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Abstract
In recent years, placing the translator’s agency at the fore of creativity research has drawn the scholars’ attention 
towards the need to define the role of individual personality traits in creativity in the translation process. But many 
questions still remain as to the role that a creative personality may play in the translation process and the final quality 
of translation performance. The study proposed here specifically aims to investigate the consequences of a creative 
profile for translation performance. The experiment correlates the scores of forty Spanish professional translators on 
a validated creativity personality test with their scores on product indicators of creativity. Translations were rated for 
accuracy and creativity by two different examiners. Results of the study suggest that creative intelligence plays a role 
in guiding translational behaviour, directing the translator’s attention and fostering flexible thinking, but does not 
necessarily guarantee higher quality in terms of number of translation errors. 
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1. Introduction
We are in the midst of a technological golden age, in which innovation and creativity go hand in 
hand. In this era of open, endless innovation, businesses’ ability to rethink and generate new ideas 
has become the key to sustain and foster global competitiveness and economic growth. Moreo-
ver, in the context of the current economic depression, creativity has regained power as an ingen-
ious quality to fight one’s way out of the crisis by effectively standing out from the competition. 
And the publishing and translation industries are no exception in this panorama of globalization 
and competitiveness. As the number of qualified translators increases, so does the need to devel-
op creative strategies to achieve excellence and stay ahead of competitors. In their search for the 
best translators, publishers and translation agents look for work efficiency and quality, but also 
praise talent. The question arises then: are the most talented translators in pole position in the race 
for professional success? 

This revalorization of creativity in the workplace is based on qualities that place the concept 
away from its mystical origins. Truth be told, most people would probably still associate creativi-
ty with a sudden flash of insight, an experience that comes as a gift given only to a few, and most 
probably diminished by expertise and learning. However, in current creativity research these be-
liefs are just popular myths (Weisberg 1993). Nowadays, creativity is mainly conceived of as an 
ability or capacity that every human being possesses, but that needs to be fostered and exercised 

1 This research is supported by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitivity (Grant FFI2013-45553-C3-3-P) 
and the Seneca Foundation, Regional Agency of Science and Technology (Grant 19238/PI/14).
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in order to become useful and predictable (Boysen 2015). In Pablo Picasso’s words “Every child 
is an artist, the problem is staying an artist when you grow up”2. Behind every creative idea is a 
tortuous process guided by many small ideas that may at times get discarded, but at others lead 
to a great new one. The ability to drive along this creative path can be nurtured through training, 
hard work and discipline-specific expertise (Baer 2015).

There is now plenty of evidence documenting that expertise is a pre-requisite for creativity (Er-
icsson 1998; Reilly 2008). This assumption posits that creativity needs to rely on expert thinking 
skills and that mastering a given domain is necessary to produce something new and valuable. 
From this perspective, research on creativity implies the definition of those techniques and abili-
ties involved in expert performance within a particular discipline or domain. Needless to say, ac-
cepting the link between expertise and creativity should not rule out particular cases that prove 
the ingenuousness of taking the benefits of expertise for granted (see, e.g., Frensch/Sternberg 
1989). Besides real-life cases of entrepreneurs without previous business experience who have 
succeeded in a certain field and achieved recognition as creative individuals – e.g., Thomas Edi-
son, Walt Disney, Coco Chanel or Steve Jobs3, to mention just a few – there is also empirical ev-
idence showing that expertise may sometimes inhibit creativity. While inexperienced individuals 
may benefit from explorative behaviour, experts may display more conventional thinking and re-
sort less often to experimentation (Wiley 1998).

This article attempts to explore the relationship between expertise and creativity within the 
context of translation. The double-sided nature of translation as a professional activity and an ar-
tistic task – i.e., a task involving a certain degree of imagination and ingenuity, especially in the 
case of literary translation – points to it as a suitable candidate to investigate the benefits of crea-
tivity for translation performance (see Perteghella/Loffredo 2006). For this purpose, we conduct 
an experiment that explores the relationship between creative intelligence and translation creativ-
ity understood as a quality of the translation product resulting from expert performance.

2.	 Challenges	in	defining	and	researching	creativity
Creative intelligence and innovative skills are two prime movers of economy in the modern 
world, where they have become de rigueur for personal and professional success. But despite the 
worldwide recognized excellence of creativity, research on this area still lags behind others. Part 
of the blame for the scarcity of research results is attributed to the emotional component of crea-
tivity, often identified with inspiration as some mythical spark of genius. The bond traditionally 
assumed between creativity and genius eventually unveiled a dark side of creativity, linking it to 
mood disorders and pointing to its potential as an impending risk for successful performance. As 
a result, creativity research was somehow driven to the background in psychology and went long 
unnoticed in other areas (Batey/Furham 2006).4 

But most of the blame for this research lag lies in the problems to define and operationalize the 
concept for measurement. The plain fact is that creativity is too elusive and complex to be pre-
cisely defined. For one thing, there is the controversy previously mentioned around its innate or 
learnt nature: is creativity a gift given at birth or a skill that can be acquired later on in life and 
trained through practice? For the other, researchers must also face its threefold nature as a partici-
pant-, product-, and process-component. Creativity is found both in creators and in their creations, 

2 Quote attributed to Pablo Picasso. It appeared as an epigraph at the beginning of the article “Modern Living: Ozmo-
sis in Central Park”, published on October 4, 1976 in Time magazine. 
3 A summary of how these entrepreneurs started a business without much money or previous experience can be found 
in https://smallbiztrends.com/2016/03/successful-entrepreneurs-with-no-experience.html
4 There is also evidence suggesting that the pervasiveness of the dual nature of creativity has prevailed up to the pres-
ent day. Hence, recent data have been provided on people’s ambivalent attitudes towards creativity, demonstrating that 
under conditions of uncertainty, people tend to link creativity with words with negative implicit associations, such as 
“vomit”, “poison” or “agony” (Mueller et al. 2010).
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which brings forth the need to measure the individual’s creative potential as well as assessing the 
creative features found in their creations and in the process leading to these.

This multidimensional nature of creativity is also related to the debate on whether it is a do-
main-general or specific trait. Thus, those who argue that creativity is a domain-general trait su-
stain that people who are creative in one field are also likely to be creative in other areas. This 
approach envisions creativity as a personal trait similar to intelligence, relating its study to the 
psychometric study of individual differences. In contrast, those who argue that creativity is do-
main-specific make a case for people having “islands of creativity” – that is, spaces or areas where 
they can be highly creative – in contrast to domains where they may not be creative at all. This ap-
proach addresses creativity from the point of view of the creation process and the context where it 
occurs, relating it to socio-cultural and problem-solving theories (see Silvia et al. 2009).

In domains where creative performance is still ill-defined – as in the case of translation – this 
threefold nature of creativity leads to an assessment dilemma: what is actually a better indicator 
of creativity, the individual’s levels of creative intelligence or their product and process features? 
Since placing the focus on the individual involves working with psychological tests that may 
seem out of reach to many translation scholars, so far creativity research in translation has mainly 
focused on identifying the procedures and techniques that define creative behaviour in the trans-
lation product. But placing the focus on the product still poses the problem of the researcher’s 
subjectivity in identifying markers of creativity: what are the indicators of creativity processes in 
translation? How can we measure novelty? How can processes such as divergent or flexible thin-
king be measured in translation? And last but not least, do high levels of creative intelligence al-
ways ensure a quality translation? Moreover, if we assume the domain-specificity of creativity, 
then it seems logical to presuppose that creativity will take different forms in the different types of 
specialized translation, pointing to the need to define creativity in relation to the particular trans-
lation domain under research. 

In the study included in the present article, we propose to triangulate data from both product 
and process assessment methods, using a psychometric measure of creative intelligence as a po-
tential predictor of creative processes in translated texts. The test used – the Spanish Creative 
Intelligence Test – CREA (Corbalán et al. 2003)5 –  measures creative intelligence primarily in 
terms of divergent thinking, that is, the ability to produce varied original ideas. Rather controver-
sial is still the question of whether or not creativity is related to intelligence. Although there is ev-
idence for and against the relationship between intelligence and creativity, most influential mod-
els of intelligence assume nowadays a substantial correlation between creativity and intelligence, 
treating creativity as a lower order factor of intelligence – whether it is considered as the ability 
for retrieval, imaginativeness or divergent production (see Jauk et al. 2013). Despite the fact that 
Guilford’s (1956) constructs of divergent thinking and convergent thinking have been traditional-
ly associated with different abilities – divergent thinking with creativity and convergent thinking 
with intelligence – in recent years, literature on creative cognition has claimed that both modes 
of thinking are necessary to provide a comprehensive view of human problem-solving processes. 
Convergent and divergent abilities are assumed to be intertwined and interact especially in those 
processes that result in original and appropriate solutions within a specific context (see Jaarsveld/
Lachmann 2017). The assumption for using the CREA test in our experiment is that divergent 
thinking is a component of creative intelligence and performance; therefore, assessing the indi-
viduals’ potential for divergent thinking can serve to identify the processes and techniques de-
veloped in their specific domain of expertise. Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind that 
despite our genetically established potential for creative intelligence, the environment also deter-
mines the extent to which we realize our potential by improving our skills. Thus, evidence shows 
not only that people can be taught to think more creatively (see, e.g., Stenberg 2010), but also that 

5 The validity of the CREA test for assessing divergent thinking has been supported in a variety of studies (see 
Clapham/King 2010 for reference to validation of the CREA test).
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creative performance may be linked to domain-specific expertise. In this sense, Baer (2015: 166) 
compares one’s creative potential and creative performance to: 
 a cook who has an extensive spice rack and knows how to use it. It isn’t that she uses the same spice in 

every dish. Her expertise, and her creativity, are linked to having many different spices at her disposal 
and figuring out which spices will work best in which dishes. 

3. Creativity in Translation Process Research (TPR)
TPR studies on creativity are still rather scarce, but some interesting data are already available. 
Some of the reasons for the paucity of creativity research are probably its link to the emotional 
side of the brain as well as TPR scholars’ early focus on an information-processing paradigm of 
cognition. The traditional separation between reason and emotion long permeating Western sci-
entific thinking has also drawn scholars’ attention towards the more rational part of the brain and 
relegated emotional processes to a secondary role. In translation, for instance, process research 
studies have for the most part adhered to this information-processing paradigm, focusing on the 
logical side of the brain through the study of attention and memory, or the role of problem-solv-
ing and decision-making processes, among other things. 

But current research in psychology and neuroscience has brought forward a new embodied 
view of the mind (Damasio 1994, 2010), according to which the body is now envisioned as part 
and parcel of normal cognitive processes, and emotions as a key component of reason and deci-
sion-making. In recent years, TPR researchers have also started to depart from the purely ration-
al and logical view of cognition, gearing research toward a more embodied view that emphasises 
the most human, social, and cultural dimensions of cognition. Mainstream topics, such as prob-
lem-solving or decision-making processes, are still investigated, but a door is opened to psycho-
logical, emotional, and social factors. In line with Damasio’s view, decision-making is conceived 
of as a cognitive operation governed by emotional factors, an assumption that paves the way for 
researching the role of emotions and creativity in the translation process.

By the end of the twentieth century, the acknowledgment of translation as a problem-solving 
activity pointed to the need to define the processes and strategies associated with creativity in 
translation. Moreover, the view that translation problems inherently require a great deal of crea-
tivity contributed to expanding creativity research to typically process related areas, such as the 
relationship between creativity and experience, the relationship between a creative personality 
and successful translation performance, and the impact of creativity on cognitive – mostly prob-
lem-solving – processes. In what follows, we will summarise the main results from each of these 
areas that are of relevance for the present research.

Existing work on the relationship between creativity and experience is not conclusive yet. 
Whereas there are data that point to professionals being more creative than students – especially 
in coping more effectively with problems (see, e.g., Riccardi 1998) – more recent results, such as 
those from Tiselius and Jenset (2011) in interpreting studies, suggest that creativity may even de-
crease with experience and that more experienced interpreters tend to overgeneralise to a great-
er extent than less experienced ones. In written translation, work by Rojo and Ramos (2016) ex-
plores the influence of different types of feedback on creativity in both novices and expert trans-
lators. Their data point to the beneficial effect of positive feedback on creativity in both novices 
and professionals, although the effect seems to be stronger in students, who show higher levels of 
improvement. Negative feedback also seems to have a beneficial effect on accuracy in both nov-
ices and professionals, although the improvement among professionals is significantly greater. 
In addition, evidence has also been provided pointing to a promising effect of expertise on par-
ticipants’ reported levels of creativity. Thus, work by Ramos and Rojo (2016) has suggested that 
work experience may lead to an increase in creativity, at least in certain areas, such as audio de-
scription. Their work with audio descriptors revealed a significant positive correlation between 
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years of professional experience in audio description and greater creativity scores in the CREA 
test for creative intelligence.

When placing creativity at the fore of TPR, attention must be somehow shifted to the translator 
as the ultimate performer of those processes. Probably due to the problems involved in measuring 
creativity, most personality-oriented research on translational creativity has focused on the explo-
ration of individual traits frequently associated with creativity. Two of the personality traits most 
frequently correlated with creativity are intuition and emotional intelligence. In translation, Hub-
scher-Davidson’s (2009, 2013a, 2013b, 2013c) work has pioneered the exploration of the role of 
these two personality traits in the translation process. Results from her work hint at a correlation 
between successful levels of performance in literary translation and the presence of an intuitive 
trait among translation students, measured by the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) question-
naire. Similarly, her data on emotional intelligence also suggest the existence of a correlation be-
tween high levels of emotional intelligence and successful performance. Other personality traits 
related to creativity that have been explored in interpreting studies are those of self-efficacy, neg-
ative affectivity, and self-esteem6. Results indicate that the competence of sign language inter-
preters is positively correlated to personality traits related to organisational capacity, such as goal 
orientation and self-efficacy, but negatively correlated to negative affectivity (Bontempo/Napier, 
2009, 2011; Bontempo et al. 2014).

Regarding the role of creativity on problem-solving processes, existing evidence links creativi-
ty to flexible and fluid thinking, and to the capacity to adopt broad-based strategies to tackle prob-
lems in a novel way. In translation studies, Guilford’s (1950) nine psychological dimensions of 
creativity have been generally summarised into the three most prototypical ones, namely, those of 
flexibility, novelty and fluency, plus the dimension of acceptability, added by Bayer-Hohenwarter 
(2009, 2010, 2011, 2013) as necessary to define the adequacy of translations. To date, she has pro-
vided the most detailed and extensive method to measure creativity in translation based on those 
dimensions. Thus, acceptability is reflected in the absence of errors, flexibility in the use of trans-
lation shifts – now defined in Kussmaul’s (2000a, 2000b) sense of cognitive operations – novelty 
in the presence of unique solutions, and fluency in routine behaviour. In her model, flexibility is 
the core indicator of creativity and is reflected in three main types of obligatory translation shifts 
representing directions of thinking (i.e., abstraction, modification, and concretisation), and in a set 
of optional shifts that depart from literal translation even when literalness is an acceptable solu-
tion. Interestingly, her research suggested that successful performance is not necessarily defined 
by a high proportion of creative shifts, but by “the ability to decide efficiently when to use a cre-
ative shift and when a mere reproduction is sufficient” (Bayer-Hohenwarter 2011: 686). Results 
from her research suggest that successful translators achieve a cognitively efficient balance be-
tween flexible problem solving and routinized reflex. 

In connection with the role of creativity on translation and problem-solving processes, we also 
find results pointing to an impact of creativity on processing time. For instance, Heiden (2005) 
provided evidence in favour of long revision phases being a strong indicator for creative trans-
lation processes. In psychological studies, there is also evidence, such as that by Vartanian et al. 
(2007), reporting that more creative participants – as determined by a series of psychometric tests 
– achieved shorter reaction times when the task they were asked to perform did not demand the 
inhibition of interfering information (e.g., as in tasks involving negative priming), but displayed 
longer reaction times on tasks that involved some sort of interference. More creative participants 
were, therefore, faster when distraction was minimal and the task allowed maximal focus of at-
tention, but slower when inhibitory interference was maximal and they had problems to focus 
their attention. This result suggests that creativity is related to the ability to distribute attention 
efficiently. Further evidence on the relationship between creativity and attention also points to 

6 For more information on the relationship between creativity and self-efficacy, negative affectivity, and self-esteem, 
see, e.g., Jaussi et al. 2011, Akinola/Mendes 2008, Gerrard et. al. 1996 or Cifuentes Férez/Fenollar Cortes 2017.
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the effect of task complexity on processing time. Thus, results from Oakley (1996) revealed that 
participants’ ability to narrow or widen their attention seems to depend on the nature of the task: 
tasks demanding widened apertures increase response time while those involving narrowed aper-
tures decrease it.

In the next section, we will introduce a study designed to explore the role of creativity in four of 
the aspects already reviewed: the analysis of translation shifts as indicators of creative strategies, 
the measurement of translators’ levels of creative intelligence, the analysis of the relationship be-
tween creativity and work experience and the impact of creativity on time.

4. The Study

4.1. Aims and Hypotheses
The present study introduces an experiment exploring the impact of translators’ levels of creative 
intelligence on translation quality in expert performance. The study aims to test the correlation be-
tween the psychometric measurement of the translators’ levels of creative intelligence and poten-
tial indicators of translation quality. The psychometric measure was obtained by using the Spanish 
Creative Intelligence Test – CREA (Corbalán et al. 2003). Quality indicators were analysed for 
both the accuracy and creativity of the translation product, where accuracy was measured in terms 
of number of mistakes or inadequate solutions, and creativity in terms of the strategies reflecting 
flexible and novel thinking. Additionally, the study also aimed to test the correlation between the 
translators’ levels of creative intelligence and two other indicators of expert performance, name-
ly, the time required to complete the translation and their years of experience in the profession. 

Based on the results provided in the existing literature, the following four hypotheses summa-
rise the predictions made to test the previous aims:

1. There will be a negative correlation between CREA scores and number of accuracy mistakes. 
So, the higher participants score in the creative intelligence test, the lower the number of 
accuracy mistakes in their translations.

2. There will be a positive correlation between CREA scores and number of creative shifts and 
degree of novelty. Thus, the higher they score in the creative intelligence test, the higher 
the number of creative shifts they will use in their translations and the greater the degree of 
adequacy and novelty of the translation solutions provided.

3. There will be a positive correlation between CREA scores and overall translating time. The 
higher participants score in the creative intelligence test, the faster they will complete their 
translation.

4. There will be a positive correlation between CREA scores and years of experience. Those 
participants with more years of translating experience will score higher in the creative 
intelligence test.

4.2. Participants
Forty professional translators took part in the study. They were recruited online with a message 
requesting participation in a research project. Their age ranged between 23 and 59 years with a 
mean age of 36.6 years old, and there were 12 males and 28 females. All the participants had a 
minimum of 1.5 years’ work experience translating literary and technical texts. The maximum 
years’ work experience was 30 with a mean experience of 9.7 years. Given the problems to find 
volunteers, professional translators were offered payment for their participation.
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4.3. Design and Materials
As already mentioned, to measure the participants’ creativity, we used the Spanish Creative Intel-
ligence Test – CREA (Corbalán et al. 2003). The simplicity of the test facilitated the experimental 
procedure, since participants are given an image and are requested to formulate as many questions 
as possible during four minutes (see Appendix 1).

The text to be translated was an extract of roughly 300 words taken from Terry Pratchett’s nov-
el Witches Abroad (1991) (see Appendix 2). The text had a clear pragmatic function – it was pa-
tently ironic and humorous – and included units that demanded highly creative solutions, e.g., a 
linguistic play on words and a cultural translation problem. 

4.4. Procedure
Participants were not informed of the final purpose of the experiment. Volunteers were request-
ed via e-mail to participate in an experiment on the translation process. They were informed that 
they would receive payment for their participation and that the task could be performed in their 
habitual work environment. Specific and detailed instructions were provided to complete the three 
phases of the experimental design.

Firstly, participants were asked to sign an informed consent form, in which they agreed to par-
ticipate in the experiment. They could withdraw at any time. Once the consent form was signed, 
they were requested to fill in a brief personal and professional data questionnaire, and complete 
a psychological profile test: the Spanish Creative Intelligence Test – CREA. They were given de-
tailed instructions on how to do the test. 

Secondly, participants were informed of the need to translate the text that they had received 
from English into Spanish. They were told to write down the starting and finishing times of their 
translation. After completing the whole experiment, they sent all the files to an email address cre-
ated for the study.

The creativity test was corrected on the advice and guidance of a team of specialised psycholo-
gists7. The evaluation procedure of the translations involved two blind external examiners. They 
were both teachers at the Translation and Interpreting Degree at the University of Murcia, and 
one of them also had professional experience as a literary translator. The two of them had taught 
on the same subjects before and agreed on evaluation methods. The two examiners were given 
specific instructions to rate the translations for overall performance and the different parameters 
specified in the evaluation sheet provided (see Appendix 3). The final mark was the mean score 
of the two.

4.5. Analysis of Results

4.5.1. Rating Method
To analyse our results, levels of overall performance, creativity and accuracy needed to be opera-
tionalised into a set of measurable parameters. To this purpose, the correction sheet shown in Ap-
pendix 3 was designed to rate the translations for accuracy and creativity. Accuracy was measured 
in terms of detected number of errors, by subtracting points from the overall mark8. The num-
ber of points subtracted ranged from -0.25 to -1 depending on the type of error and their relative 
weight on the whole translation. In contrast, creativity was measured by awarding them points 
for indicators of flexibility, novelty and fluidity. The number of points awarded ranged from +0.5 
to +2 depending also on the type of solution and their relative weight on the whole translation. 

7 This team was composed of one of the designers of the CREA test, Javier Corbalán Berna, PhD in psychology from 
the University of Murcia (Spain), and two other specialists in creativity and personality, Olivia López Martínez and 
Eugenia Piñero Ruiz, both PhD in psychology from the University of Murcia. 
8 For more information on the controversy around translation evaluation and accuracy see e.g. Nord 1977. 
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Overall accuracy was rated in terms of three general parameters or variables for testing it: 
transference of meaning, transference of pragmatic function, and correctness of target text. Accu-
racy errors in the transference of meaning included false meanings, opposite or incoherent mean-
ing, and unnecessary omissions or additions of meaning. Errors in the transference of pragmatic 
function comprised the loss of cultural references, implied meaning and pragmatic function. Er-
rors in the correctness of target text included grammatical and spelling mistakes. 

In contrast, points were awarded for indicators of both creative flexibility and novelty, that 
is, translations were given points for unique solutions and for indicators of creative shifts. Fol-
lowing Bayer-Hohenwarter, shifts were classified either as primary or secondary. In very gen-
eral terms, primary shifts involved semantic changes in the level of abstraction; they included 
three main types: abstraction, that is, when translators used a more general term or expression; 
concretisation, when they used a more specific one; and modification, when they used other var-
iants that modified the level of abstraction. Secondary changes were optional and included four 
types: explanation, or making information contained in the ST explicit; emphasising, in which 
some element was included adding a new value; change of perspective, which included tradition-
al modulation and transposition; and enrichment, which added a metaphor or any other original 
contribution to meaning. A range of points was established for novel solutions according to their 
frequency of occurrence, with unique solutions receiving the highest mark (+2), those found in 
less than ten percent of the cases being given half the mark (+1), and those found in less than fifty 
percent of the cases receiving the lowest score (+0.5). 

4.5.2. Statistical Methods
Basic descriptive statistical methods were first used to analyse the variables. For qualitative var-
iables, absolute and relative frequency measures were obtained; for quantitative variables, max-
imum and minimum percentage, mean and standard deviation. The Spearman correlation test 
was used to examine the relationship between the variables. Statistically significant correlations 
showed p values below 0.05 (p < 0.05). The tables provided below display the values for Spear-
man’s rank correlation coefficient or Spearman’s rho (rs). A perfect Spearman correlation can 
range from -1 to +1. Those values indicating a statistically significant correlation are marked with 
an asterisk.

4.5.3. Hypothesis 1
Our first hypothesis predicted a negative correlation between creativity scores and number of mis-
takes, that is, we assumed that the higher the creativity score, the less number of errors in transla-
tion accuracy. But, as shown in Table 1, no significant correlation was found between the partici-
pants’ creativity scores and their number of errors. 

ACCURACY

Meaning Pragmatics Correctness TOTAL

CREA Test -0.07 0.08 0.09 -0.02

Time -0.01 0.08 0.06 0.03

Years of experience 0.12 0.01 0.19 0.14

 
Table 1. Correlations between the accuracy variables and the CREA test, translation time and years of  
experience

The lack of a correlation between creativity scores and number of mistakes suggests that creative 
intelligence may not serve as a good predictor of accuracy. Although creativity is mostly associ-
ated with successful performance, a plausible explanation for the lack of results is that this suc-



87

cess may be conditional upon the type of processing required by task demands, or at least upon 
the participants’ perception of these demands. On the one hand, it is possible that the participants’ 
creativity has no impact on accuracy because each aspect involves different processing abilities. 
Accuracy draws attention to item-specific processing, which requires, for the most part, a narrow 
focus of attention, while creativity is frequently related to defocused attention and a tendency to 
divergent thought. On the other, it is also possible that the lack of results can be attributed to the 
participants’ perception of task demands. Thus, even if assuming that creativity involves the abili-
ty to narrow or broaden the scope of attention according to situational demands (see Gabora 2010: 
5), there is the possibility that the participants’ perception of task demands voluntarily placed cre-
ative translation problems in the foreground and formal accuracy in the background.

Even if it was outside the scope of our predictions, correlations between accuracy and time and 
years of experience were also tested (see Table 1 above). Surprisingly, no positive or negative 
correlations were reported either. It seemed that neither the time used to carry out the translation, 
nor the years of translating experience could be used as predictors of mistakes. Since no time con-
straints were imposed and all participants were already professional translators, no definite con-
clusion can be drawn from this lack of correlations. 

4.5.4. Hypothesis 2
Our second hypothesis predicted a positive correlation between creativity scores and number of 
creative shifts and novel solutions, that is, we assumed that the higher the participants’ score on 
the creative intelligence test, the higher the number of shifts they would adopt and the more ade-
quate and novel their solutions would be. 

This hypothesis was only partially confirmed, since a positive correlation was reported with 
primary shifts (see Table 2 and Graph 1 below), but not with secondary ones (see Table 3) or with 
novelty (see Table 3).

PRIMARY SHIFTS

Abstraction Concretisation Modification TOTAL

CREA Test -0.10 NR 0.34* 0.32*

NR: Non realizable. Constant value variables.

* Statistically significant result.

 Table 2. Correlations between creative primary shifts and the CREA test, translation time and years of  
experience

As shown in Table 2, a statistically significant correlation was found between the participants’ 
scores for creative intelligence and their use of primary shifts (rs= 0.32). More specifically, the 
correlation was found in their use of modification shifts (rs= 0.34), a strategy that points to the use 
of synonyms modifying the level of abstraction of the source text term. Graph 1 below illustrates 
this correlation and the distribution of the participants:
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Graph 1. Correlations between creative primary shifts and the CREA test. 

To check on the adequacy of the solutions provided, the translations by the 10 participants with 
the highest creativity scores and those by the 10 with the lowest were analysed. This qualitative 
analysis of some of the main translation problems actually revealed differences in the partici-
pants’ quality performance. For instance, the main translation problem involved rendering the 
name of the mountain (Bear) and reproducing the play on words between the senses of bear and 
bare. Those participants who attempted to reproduce the play on words looked for synonyms 
that sounded similar enough as to cause the confusion. However, those with the lowest creativity 
scores selected pairs of words that were not similar enough at a formal level as to be misunder-
stood, or not likely enough to be found in a mountain or associated with one, such as oso-osaba 
(lit. ‘bear-dare’); oso-oca (lit. ‘bear-goose’);	oso-ósea	(lit. ‘bear-bony’). In contrast, those with 
the highest creativity scores chose words that were more similar on formal grounds, and more 
likely to be in a mountain or being used to describe one, such as oso-foso (lit. ‘bear-pit’). Some 
even changed the name of the mountain, creating a new play on words with a bear-related quality 
(e.g. Montaña	de	los	Pardos-osos	pardos (lit. ‘Mountain of the Brown-brown bears’). 

However, as displayed in Table 3, no significant correlation was found between the CREA 
scores and the number of secondary shifts (rs= 0.14). 

SECONDARY SHIFT NOVE. TIME EXPER.

Explan. Emphat.
Change of 

perspective
Enrich. TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL

CREA 

TEST
0.28 -0.05 0.15 0.05 0.14 0.01 0.14 -0.11

TIME -0.36*

 
Table 3. Correlations between scores on the CREA test, creative secondary shifts, novelty, time on task  
and years of experience

Two possible explanations for the lack of results with secondary shifts could be the difficulty of 
the translation problems posed in the text and the translators’ need to comply with literary transla-
tion conventions. Let us take once again the play on words as an example. Given the impossibility 
to translate the source text words literally into Spanish, instead of trying to reproduce an equiv-
alent play on words, some participants (10 out of 40) opted for providing an explanation within 
the text, or in a translator’s note, most probably in an attempt to preserve the intent of the source 
text author. It may be possible that an explanation of the original play on words was perceived as 
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more adequate to genre conventions than a more creative reproduction. The translator’s note was 
slightly more common in the translations by those participants with the lowest creativity scores 
(3 out of 7) but, contrary to our expectations, it was also the option of some of the most creative 
participants (2 out of 7). 

No significant correlation was found either between the CREA scores and the degree of novel-
ty of the solutions adopted (rs= 0.01). This result could be somehow related to the previous one, 
since participants resorted to the translator’s note, regardless of their creativity levels, possibly in 
the already mentioned attempt to preserve the source text author’s intent. Nevertheless, the effects 
of participants’ perception of task demands on creativity could be further explored by explicitly 
instructing participants to be original. There is in fact psychological evidence suggesting that cre-
ative people’s performance is mostly enhanced when they are explicitly instructed to be original 
(Martindale/Hasenfus 1978).

Moreover, there is also the possibility that the way adopted to measure novelty was not the 
most appropriate one. Let us remember that points were awarded for three different degrees of 
novelty by comparing the solutions produced by the different participants. However, considering 
that the options were very limited by both contextual and linguistic factors, the variety of the solu-
tions provided was extremely constrained. 

4.5.5. Hypotheses 3 and 4
Our third hypothesis predicted a negative correlation between the participants’ creativity scores 
and the time they used to complete their translations. But, as shown in Table 3 above, no statisti-
cal significance was reached (rs= 0.14). 

Despite the lack of statistically significant results, participants with higher creative potential 
generally took longer to complete the translation task than participants with lower creative poten-
tial. In the light of existing results, a plausible explanation could be found in the complexity of 
translation as a task that does not allow participants to easily narrow their attention. Rather, the 
translation process may demand a continuous inhibition and selection of information that is more 
likely to call for widening of attention. As pointed out by Oakley (1996), individuals’ narrowing 
or widening of attention seems to depend on the nature of the task and widened apertures increase 
response time.

Finally, our fourth hypothesis predicted a positive correlation between the participants’ length 
of professional experience and their creative intelligence scores, assuming the possibility that 
greater experience in literary translation could serve as a predictor of creative abilities. This time 
the tendency revealed a negative correlation – that is, the shorter the experience, the higher the 
CREA score – but no statistical significance was reached either (rs= –0.11). A plausible explana-
tion for this result could be found in the fact that most of our participants’ work was not exclusive-
ly focused on literary translation; a big majority did actually work also in other fields.

Even if outside the scope of the study, our data did yield a significant correlation between years 
of experience and the time employed to complete the translation, that is, the longer the experi-
ence, the faster they translated (see Graph 2). Greater experience is not necessarily a predictor of 
less mistakes, but it can serve as a predictor of the time needed to complete the translation. This 
result seems to support previous findings on TPR studies relating experience to time (see, e.g., 
Dragsted et al. 2009 or Tiselius/Jenset 2011).
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Graph 2. Correlation between years of experience and time.

5. Conclusions
The idea of translation as a mechanical, straightforward task is a widespread folk myth. There is 
a myriad of real life examples of translations showing traces of translators’ creativity. Not even 
technical translation can be at all times reduced to a hundred percent literal rendering of mean-
ing. Skilled translators usually infuse a sound dose of creativity into their translations. The catch 
is that to be effective – that is, to achieve a quality translation – the dose has to be adjusted to stay 
within an optimal range. And this is the crux of the matter that this study aimed to answer: what 
defines such an optimal range in translation? 

Existing results – such as those provided by Bayer-Hohenwarter’s work – have related success-
ful performance in translation to the efficient balance between flexible problem solving and rou-
tinized reflex. But no clear attempt has been made yet to account for the role of the translator’s 
creative capacity. The present study intended to cast some light on the issue by departing from the 
assumption that this balance or optimal range requires the adjustment of the translator’s creative 
capacity to the specific demands of the translation task. However, our results are still far from be-
ing conclusive. On the one hand, our data suggest that translators’ creativity scores cannot be used 
as predictors of translation quality. A high score on creativity does not necessarily correlate with 
a lower number of errors. But on the other hand, our data point to a possible relationship between 
creativity scores and flexible thinking – defined here as the ability to use specific translation strat-
egies or shifts. The higher the score, the greater the use of the main types of primary or obligatory 
translation shifts, and the greater the tendency towards more adequate solutions. Nevertheless, it 
is still somewhat early for rejoicing, since the relationship is not so obvious; alas, no correlation 
was found with secondary or optional shifts, or with novelty.

Possible explanations for this lack of results may include problems with the experimental ma-
terials, such as the psychological test used or the text chosen to be translated, or even factors re-
lating to the strength of the impact from the translators’ creativity levels. Firstly, there is the pos-
sibility that the CREA test is not an effective predictor of the type of creativity involved in transla-
tion. Although the test is validated and has been successfully used in different professional areas, 
it is possible that it does not measure verbal aspects that may be essential in translation. Second-
ly, it could also be that the prominent humorous and pragmatic nature of the text selected to be 
translated forced translators to depart from the original or resort to the translator’s note, making it 
harder to establish a clear difference between those opting for a more literal translation and those 
adopting a more original one. Thirdly, the complexity of the rating method could also be affecting 
results; even though attempts were made to diminish subjectivity by double marking, evaluators 
continually reported problems to decide on the type of shift involved. And finally, there is also 
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the possibility that creativity scores only have a clear impact on translators with very high or very 
low scores on the CREA test.

In our data no statistically significant correlation was found either between scores on the CREA 
test and the total time reported to carry out the translation. However, the tendency reported signals 
to participants with higher creative potential taking longer to complete the translation task than 
participants with lower creative potential. Although much of the existing evidence focuses on the 
relationship between creativity and processing speed, time on task may also be influenced by the 
individual’s creativity levels. A plausible explanation for the lack of statistically significant results 
could be found in the complexity of translation as a task that does not allow participants to easily 
narrow their attention. Nevertheless, further process research is needed to establish the influence 
of creativity on speed in more specific indicators of cognitive processing, such as duration and 
number of pauses, or even eye movements.

Similarly, our results do not point to a significant correlation between experience and creativ-
ity, at least in terms of the participants’ creative intelligence levels. The lack of correlation be-
tween scores on the CREA test and years of experience seemed to suggest that the participants’ 
professional experience is not related to their creative abilities. A logical explanation for this lack 
of correlation could be the fact that our participants’ professional experience did not involve, for 
the most part, a high degree of creativity, since most of them also worked very often with techni-
cal texts, without a clear specialisation in literary translation. But there is also the possibility that 
the participants’ domain knowledge actually placed them at a disadvantage, promoting fixation in 
their creative problem-solving attempts (Wiley 1988). From this point of view, their knowledge 
of literary translation conventions may have acted as a mental set, gearing their decisions towards 
the use of the translator’s note as a convenient strategy to transmit the source text author’s style.

In summary, results from our experiment indicate that creativity alone does not seem enough 
to ensure success in a translation task. Our data suggest, though, that it may serve to predict some 
aspects of translators’ performance, at least in terms of the creative shifts employed. The reported 
correlation between creativity and primary shifts points to a relationship between creative person-
ality and flexible thinking, but further process research is needed to define the scope of this rela-
tionship more precisely. Future research should then be conducted employing translation process 
research methods such as keystroke logging programs or eye-trackers. Moreover, different tests 
should be used to provide a more accurate and encompassing measurement of creativity potential. 
Lastly, the revision and refinement of the translation marking method should also be a part of the 
future investigation, measuring the impact of creativity on routine translating as well.

Data from this experiment do not shed perhaps as much light on the role of creative abilities in 
translation as one would like. The reported lack of correlation between the participants’ levels of 
creative intelligence and most of the variables analysed suggests that translators’ creativity poten-
tial on its own is not an infallible predictor of successful performance in a translation task. The 
trick seems to be in the translators’ skill to adjust their capacity to the perceived demands of the 
task, injecting the dose required to achieve an optimal level. Whatever creativity potential an in-
dividual may have, they also have the ability to manage it more or less efficiently. The size of the 
optimum dose will vary in the different translation domains, depending on the specificities of the 
task and on translators’ perception of these demands. On the whole, the complexity of translation 
demands a continuous inhibition and selection of information that is expected to call for widen-
ing of attention. Because of creative people’s assumed defocused attention, placing the focus on 
a problem with creative potential may usually involve defocusing other aspects, such as formal 
correctness. When engaging in literary translation, translators are more likely to focus their atten-
tion on those aspects with a creative potential, whereas technical translation probably allows for 
a greater degree of routinized reflex. Needless to say, the final amount of dose instilled into the 
translation will ultimately depend on the translators’ personal creativity skills and their ability to 
develop them in a particular domain by adjusting their potential to the field demands.
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Appendix 1. CREA test

Appendix 2. Extract from Terry Pratchett’s novel Witches Abroad (1991: 11)

Just superstition. But a superstition doesn't have to be wrong.

A mirror can suck up a piece of soul. A mirror can contain the reflection of the whole universe, a whole skyful 

of stars in a piece of silvered glass no thicker than a breath. 

Know about mirrors and you nearly know everything.

Look into the mirror...

... further...

... to an orange light on a cold mountaintop, thousands of miles from the vegetable warmth of that swamp...

Local people called it the Bear Mountain. This was because it was a bare mountain, not because it had a lot of 

bears on it. This caused a certain amount of profitable confusion, though; people often strode into the nearest 

village with heavy duty crossbows, traps and nets and called haughtily for native guides to lead them to the 

bears. Since everyone locally was making quite a good living out of this, what with the sale of guide books, 

maps of bear caves, ornamental cuckoo-clocks with bears on them, bear walking-sticks and cakes baked in the 

shape of a bear, somehow no-one had time to go and correct the spelling.

It was about as bare as a mountain could be. 

Most of the trees gave out about halfway to the top, only a few pines hanging on to give an effect very similar to 

the couple of pathetic strands teased across his scalp by a baldie who won't own up.

It was a place where witches met.

Tonight a fire gleamed on the very crest of the hill. Dark figures moved in the flickering light. The moon 

coasted across a lacework of clouds. Finally, a tall, pointy-hatted figure said, “You mean everyone brought

potato salad?”
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Appendix 3. Correction sheet

ACCURACY [–]

FACTOR MEANING PRAGMATIC FUNCTION CORRECTNESS

Type of 

error

False meaning / Not 

the same meaning – 0.5 

Loss of cultural 

reference and/or 

implied meaning

– 1

Grammatical errors

– 1

Opposite 

meaning/Incoherent 

meaning

– 1

Loss of pragmatic 

function (humour, 

irony, literary value) – 1

Orthotypographic 

errors (typos, 

accents, 

punctuation, 

spelling mistakes)

– 0.25

Unnecessary 

omission / addition 

of meaning

– 0.5 

CREATIVITY [+]

FACTOR FLEXIBILITY NOVELTY

Type of 

shift

Primary shifts + 1 Unique solutions + 2

Secondary shifts + 1 Less than 10% + 1

Less than 50% + 0.5

 


