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Abstract: In the context of today’s highly competitive society, brands need to attract the audience’s
attention in ways that are assessed as attractive and creative. It is therefore essential to investigate the
process of assessment of creative designs, in order to know which criteria guide judgments on creative
productions. In this paper, we especially explore such judgments when they are made by different
kinds of actors involved in design. More precisely, the objective of this study is to investigate how
judges’ creativity assessments are influenced by their professional backgrounds. To analyse the
criteria that contribute to judges’ understandings of creativity, we asked twenty two judges with
different backgrounds (designers, design teachers, art directors and a typical audience) to assess
productions in the field of visual communication design. Besides giving an overall creativity score,
they were asked to use specific aesthetics, originality, brief-appropriateness and audience-
appropriateness. The results allow us to understand how judges’ ratings vary depending on their
backgrounds. Therefore, this paper contributes to better understanding of criteria that guide
assessments of products’ creativity.
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1. Introduction

The assessment of creativity has received considerable attention from researchers, not only in terms of
psychometric approaches (like those of Guilford, 1967 or Torrence, 1974), but also from a systemic
point of view. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1996), creativity cannot emerge from the work of
individuals and domain-specific knowledge alone. Creative productions also need to receive social
recognition from the experts in the field - the so-called “domain gate-keepers” (Csikszentmihalyi,
ibid.). In today’s highly competitive society, this subject has become more relevant than ever,
especially in the field of visual information design. When different brands offer similar products,
customers have to base their choices on visual features, which therefore need both to attract the
audience’s attention and convey information efficiently. People’s product choices are often guided by
their initial judgments, based on emotions (Norman, 2004). Hence, visual communication experts
often play a crucial role in the success of many companies.

In this context, it is interesting to investigate creativity assessment, taking the different backgrounds
of stakeholders or any actors involved in the design process into account. Many authors studying the
creative design process have stressed the importance of the evaluation stage, where designers assess
each iteration of their project and decide either to press on with it or to look for more interesting ideas
(McNeil et al., 1998; Bonnardel, 2000). Others have looked at how teachers assess their students’
creative productions in order either to select those of the highest quality or to recommend
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improvements (Swann, 2002). In the professional environment, art directors have to select the best
version of a given design, anticipating customers’ needs and preferences. Marketing studies also focus
on the way in which customers assess design, in order to identify those features that attract their
attention and prompt them to purchase a specific product (as well as those that do not).

The variability of factors included in creativity assessment mean that it can best be investigated via a
multidimensional approach, rather than as a unidirectional construct.

Thus, the main objective of this study is to analyse the way in which judges’ different backgrounds
affect the criteria that contribute to creativity assessment. More specifically, the analysis of creativity
assessment is conducted in the context of visual communication design.

2. Assessing creativity

2.1. Creativity in design

To understand creativity assessment, it is essential to start with the definition of creativity itself
(Plucker & Makel, 2010), as it is important to know what people really understand by “creativity”
when assessing it.

In the cognitive approach to creativity, many authors agree that a creative product should both be
novel (original, unexpected) and appropriate (useful, meet a number of specific constraints (Lubart
1994; Bonnardel, 2006).

Compared with other creative domains, compliance with constraints, or in other words,
appropriateness, plays a particularly important role in product design. In visual communication,
besides the product’s aesthetic worth, which is obviously important, the designer also has to take
account of the design brief recommendations (a document describing the content of the future
product, its function, meaning and technical limits) and anticipate the needs of the target audience (its
characteristics, knowledge and preferences).

At the same time, designers’ creativity depends on originality, the quality which ensures that their
productions will be different from those already known in the domain. As a consequence, there is not
one, but many different responses to a given design problem.

2.2. Methods of creativity assessment

According to Baer et al. (2004), the ability to assess a product’s creativity is one of the best methods
of measuring a person’s creativity. Indeed, an individual’s previous work can be indicative of his or
her ability to produce a creative work in the future (Plucker & Mackel, 2010).

Different authors have put forward numerous methods for assessing creative products, including the
Creative Product Semantic Scale (Besemer, 1998; Besemer & O’Quin, 1999) and the Student Product
Assessment Form (Reis & Renzulli, 1991). These techniques rely on a set of criteria that supposedly
evaluate the creativity of a product in an objective way. However, according to some authors, this
approach brings with it a “criterion problem”, in that we cannot be sure that the chosen criteria are
relevant for assessing creativity (Plucker & Makel, 2010).

Teresa Amabile suggested a different method of assessing creativity, called the Consensual
Assessment Technique (CAT; see Amabile, 1979, 1982, 1983). This technique consists in selecting
appropriate judges - all domain experts - and collecting their independent ratings of creativity. Thus,
no specific criteria are given to the judges and the product under assessment is deemed to be creative
if there is good independent inter-rater agreement.

Nevertheless, there is considerable debate over how to choose the most appropriate judges. Various
authors have studied judge characteristics liable to have an impact on creativity assessment.

White et al. (2002), for instance, found that creativity ratings were linked to such variables as age, sex
and professional experience in the domain. Hood (1973) showed that these ratings can also depend on
the judges’ own creative capacity. His results suggested that highly creative judges are more
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restrictive in their creative production ratings, giving lower grades than their less creative
counterparts.

This can be explained by the level of domain expertise: a novice will have seen fewer examples of
creative work than a highly experienced person. Differences in the creativity ratings of judges with
different levels of expertise have been studied by many authors, with varying results according to the
domain. Thus, creativity ratings by novices and experts are barely correlated in poetry assessments
(Kaufman et al. 2008), whereas for the assessment of artistic objects (Dollinger et al. 2004) or films
(Plucker et al. 2009), these ratings are highly correlated, even when they are made by judges not just
with varying levels of expertise, but also different professional backgrounds.

Another way to consider the differences in judges’ approaches to the design, is taking into account the
mental models constructed by the different stakeholders, that depend on their backgrounds and
previous experiences in the field. For example, following Don Norman’s model, designers would
develop mental models of products in line with the logic of problem resolution included in design,
while users’ mental model would be rather based on previous user-experiences (Norman, 1988). It is
also interesting to understand the differences between the mental models of the experts or “domain
gate-keepers” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996) and those of non-experts. Even if their judgment of creativity
can be highly correlated, their mental models of what is important in a creative product could vary.

The present study sought to understand how judges’ creativity assessments are influenced by their
professional backgrounds. More specifically, we studied the criteria that contribute to judges’ possibly
different understandings of creativity in the field of design.

2.3. Creativity assessment criteria

Research has been conducted with a view to identifying the most relevant assessment criteria in
different fields of creative design. According to Sarkar and Chakrabarti (2008), who brought together
existing definitions of creativity, to assess the creativeness of newly designed products, the judges
must be able to assess the originality (or novelty) and usefulness of these products.

Many authors studying creativity used different criteria of creativity assessment and most of them
included “originality” and “usefulness”, more often called “appropriateness”, into their criteria sets.

The originality is described as innovation (Kreitler & Casakin, 2009), the product being unusual and
unexpected compared to other ideas (Shah et al, 2003; Bonnardel, 2006). Sometimes authors consider
separated fields of originality, for example Shah et al, (2003) distinguish novelty concerning function
of product and its physical principles.

The appropriateness criterion can have several understandings. Some authors take into account the
degree to which the product fulfills different specifications, they employ terms such as
“appropriateness” (Sarkar & Chakrabarti, 2008; Caroff, 2008), “quality” (Shah et al, 2003), or
relevance (Cropley & Cropley, 2005). Some authors focus on the degree to which the product can be
attractive for the user, for functional products’ assessment, they employ terms like “usefulness”
(Chakrabarti & Khadilkar, 2003; Kreitler & Casakin, 2009) or “ergonomics” (Cross & Dorst, 2001).
In some approaches, the affect transmitted by a design is also taken into consideration (Horn &
Salvendy, 2009).

This is in line with marketing approaches: “emotional design” (Norman, 2004) or “Kansei
engineering” (Yan et al. 2008), which emphasise the need to take the emotional and aesthetic
dimensions into account. Aesthetics criteria appear in numerous creativity assessments studies, under
terms such as “elegance” (Cropley & Cropley, 2005), “mastery of skills concerning the aesthetics of
the design representation” (Kreitler, Casakin, 2009) or as very specific criteria related to shapes,
colours, rhythm, order, etc. (Amabile, 1982; Demirkam & Afacan, 2012).

Over previous studies investigated relationships among several criteria, Cross and Dorst (2001) found
that the “ergonomics” judgment of the industrial designs correlated most heavily with the overall
judgment, opposite to “creativity” (understood as originality) which correlated the least. Some criteria
can affect each-other, like aesthetics can affect the apparent usability of an interface (Tracinsky et al.
2000). Caroff (2008) studying the assessments of advertisements found an interaction: overall
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creativity ratings were more favourable when the level of originality was high, but when a certain
appropriateness threshold was exceeded, productions were considered as uncreative independently of
their originality level.

For their part, Wojtczuk and Bonnardel (2011) explored how different criteria (originality, aesthetics,
functionality and marketability) influence the assessment of innovative designs for everyday objects
(in this case, computer mice). More specifically, this research focused on differences between
different groups of judges (designers, design teachers, retailers and users). Results highlighted a
number of similarities between users and retailers, and between designers and design teachers. This is
in line with Norman’s statement about the difference between designers’ and users’ mental models of
systems (Norman, 1988), but it also tells us something about the mental models themselves. The users
and retailers based their assessments on marketability and functionality, whereas the designers’ and
design teachers’ assessments were based mostly on aesthetics.

3. Experiment

Following on from the research by Wojtczuk and Bonnardel (2011), the present experiment was
designed to investigate differences in the creativity assessments made by judges from different
backgrounds, in the context of visual communication design (graphic posters). We believe that this
type of design is more information-centred and that its aesthetic appeal is important to the overall
assessment.

Our aim was to ascertain how the implicit understanding of creativity of the different judges, all
potentially involved in the process of poster design, diverged according to their different
backgrounds: designers involved in creation; art directors involved in approval; design teachers
specializing in design training; and an audience (potential target). We asked these different judges to
assess a series of posters, rating them on overall creativity plus several specific criteria relevant to
visual communication design. To find out which criteria contributed most to the overall creativity
assessment, we investigated the correlations between the creativity scores and the scores for these
other criteria.

Our general hypothesis was that background has an impact on the way that judges assess a visual
communication design. We expected to find differences between the criteria that guided the creativity
assessments made by judges from different backgrounds.

Our more specific hypotheses were that:

e Following the Norman’s differentiation between users’ and designers’ mental models
(Norman, 1988), we expected to find differences of judgments between these two groups. In
line with Wojtczuk and Bonnardel (2011) findings, we expect that art directors share the
audience criteria of judgment, while design teachers share those of designers.

o Still following Normans’ model, we expected the designers’ assessments to be guided more
by originality (wondering whether they were capable of having a similar idea), while we
expected the audience to be more interested in the posters’ aesthetics and audience
appropriateness.

e Furthermore, we expected that art directors and teachers would focus more on the posters’
appropriateness, as we perceived them as fulfilling the role of “domain gate-keepers”,
supervising the productions’ match with current trends (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996).

e As we believe that visual appeal is very important to poster design, we predicted that
aesthetics would be an important criterion for all the judges.

4. Methods

4.1. Participants

We selected 22 men and women from different backgrounds as our judges. We wanted to compare the
judgments of professional designers, art directors, design teachers and individuals who could
represent the posters’ potential audience.
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Thus four groups of participants were constructed as follows:

o five professional designers, with 9.4 years of experience on average;

o five design teachers, with 12.6 years of teaching experience on average;

o five art directors (who make decisions about style and overall visual appearance, and give
directives to designers), with 10.8 years of professional experience as art directors on average;

e seven participants with no experience in the design domain, who represented a potential
audience for the posters: four men and three women, aged 18-65 years (balanced age and sex
mix).

4.2. Procedures

We collected 21 graphic posters designed by students in the same year of study at a graphic design
and visual communication school. All the posters had to be on the same theme, the goal being to
inform the potential audience about a specific event.

In this study, we needed to adapt the criteria to the field of visual communication design. With the
help of a professional designer, we decided on the four most appropriate criteria for measuring the
creativity of the posters in this field. We wanted to include the two criteria that correspond to the
definition of creativity (i.e., originality and appropriateness), but as “appropriateness” seemed
insufficiently clear, we decided to make it more specific. We therefore decided to ask the judges about
the posters’ brief-appropriateness, and gave them access to the design brief that had been given to the
posters’ creators (the design brief described the content, the problematic of the subject and the format
of presentation). In addition, we added a criterion of audience-appropriateness, which corresponds to
supposed attractiveness of the product for the targeted audience. Moreover, aesthetics also appeared to
be important in the context of visual communication design assessment.

The assessments were made on line by accessing a specific experimental website. To access this
website, each judge was given an individual ID and password. The 21 posters were displayed in
random order. We asked the judges to rate all the posters on all the criteria, by giving scores of 1-7.

First, the judges rated the posters on overall creativity. Then, all the posters were shown to them
again, so that they could rate them on the four specific criteria.

Short definitions were provided for each criterion, to avoid differences in interpretation:

o overall creativity of a product is related to its originality as well as to respect of the task or
constraints;

e brief appropriateness depends on both the respect of constraints, the relevance of the
transmitted message and the way in which the theme is presented;

e aesthetics refers to the finishing, the composition, the aesthetical pleasure felt while looking at
the product;

e originality corresponds to the innovative side of the product;

o audience appropriateness is related to the marketing efficiency, the capacity of the product to
attract the targeted audience.

We collected 462 sets of scores (each of the 22 judges assessed all 21 posters), every set containing
one score for overall creativity and four scores for the specific criteria.

5. Results

To analyse the scores awarded by the four groups of judges, we conducted an analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA). When we controlled for each of the four criteria (originality, aesthetics, brief-
appropriateness and audience-appropriateness), we failed to find any significant effect of judges’
background on creativity judgments, F(1, 454) = 1,54, p = .2.

Nevertheless, linear regression analyses by group revealed that the four criteria had differing effects
on the creativity assessments of each group of judges.

ICDC2012 215



e For designers, we found highly significant effects of originality, b = .35, SD = .08, B = .37, p
<.001, and audience-appropriateness, b = .33, SD = .08, § = .36, p < .001.

o For design teachers, we found highly significant effects of brief-appropriateness, b = .4, SD =
.08, p=.37, p<.001, and originality, b =.26, SD = .06, p = .26, p <.001.

e For art directors, we found a highly significant effect of brief-appropriateness, b = .52, SD =
.07, =.55p<.001.

¢ For the audience, we again found a highly significant effect of brief-appropriateness, b = .28,
SD=.09,B=.11,p<.001.

When we examined the correlations between the different criteria, we found that all the criteria were
positively correlated.

To provide a clearer picture of the distribution of mean scores assigned by the different groups of
judges for the different criteria, they are illustrated in the figure below (see Figure 1.).

M designers
O art directors
M design teachers

W audience

Figure 1. Distribution of mean scores assigned by the four groups of judges according to different criteria.

The figure 1 shows that the highest scores were attributed by the audience, especially for aesthetics,
while the lowest scores were assigned by the design teachers, chiefly for originality. The designers
tended to award the highest scores for audience-appropriateness.

6. Discussion

The global results failed to reveal any significant difference between the creativity scores awarded by
the judges. This is in line with Amabile’s consensual assessment method, which is based on the
assumption that judges give similar scores for creativity, with no particular differences between
groups. Nevertheless, when we analysed the judges’ assessments in greater detail, we found that these
overall creativity assessments were associated with different criteria.

We found that brief-appropriateness was the criterion that guided most of the judges in their creativity
assessments (audience, design teachers and art directors). This partially contradicted our hypothesis,
as we had expected that only the art directors and teachers would focus on this criterion. Brief-
appropriateness therefore seems to be of more general importance, even for the nonspecialists
(audience), who are not normally interested in design briefs. This could be due to the central function
of content in visual communication design, which was carefully set out in the brief. Content should
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inform and convey a specific message. Thus, in our case, the assessment consisted partially in
validating the relevance of the posters’ content to the message described in the brief.

We found that the originality criterion contributed to the designers’ and design teachers’ assessments
of creativity, but not to those of the two remaining groups (audience and art directors). This confirmed
our hypothesis of a distinction between judges with a “creative” profile and those with a “user”
profile, as in Norman’s model (Norman, 1988). Thus, the designers and teachers seemed to focus on
the creative quest, while the audience and art directors seemed to focus on ease of comprehension by
the targeted audience.

The designers appeared to form a separate group from the others, as theirs was the only group for
which brief-appropriateness was not the most important criterion. For them, originality seemed to be
the criterion that contributed the most to their creativity assessment (in line with our hypothesis),
along with audience-appropriateness. For this group, it may be important to go beyond the design
brief’s recommendations, seeking out original ideas and thinking more about audience needs than
about the basic functions of the designed object.

Our hypothesis was based on the assumption that creativity assessments of visual communication
designs rely heavily on aesthetic values for all judges, but more especially for the audience. Results,
showed, however, that aesthetics was not the most important criterion for any of the groups. It may
have been so obvious that the posters needed to be attractive that the judges did not treat it as a
criterion for assessment, but instead as something in addition to the whole creative concept of the
poster. As for our prediction that the audience would display a preference for highly aesthetical
productions, we found that even though the aesthetics criterion did not strongly influence their overall
creativity assessment, they nonetheless awarded their highest scores for aesthetics. This may be
connected with the general tendency for nonexperts to rate productions from a field in which they
have little knowledge more highly, which would confirm the findings of Plucker et al. (2009) and
Dollinger et al. (2004), concerning the influence of expertise on the creativity rating.

We also observed that in contrast to the audience’s high ratings, the design teachers had a tendency to
attribute far lower scores. This confirms the results reported by Hood (1973), who concluded that the
greater a judges’ creative capacity, the more restrictive they will be in rating creative productions.

In conclusion, the present study highlighted the usefulness of exploring individual differences
between judges in the process of assessing creativity, especially concerning their professional
backgrounds. It had several limitations, mainly due to the small number of judges. Although we
obtained a sufficient amount of data, by considering every single judgment as an independent set of
scores, it would be worthwhile confirming our findings with a larger sample of participants.
Nonetheless, our research emphasises the fact that the processes by which judges assess products in
the field of visual communication design differ depending on their background, even if they reach
similar overall creativity scores. Further studies are needed to explore this assessment process in
greater detail and analyse the judges’ verbalisations in order to understand the reasons behind their
scoring better.
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