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Interests

Research:  creativity  and  personality,  tolerance  of  ambiguity,  motivation  and  creativity, development  of  creativity.  

Teaching giftedness and  creativity to university  students,  teachers,  instructors  of  out-of-school  activities,  school  psychologists  and counselors. 

Practice: presentation  of  creativity  research to  the  lay  public;  training  of  creative thinking,  creative  problem  solving  and  creative  decision  making. 

Ambiguity tolerance and creativity in adolescents 

Ambiguity tolerance refers to the way people perceive, interpret and react to ambiguous situations, i.e. situations containing a great deal of novelty, complexity, contradiction and/or lack of structure. People who are intolerant of ambiguity perceive and interpret ambiguous events and ideas as a source of psychological discomfort or threat. They tend to defend themselves, to retreat and avoid encounters with ambiguity. Ambiguity tolerant individuals would rather attempt to understand or cope, withstanding the uncertainty. They can tolerate the discomfort of an ambiguous situation long enough to find out a more appropriate and adequate solution. 

A large scale research project examined the development of ambiguity tolerance in adolescents and young adults (Stoycheva, 1998). In the first study a questionnaire for measuring ambiguity tolerance (MAT-50 of Robert Norton), adapted for use with Bulgarian population, was administered  to 392 high school children, 472 university students, and 116 18 - 25 year old working adolescents. The second study contrasted two groups of high-school students, identified as low (n = 51) and high (n = 55) ambiguity tolerant on the basis of their test scores in the first study. They were compared with respect to their intelligence, creative thinking abilities, temperament, anxiety, need for achievement and self-concept. The third study involved 303 high school students, their teachers (n = 52) and parents (n= 236). An original psychological instrument has been designed to assess the attitudes of adolescents and adults towards different ambiguity tolerant and ambiguity intolerant behaviors. The scale was used to measure the importance adolescents assign to these behaviors and to evaluate adults' encouragement of ambiguity tolerance - intolerance in adolescents (Stoycheva, 1998). 

The sample of a fourth study consisted of 31 boys and 75 girls, aged 14 to 19. They were enrolled in grades 9th to 12th of a high school specialized in applied arts. Subjects filled in questionnaires for measuring ambiguity tolerance, creative motivation and need for achievement (Stoycheva, 2000). 

Ambiguity tolerance in adolescents 

By the age of 15, ambiguity tolerance is already a rather stable personality characteristic and does not change with the age in the next ten years of life. Boys and girls don’t differ in their reactions to novel, complex, contradictory or incongruent information. Ambiguity tolerance as a personality disposition goes in line with the adoption of corresponding values and beliefs. While Bulgarian adolescents value tolerance of ambiguity more than intolerance, certainty seeking behavior is appreciated as well. Although preferring situations with clear chances for success, they accept to test themselves by taking risks, experimenting in different situations and participating in new endeavors. Unexpected situations and surprises are enjoyable, but it is also important to be on the safe side and to build up a definite opinion about things in life.

Adolescents think that for their parents and teachers intolerance of ambiguity is more important than tolerance is. Students also perceive adults, in particular teachers, as more intolerant of ambiguity than they are themselves. Evaluative standards at home seem influence the tolerance of ambiguity in adolescents: students’ ambiguity tolerance, both as a value and as a personality disposition, is related to their parents’ encouragement of ambiguity tolerant - intolerant behaviors. This is not the case however when teachers’ reward strategies are concerned: the value that adolescents assign to ambiguity tolerance - intolerance is not related to the way their teachers evaluate it. On the other side, teachers’ encouragement for tolerance of ambiguity is the highest one reported in our study. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states that education should be directed to full and harmonious development of child's personality and abilities, to preparation of the child for an individual and responsible life in a free society. The secondary school, more than any other educational setting, may contribute to the realization of these goals and help children grow in this complex and rapidly changing world. Enhancing tolerance of ambiguity through education is but a way in this direction. Our findings suggest that the potential teachers have as promoters of adolescent development could be undermined by the way the role of the teacher is perceived or introduced to students. Today’s Bulgarian school owes both teachers and students a more cooperative, integrated and supportive learning environment. 

Ambiguity tolerance and adolescent personality

In our study the high ambiguity tolerance group scored higher on intelligence and creativity, lower on anxiety, and showed a more positive self-image than the low ambiguity tolerance group. Temperament was not a significantly differentiating factor among high and low ambiguity tolerance   (Stoycheva, 1998). Ambiguity tolerant adolescents appear more self-confident. It seems easier for them to undergo the challenge of an uncertain social situation and to achieve a satisfactory level of adaptation to the ambiguous context of the interpersonal relationships. Lower anxiety further contribute to their positive adjustment to the world and strengthen their feelings of mastery and well-functioning: subjects who were low in anxiety and high in ambiguity tolerance had the best of all self-evaluation. 

Ambiguity intolerant adolescents, being more anxious and insecure, experience more difficulties in their psychological self-regulation. Low ambiguity tolerance and low anxiety subjects showed poorest self-evaluation with respect to idealism and humanistic orientation. Though they don’t get easily disturbed in their self-confidence, these adolescents lack the capacity to tolerate the uncertainty and the discomfort of an ambiguous situation what seems to prevent them from embracing the more vague universal and abstract values (Stoycheva & Silguidjian, 2001). 

Uncertainty is inherent to almost any one situation we are confronted with, and dealing with uncertainty is an important individual resource. Ambiguity tolerance allows the adolescent to better handle cognitive and emotional complexity, facilitate his/her personality growth and social integration. 

Ambiguity tolerance and creativity

Theories of creativity emphasize the importance of ambiguity tolerance for creativity. Stoycheva and Lubart (2001), in particular, have demonstrated the importance of ambiguity tolerance for decision making in creativity. Our empirical findings suggest it could also be that tolerance of ambiguity builds upon individual’s creative capacities. Thus ambiguity tolerance and creativity are interrelated and mutually enhance themselves.  

Creative thinking skills and creative motivation may contribute to the tolerance of ambiguity in adolescents. Ambiguity tolerant adolescents outperformed those who were intolerant of ambiguity on both verbal and non-verbal creativity tests (Stoycheva, 1998). Ambiguity tolerant students were able to generate more original and unusual ideas and solutions to open-ended verbal tasks. They also provided more inventive, imaginative and abstract titles to their pictures - titles that go beyond what can be seen. Further, ambiguity tolerance and creative motivation were positively correlated: the development of an inquiring, persistent and courageous creative attitude is related to the capacity to resist stereotypical reactions or premature solutions in complex, unusual or novel situations (Stoycheva, 2000).

Motivation is an important element of individual’s creativity. Motivation regulates the investment of time and efforts in problem solving, puts into action cognitive and personality resources, contributes to the development of domain-relevant creative skills and supports life-long creative performance. My research allows to specify the motivational role of ambiguity tolerance in creativity. It has been found that 1) creative motivation and need for achievement are positively correlated; 2) ambiguity tolerance correlates positively with creative motivation, and 3) ambiguity tolerance doesn’t correlate with need for achievement ((Stoycheva, 1998; 2000). Tolerance of ambiguity may empower the intrinsically motivated exploration of novel, unusual or complex stimuli and situations. In this way ambiguity tolerance contributes to the creative process. However, ambiguity tolerance is not related to the search for high standards of achievement in the results of the creative work.

Ambiguity tolerance may also impact creativity through its relation to creative vocations. We have found that young adults studying arts outscored students from the medical and technical universities (Stoycheva, 1998). What is the cause and where is the effect is difficult to say. Do high ambiguity tolerant students prefer this field of study or the educational setting channels students’ personality in that particular way? Ambiguity tolerance seems related to a cluster of traits and abilities that are desirable in creative professions: some of these are openness to new ideas, exploratory orientation, cognitive complexity, capacity for abstraction, and imagination. On the other hand, personalized and flexible learning process that uses ambiguity as a creative challenge may favor ambiguity tolerance more than the group adherence to structured anonymous knowledge in the traditional educational context.
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