: Mean Creativity by Handoff Type
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is enhanced by setting the explicit goal to produce
novel anduseful content (Shalley, 1991),participants
were given the explicit goal to be creative,whichwas
reinforcedwith a financial incentive. Theywere told:

The goal is for your presentation to be creative, mean-
ing both novel and useful for convincing consumers
to purchase the product. A large group of consumers
will rate the creativity of all the presentations we col-
lect. Ifyourpresentationscoresinthetop10%ofpartic-
ipants, you’ll receive a $10 bonus.

Whenstudiesarewelldesignedforonlineplatforms
such as MTurk, these platforms can provide high-
qualitydatafromsamplesthataremorerepresentative
of the broader population than in-person lab research
(Aguinisetal.,2021;Porteretal.,2019;Walter,Seibert,
Goering, & O’Boyle, 2019). Our experiment was
designed to ensure that we collected high-quality
data. Because the task was generating open-ended
content, participants could not complete the task
without actually paying attention (their final ads
were presentations consisting of three slides).3More-
over, the manipulations were an inherent part of the
task,making ithighlyunlikely thatparticipantscould
overlook their respective manipulations and still
complete the task. Additionally, the task did not fol-
low an existing experimental paradigm, mitigating
the risk thatparticipants’ experiences inprior studies
could bias the results.

The experiment simulated the four handoff types:
late, no, early, and serialized late. These four condi-
tionswereyokedtooneanother,suchthatparticipants
in the late, early, and serialized late conditions were
handed ideas/plans created by participants in the no
handoff condition. Because the no handoff condition
had to be run first to collect the ideas/plans thatwere
handed to participants in the other three conditions,
the nohandoff conditionwas not randomly assigned.
To address this, we included a separate no handoff
condition that was randomly assigned. Thus, the
experiment included a total of five conditions—four
yoked conditions and a separate no handoff condi-
tion—eachwith 120 participants.

Thecreativetaskwasdividedintothethreestagesin
our proposed theorizing (generation, elaboration,
implementation). For each stage, the survey would

not advance until 10 minutes had passed, although
participants could spend more time if they wanted
(see Online Appendix F for analyses on time spent
by stage/condition). As aforementioned, we ran the
yoked no handoff condition first to collect content
that was handed to participants in the other three
yoked conditions (late, early, and serialized late).
Participants in the no handoff condition completed
all three stages of the creative task. In the generation
stage, participants were asked to generate an initial
idea for their advertisement. They were told that
their initial idea should capture the general theme
or story for their ad that theywouldeventuallycreate
as a slide presentation consisting of three slides.
They were also told that their initial idea could be
rough and incomplete, but it should be understand-
able to someone else reading it. To help prevent par-
ticipants from converging on an obvious idea too
quickly (Ward et al., 1999), they were encouraged
to spend time brainstorming different possibilities
before they committed to one.

Next, in the elaboration stage, participants were
asked to flesh out their initial idea in a more detailed
outline of their ad. Their initial idea was carried for-
ward to this survey page for their reference. They
were given three blank fields to create their outline,
one for each slide in their ad. They were told that,
although theydidnotneed to cover everydetail, their
outlineshouldbeafairlycompleteplanandshouldbe
understandable tosomeoneelse reading it.Theywere
also told: “The initial idea is a starting point to build
on—you can deviate from it if you’d like.” Lastly, in
the implementation stage, participants created their
finalad,whichconsistedofathree-slidepresentation.
Their initial idea and outlinewere carried forward to
this survey page for their reference. They were told:
“Feel free to add any images or whatever content
you’d like to your presentation. The outline is a start-
ing point to build on—you can deviate from it if
you'd like.”

Oncewecollected responses from120participants
intheyokednohandoffcondition,theinitialideasand
outlinesthattheseparticipantscreatedwerethenused
in the other three yoked conditions (late, early, and
serialized late).These threeconditionswere identical
to the no handoff condition, except for the following
differences. In the late condition, participants started
at the implementation stage, meaning they jumped
straight to creating their actual slide presentation.
They were “handed” an initial idea and outline from
one of the 120 no handoff participants, and told that
their role was to pick up where this past participant
had left off. In theearlycondition,participantsstarted

3 A total of 39 individuals completed the survey but did
not submit an advertisement as instructed—they submitted
a bogus file so the survey would allow them to advance.
These 39 improper submissions were replaced. The five
conditions did not significantly differ in terms of improper
submissions or incomplete surveys.
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at the elaboration stage, meaning their first stage was
creating an outline. They were “handed” an initial
idea from one of the 120 no handoff participants and
told that their rolewas to pick upwhere this past par-
ticipant had left off. In the serialized late condition,
participants started at the implementation stage (cre-
ating their actual slide presentation). Similar to the
late condition, they were “handed” an initial idea
and outline from one of the 120 no handoff partici-
pants. However, unlike the late condition, they were
told that the initial idea and the outline had each
been created by a different past participant. This was
reinforced with headers that read “Initial Idea from
Past Participant #1” and “Outline from Past Partici-
pant #2.” See Online Appendix D for examples of an
initial idea, outline, and two final advertisements—
one advertisement that was rated high in creativity
and another that was rated low in creativity (both
were created by participants who were handed the
same initial idea and outline).

Alimitationofthisyokeddesignisthatthenohand-
off conditionwasnot randomlyassigned,aswehadto
finishdatacollection for this condition first.Thus,we
included a separate no handoff condition in which
participants went through the same procedures as
the yoked no handoff condition. Once we reached
120 participants in the yoked no handoff condition,
all subsequent participants were randomly assigned
to one of the other four conditions (the three yoked
conditions or the separate no handoff condition).
The three yoked conditions each needed 120 partici-
pants,asahandoffpartnerwasneededforeachpartic-
ipant from the yoked no handoff condition. For
consistency, we also targeted 120 participants in the
separate no handoff condition. This meant that we
had480slotstofill,120foreachofthefourconditions.
The survey was programmed to randomly assign
(without replacement)oneof these480 slots topartic-
ipants, limiting each slot to one participant.

The same posting onMTurkwas used to recruit all
600 participants across all five conditions. Once we
reached 120 yoked no handoff participants, we
changed the survey link to lead to a revised survey
that randomly assigned participants to the remaining
fourconditions.Allparticipantsweretoldthatthesur-
vey should take them about 45 minutes, and that the
survey would consist of two parts, the first of which
was the creative task (the second was a post-survey).
However, participants were not told how long each
ofthetwosurveypartswouldtake.Thishelpedensure
thatparticipantsexpected the samehourlypay rateas
they worked on the creative task, regardless of their
condition.

Measures

Creativity andproduct coherence.Tomeasure the
creativityandproductcoherenceofparticipants’ final
ads, we used the CAT approach (Amabile, 1996). To
avoid common method biases (Podsakoff, MacKen-
zie,Lee,&Podsakoff,2003), independentsetsofraters
assessedcreativityandproductcoherence.Across the
twomeasures, a total of 600 consumers in the United
States was recruited throughMTurk to serve as inde-
pendent raters, 45.67% of whom were female and
with ages ranging from 19 to 74 (Mage 5 36.39, SDage

5 10.76). Each raterwas compensated $6.00.
Given the large volume of content to be rated, we

randomly divided the ads into separate rater groups.
Specifically, participants’ 600 final ads were ran-
domlydivided into10groupsof60ads.Foreachmea-
sure(creativityandproductcoherence),30raterswere
randomly assigned to each of the 10 groups. Thus,
each rater assessed 60 ads and each ad was rated by
30 raters for creativity and 30 separate raters for prod-
uct coherence (respondents who failed attention
checkswere discarded and replaced until each group
had 30 valid responses).4 Each group of 60 ads
included 12 ads from each of the five conditions.
Ads from the same yoked groupwere assigned to dif-
ferent rater groups,whichprevented raters fromeval-
uatingmultiple ads that derived from the same initial
idea/outline. This grouping approach enabled us to
calculate interrater reliability and agreement across
allratergroups,ICC(1,30),aswellasinterraterreliabil-
itywithineachgroupof30raters, ICC(2,30) (LeBreton
& Senter, 2008; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). All measures
and rater groups met conventional standards for
interrater reliability and agreement. For creativity,
ICC(1,30)5 .91 and ICC(2,30) ranged from .91 to .96.
For product coherence, ICC(1,30)5 .79 and ICC(2,30)
ranged from .81 to .91.

Consistent with how creativity was defined to par-
ticipants in the experiment, creativitywas defined to
raters as “Overall degree towhich the ad is bothnovel
anduseful,”whichtheyevaluatedona7-pointscale(1
5 extremely low, 7 5 extremely high). Raters also
assessed novelty and usefulness separately so that
we could examine how each dimension compared to
overall creativity (e.g.,Berg,2014;Rietzschel,Nijstad,

4 We included two attention checks in each rater group.
Pages asking the rater to fill in either all 2s or all 5swere dis-
played,which otherwise looked like the surveypages raters
completed.AcrossmeasuresinStudy2,32%ofrespondents
failed one or both attention checks andwere thus discarded
and replaced.
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& Stroebe, 2010). Novelty was defined as “Degree to
which the ad is unique.” Usefulness was defined as
“Degree towhichthead iseffective.”Meansbycondi-
tionfornoveltyandusefulnessseparatelyarereported
in Online Appendix E. Product coherence was
defined to raters as the “Degree towhich the different
parts or elements of the ad work well together as a
whole,”which they rated using the same scale as the
creativity raters.

As expected, overall creativity was highly corre-
latedwith bothnovelty (r5 .91,p, .001) and useful-
ness (r 5 .85, p , .001). Also as expected, product
coherence was significantly correlated with overall
creativity (r5 .70,p, .001). Supporting the discrim-
inant validity of product coherence versus creativity,
product coherence was substantially less correlated
with novelty (r5 .53, p, .001) than usefulness (r5
.81, p , .001). This makes conceptual sense, as we
would expect product coherence to correlate with
both dimensions but to diverge more from novelty
thanusefulness(whereasoverallcreativitywashighly
convergent with both novelty and usefulness). See
Online Appendix E for confirmatory factor analyses
that further support thediscriminantvalidityofprod-
uct coherence versus overall creativity.

Because the proposed theorizing focuses on the
implementation stage, it is important that the experi-
mentaldesigncanisolate the impactof the implemen-
tation stage on the final product. To this end,we used
similar procedures to collect independent ratings of
the creativity and coherence of participants’ initial
ideas andoutlines (seeOnlineAppendixF for further
detail). These supplementary data suggest that the
conditions did not differ in creativity or coherence
heading into the implementation stage, meaning that
any significant differences between conditions could
be attributed to participants’ behavior during the
implementation stage.

Psychological ownership. We measured psycho-
logicalownershipusing six itemsadapted frommeas-
ures of psychological ownership in prior research
(Baer & Brown, 2012; Pierce, O’Driscoll, & Coghlan,
2004; Van Dyne & Pierce, 2004): “I feel a high degree
of personal ownership over this presentation”; “I
sense that this presentation is mine”; “I feel like this
ismypresentation”;“Idonotfeelasenseofownership
over thispresentation” (reverse-scored);“It ishardfor
me to think of this presentation as mine” (reverse-
scored); and “This presentation belongs to me” (a 5
.93). Participants rated these items directly after sub-
mittingtheir finaladsusinga7-pointLikert-typescale
(1 5 strongly disagree, 7 5 strongly agree). As
expected, psychological ownershipwas significantly

correlatedwith creativity (r5 .27, p, .001). Psycho-
logical ownership alsohad a significant but relatively
small correlation with product coherence (r 5 .13,
p5 .002).

Results and Discussion

To account for clustering of the four yoked condi-
tions,weusedrandominterceptmodels(Raudenbush
&Bryk,2002).Arandominterceptforyokedgroupwas
included in each model. The 480 participants in the
four yoked conditions were clustered into 120 yoked
groups(coded1–120).The120participantsinthesep-
aratenohandoffconditionwereeachassignedtotheir
own yoked group (coded 121–240). This approach
accounted for the clustered nature of the data while
allowing all 600 participants to be included in the
same model(s). Results were virtually identical
whentheseparatenohandoffconditionwasanalyzed
independently from the four yoked conditions, and
thus we report models with all five conditions
included for conciseness.

Negative effect of late handoffs on creativity
(Hypothesis 1). Model 1 in Table 3 tests Hypothesis
1,whichpositedthatthelatehandoffconditionwould
finish lower in creativity than the other four condi-
tions. InsupportofHypothesis1,latehandofffinished
significantly lower in creativity thaneachof theother
fourconditions (seemeansinTable4):no (yoked),b5
.32,p5 .002,d5 .37; early,b5 .28,p5 .006,d5 .32;
serialized late, b5 .30,p5 .003,d5 .34; and no (sep-
arate),b5 .24,p5 .02,d5 .27.Noother comparisons
betweenconditionswere significant.As illustrated in
Figure 4, late handoff finishedwell below the sample
mean in creativity, whereas the other four conditions
finishedslightlyabovethesamplemean.Theseresults
provide additional support for the three components
of Hypothesis 1.

Psychological ownership (Hypothesis 2) and
product coherence (Hypothesis 3) as mediators.
Models2to4inTable3testwhetherthenegativeeffect
oflatehandoffsoncreativitywasmediatedbypsycho-
logical ownership (Hypothesis 2) and product coher-
ence (Hypothesis 3). (See Table 4 and Figure 4 for
means by condition.) Consistent with Hypothesis 2
andHypothesis3,latehandoffwassignificantlylower
in psychological ownership and product coherence
thaneachof theother conditions,withoneexception.
Although late handoff was numerically lower in psy-
chological ownership than serialized late handoff,
thisdifferencewasnot significant (p5 .10).Asshown
in Figure 4, late handoff was well below the sample
mean in relation to both psychological ownership
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andproduct coherence,whereas theother conditions
were slightly above the sample mean (except serial-
ized late handoff, which was slightly below the
mean in psychological ownership).

To calculate 95%confidence intervals (CIs) testing
the indirect effects proposed in Hypotheses 2 and 3,
we used the Monte Carlo method recommended for
multilevel mediation (Bauer, Preacher, & Gil, 2006).
Forpsychologicalownership(Hypothesis2), theindi-
recteffectsweresignificantforthreeoffourconditions
(vs. late): no (yoked), 95% CI [.04, .13]; early, 95% CI
[.02, .10];andno(separate),95%CI[.03, .13].Theindi-
rect effect was not significant for serialized late, 95%

CI [2.007, .08]. For product coherence (Hypothesis
3), the indirect effectsweresignificant for all fourcon-
ditions (vs. late): no (yoked), 95% CI [.17, .42]; early,
95% CI [.14, .40]; serialized late, 95% CI [.16, .42];
and no (separate), 95% CI [.12, .42]. Overall, these
results support Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3—
exceptthattheresultsforHypothesis2werenotsignif-
icant for serialized late versus late handoff.

Supplementary analyses on changes made dur-
ing the implementation stage. Results from Study 2
suggest that the late handoff condition fell behind
the other conditions in coherence and creativity dur-
ing the implementation stage.5 To unpack how and
why this occurred, we collected supplementary rat-
ings of the changes that participantsmade during the
implementation stage (fromtheir outline to their final
ad).SeeOnlineAppendixFforfurtherdetailsonthese

TABLE 3
Study 2: Random Intercept Models Testing (Hypotheses 1–3)

Dependent Variable:

Model 1
(H1)

Model 2
(H2)

Model 3
(H3)

Model 4
(H2 and H3)

Creativity Psych. Own. Prod. Coh. Creativity

Condition (vs. Late handoff):
No handoff .32�� .57��� .31��� 2.05

(.10) (.15) (.07) (.07)
Early handoff .28�� .41�� .29��� 2.04

(.10) (.15) (.07) (.07)
Serialized late handoff .30�� .24 .31��� 2.02

(.10) (.15) (.07) (.07)
No handoff (separate) .24� .56��� .28�� 2.10

(.11) (.15) (.08) (.08)
Psychological ownership .14���

(.02)
Product coherence .94���

(.04)
Fixed intercept 3.54��� 5.21��� 4.44��� 21.35���

(.08) (.10) (.06) (.20)
Random intercept (yoked group) .04 .00 .06��� .04��

(.00) (.00) (.02) (.01)
Log-likelihood 2736.82 2929.31 2539.96 2516.59

Note: All three continuous variables are in their original 7-point scale.
� p , .05
�� p , .01
��� p , .001

TABLE 4
Study 2: Means by Condition

Condition Creativity
Psychological
Ownership

Product
Coherence

Late 3.54 (.71) 5.21 (1.25) 4.44 (.76)
No 3.86 (.87) 5.78 (1.05) 4.76 (.52)
Early 3.82 (.81) 5.62 (1.16) 4.73 (.51)
Serialized late 3.84 (.75) 5.45 (1.15) 4.75 (.59)
No (separate) 3.78 (.98) 5.78 (1.10) 4.72 (.61)
All conditions 3.77 (.84) 5.57 (1.16) 4.68 (.62)

Notes: Standard deviations are in parentheses. For each
condition, n 5 120 participants (N 5 600 participants total).

5 The generation and elaboration stages also mattered, as
the creativity of the output during these first two stages sig-
nificantly predicted final creativity (see correlations in
Table F1 in Online Appendix F). This is consistent with
past studies that have tracked ideas over time, and have
shown that early quality significantly predicts final quality,
but plenty of variance in final quality is also explained by
later stages (Berg, 2014; Kornish & Ulrich, 2014).
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ratings and the analyses summarized here. Results
suggest that, while a moderate degree of change was
optimal, late handoff participants tended to change
the content of their emerging products too much. In
the four conditions other than late handoff, partici-
pants tended tomake refinements and enhancements
to thecoreconceptwithwhich theystarted the imple-
mentation stage. In contrast, latehandoff participants
tendedtomakemoredrasticchangesthatstrayedfrom
the core concept they were handed—presumably
becausetheywerenotverycommittedtothiscorecon-
cept. In turn, their relatively drastic changes reduced
the coherence and creativity of their final products.
These results support the theorizing for Hypothesis
3, and also fit past research showing that those higher
inpsychological ownership tend tostaycommitted to
the core concept of their ideas, while those lower in
psychological ownership are less committed to doing
so (Baer & Brown, 2012).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Across two studies—an archival study of the U.S.
film industry and a complementary experiment—we
tested hypotheses on the impact of when and from
whomideas arehandedoff (if at all) to the individuals
whoultimately implement them. Consistentwith the
proposed hypotheses, our results suggest that late
handoffs led implementers to build less creative final
products than the other three handoff types in our
framework. This means it was costly to creativity
when individuals implemented mature ideas that
were developed by someone else (late handoffs), as
opposedtotakingchargeofthecreativeprocessbefore
ideas were mature (no and early handoffs) or after an
earlier handoff between twoother individuals (serial-
ized latehandoffs).Mediation results suggest that late
handoffsreducedimplementers’creativitybyrestrict-
ing their sense of psychological ownership and the

FIGURE 4
Study 2: Means by Condition
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coherence of their final products, as compared to the
other three handoff types.

Theoretical Implications

Idea implementation.Past researchhasuncovered
important knowledge on the social–political drivers
ofideaimplementation,oftenfocusingonthenetwork
structures or team dynamics that help implementers
win social support for their creative ideas (e.g., Baer,
2012; Fleming et al., 2007; Miron-Spektor et al.,
2011; Perry-Smith & Mannucci, 2017; West, 2002).
Ourresearchcomplements thispriorworkbyadvanc-
ing theoryontheproductionsideof idea implementa-
tion—building ideas into tangible final products—
which has been largely overlooked. Because plans
for new ideas are rarely complete when they are
handed off, implementers have degrees of freedom
as they build out their emerging products that may
make or break the creativity of their final products.
In particular, our research suggests that idea imple-
mentation may fail not just due to social resistance,
butalsobecause implementersmightlackthepsycho-
logicalownershipandcoherentvisionit takestobuild
new ideas into creative final products. In Study 2, all
conditions entered the implementation stage with
equivalent ideas, yet recipients of late handoffs
madelesscreativefinaladsthanrecipientsoftheother
handofftypes.Inthisway,ourfocusontheproduction
side of idea implementation provides a complemen-
tary perspective to the social–political focus in
prior work.

Inaddition, our researchsheds light onkeydynam-
ics between idea implementation and the earlier
stages of idea generation and elaboration. In studies
that have looked at the whole creative process, from
idea generation through implementation, the same
creatorsdriveallthreestages(e.g.,Baer,2012;Fleming
etal.,2007;Kornish&Ulrich,2014).Asaresult,littleis
known about the impact of handoffs between stages,
despite the notion that such handoffs are common in
organizations. Our results suggest that driving idea
generation and elaboration (or just elaboration) posi-
tively relates to successful idea implementation, as
recipientsofnoandearlyhandoffsbuiltmorecreative
products thanrecipientsof latehandoffswhoskipped
over generation and elaboration. Furthermore, our
research helps explain the mechanisms driving this
link between idea generation/elaboration and imple-
mentation: psychological ownership and product
coherence.Developing ideasbefore theybecomerela-
tively detailed plans may give implementers an
opportunity to form psychological ownership and a

unified vision for the emerging product, facilitating
the coherence and thus creativity of their final
products.

Moreover, the results on serialized late handoffs
suggest that, if implementers skip idea generation
and elaboration, knowledge of an earlier handoff
between these two stages may facilitate their creativ-
ity. Implementers’ awareness of an earlier handoff
was the only difference between the serialized late
andlateconditionsinStudy2.Althoughtheserialized
late conditionhad a clear advantageover the late con-
dition in final creativity, mediation results were not
significant forpsychologicalownershipbut relatively
strong for product coherence. This hints that product
coherence may be a better explanation than psycho-
logical ownership for the advantage of serialized late
over late handoffs, althoughmore research is needed
to test this comparison more directly. Broadly, by
advancing theory on the relationship between idea
generation/elaboration and implementation, this
work helps answer calls for a more complete under-
standingofdynamicsbetweenkeypartsofthecreative
process (Amabile & Pratt, 2016).

Handoffs increativework.Handoffsbetweenindi-
viduals have been extensively studied in themedical
context, focusing on issues that can arise when a
patient’s care is handed fromone caregiver to another
(LeBaron, Christianson, Garrett, & Ilan, 2016; Patter-
son &Wears, 2010). Handoffs have been largely over-
looked in organizational research broadly (Pentland,
Recker, & Wyner, 2017), including in the context of
creativework.AkeyexceptionisRouse’s(2013)afore-
mentioned research on handoffs in creative work,
focusingonhowrelationaldynamicsbetweenthegiv-
ers and receivers of handoffsmay impact psychologi-
cal ownership. We build on this work and advance
theory on handoffs in creative work by highlighting
the important role of idea maturity in shaping how
recipients respond to handoffs. By examining the
mediatingrolesofpsychologicalownershipandprod-
uct coherence, our research also elucidates themech-
anisms throughwhichhandoffs to implementersmay
impact the creativity of their final products.

Given evidence that anchoring effects and path
dependenciesearlyinthecreativeprocessplayanout-
size role in shaping the creativity of the final product
(Berg, 2014; Kornish & Ulrich, 2014; Ward et al.,
1999), onemight assume that handoffs late in the cre-
ative process would be relatively inconsequential.
However, our research suggests that late handoffs to
implementers are more consequential for creativity
than earlier handoffs. Recipients of late handoffs are
handed relatively mature ideas, preventing them
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fromdevelopingpsychological ownershipor a coher-
ent vision for theproductprior to the implementation
stage. In contrast, recipients of no and early handoffs
scored equally high in creativity (Studies 1 and 2), as
well as psychological ownership and product coher-
ence(Study2).Thissuggests thatdriving just theelab-
oration stage influences implementers’ ultimate
creativity toapproximately the sameextentasdriving
bothgenerationandelaboration.Moreover,theresults
on serialized latehandoffs suggest that an early hand-
off between twoother individualsmayhelp avoid the
negative effects of handing off mature ideas to imple-
menters, assuming implementers areawareof theear-
lierhandoff between the two individuals. In thisway,
handoffs to implementers may become riskier as the
original creator of the idea drives the creative process
for longer—once the idea becomes fairly mature, it
may be too late for the original creator to hand it off
to the implementerwithout sacrificing creativity.

Psychological ownership and creativity. Our
research contributes to the small but growing litera-
ture on psychological ownership in creative work.
Past researchhashighlighted thatpsychologicalown-
ership is important in the context of creativework, as
multiple individuals often have a claim to ownership
in creative projects (Gray et al., 2020; Rouse, 2013).
However, little is known about the structural condi-
tions that enable or constrain psychological owner-
ship and how this relates to downstream creativity.
Ourworksheds lightonhowthestructureofhandoffs
to implementersshapes theircapacity todeveloppsy-
chological ownership and ultimately the creativity of
theirfinalproducts.Inparticular,ourresearchempha-
sizes the importanceof the stageatwhich implement-
ers become the primary driver of the creativeprocess:
whencreativeprojectsare structuredsuchthat imple-
menters receive late handoffs, their psychological
ownership and downstream creativitymay suffer.

Furthermore, our work hints that psychological
ownershipmay be especially conducive to creativity
during the implementation stage of the creative pro-
cess. Our findings suggest that it may be important
for implementers to develop psychological owner-
shipbeforeideasarematureandthustheimplementa-
tionstagebegins,aspsychologicalownershipmaybea
key driver of creativity during implementation.More
research is needed to fullyunderstandwhenandhow
psychological ownership is related to creativity in
each stage of the creative process. However, it seems
plausible that psychological ownership could be less
conducivetocreativityintheearlierstagesofideagen-
erationandelaboration, asbeingprotectiveoverone’s
ideasmaypreventdivergenceandexploration(Baer&

Brown, 2012;Ward et al., 1999). In contrast, ourwork
suggests that, during the implementation stage, psy-
chologicalownershipmaygiveimplementersthecon-
viction that is required to turnnew ideas into creative
final products.

Limitations and Future Directions

Our studieshave important limitations thatmaybe
addressed in future research. First, the generalizabil-
ity of our resultsmay be limited by the uniqueness of
the film industry in Study 1 and the creative task in
Study 2. For instance, the final products in both stud-
ies haveaesthetics as a key aspect,whichmaybe rele-
vant to interpreting the results. Future research could
exploresimilardynamics inothercontexts to test gen-
eralizability and identify boundary conditions. Sec-
ond, we followed Perry-Smith and Mannucci’s
(2017) simplifying assumption that one individual
can be identified as the principal driver/leader of
each stage. Although this is often the case in practice
(including for the films in Study 1),multiple individ-
uals may co-lead stages or parts of stages. We see our
individual-level focus as a startingpoint, andencour-
age future researchon the effects of sharedownership
of stages. Given that collective psychological owner-
ship grows from the same roots as individual psycho-
logical ownership (Pierce & Jussila, 2010), we would
expect similar results if equally sized groups simply
replaced individuals in our handoff framework. The
dynamics may become more complex (and poten-
tially more interesting) when the groups vary in size
and stability—and handoffs vary in frequency—
such that individuals may enter, exit, and re-enter
the process in a less structured way than in our
framework.

Third, in Study 2, psychological ownership was
measuredafterparticipants finalized their ads,which
was a conservative approach, given that recipients of
latehandoffsprobablydevelopedsomedegreeofpsy-
chological ownership after working on their ads. If
participants rated psychological ownership before
the implementation stage, the late handoff condition
may have scored even lower in psychological owner-
ship (but this would likely introduce confounds,
whichiswhywedidnotusethisapproach).Similarly,
product coherence was based on participants’ final
products, and therefore Study 2 could not address
the cognitive ormotivational processes that ledprod-
uct coherence to be lower in the late handoff condi-
tion. Future research could explore other ways of
measuring psychological ownership, product coher-
ence, and related processes to complement these
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limitations in our approach. Fourth, our theorizing
focused on late handoffs compared to the other three
handoff types, but the results hint that more research
may be needed with regard to how the other three
handofftypescomparetooneanother.InStudy1,seri-
alized late handoffs scored lower than no and early
handoffs, but, in Study 2, serialized late handoffs did
not differ from no and early handoffs. This is likely
due to idiosyncrasies in the two contexts (i.e., film
industry vs. experiment task). Future research could
explore more comparisons between handoff types,
complementing our focus on late handoffs versus the
other three.

Fifth,ourresearchfocusedonhandoffreceivers,but
future research could address dynamics between giv-
ers and receivers. For instance, in the film industry,
directors know the writers’ identities and it varies
whether writers expect to hand their ideas off (but
this could not be measured). In Study 2, participants
did not know the identities of the handoff givers or
expect to hand their ideas off. Future research could
explore the role of prior relationships between givers
and receivers and of givers anticipating handoffs.
Lastly, in practice, a common rationale for handoffs
is leveraging individuals’ unique skillsets. Per Study
1, many film directors can and do write screenplays,
and thus specialized skill presumably played amini-
mal role in the results, but this could not be tested or
ruled out. In Study 2, random assignment held skill
constant across conditions, which is how skill is
implicitly treated in our theorizing. Future research
could unpack the intersection of handoffs and
skill—late handoffs may be beneficial when they
help leverage individuals’ unique skillsets.

Practical Implications and Conclusion

These studiesmayoffer useful insights for employ-
ees inimplementerrolesandthosewhomanagethem.
The main takeaway is simple: try to avoid late hand-
offs. Our results highlight potential risks of specializ-
ing in idea implementation. It may be vital for
employees tasked with implementing ideas to start
driving the process before ideas become too mature.
Once the idea is developed into relatively detailed
plans, it may be too late for implementers to develop
a sufficient sense of psychological ownership or
coherent vision, undermining the creativity of their
final products. As such, this research suggests that
organizations ought to be careful about outsourcing
idea implementation. The employee who developed
a given idea may be best positioned to implement
the idea effectively, assuming the employee has the

requisite skillset. Despite the costliness of late hand-
offs, in Study 1, they were used for 28.26% of films,
whichwasmore frequent thanearly (8.51%)and seri-
alized late (13.53%) handoffs combined (22.04%).
This hints that many managers may not be aware of
the costs associated with late handoffs. If handoffs
need to occur late in the creative process to leverage
employees’ specialized skillets, the results on serial-
ized latehandoffs suggest that addinganearlierhand-
off—and highlighting this to implementers—may
facilitate their creativity. Overall, implementers may
want to err on the side of jumping in early than risk
being too late.
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