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A Propulsion Model of 
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Robert J. Sternberg, James C. Kaufman and 
Jean E. Pretz

 

his article presents a propulsion model for
understanding creative leadership. First, it

introduces some general issues in the nature of
creative leadership. Then it presents the pro-
pulsion model. Creative leadership can be of
three general kinds – leadership that accepts
existing ways of doing things, leadership that
challenges existing ways of doing things and
leadership that synthesizes different existing
ways of doing things. Within these three gen-
eral kinds of leadership are eight specific
types. The present view is compared to some
other views. Lastly, the article draws some
conclusions and notes other ways of dividing-
up types of creative leadership. 

What, exactly, does it mean for leadership to
be creative? A number of models of creative
leadership have been proposed, under differ-
ent names. These models include transforma-
tional (as opposed to transactional) leadership
(Bass, 1998; Bass & Avolio, 1994; Bass, Avolio &
Atwater, 1996), emotionally intelligent leader-
ship (Goleman, 1998), visionary leadership
(Sashkin, 1988), and charismatic leadership
(Conger & Kanugo, 1998; Weber, 1968). Our
goal in this article is to present a model of the
different ways in which an individual or an
organization can be creative. In essence, the
article presents options for how to express
individual or organization creativity.

In our early work, we suggested that all
exemplars of creative leadership had a certain
core similarity. We proposed what we called
an investment theory of creativity (Sternberg
& Lubart 1995a, 1995b), which asserts that cre-
ative thinkers are like good investors: they buy
low and sell high. Whereas investors do this in
the world of finance, creative people do so in
the world of ideas. Creative leaders generate
ideas that are like undervalued stocks (stocks
with a low price-to-earnings ratio). Both the
stocks and the ideas are initially are often

T

 

rejected by the public. When creative ideas are
proposed, they often initially are viewed as
bizarre, useless and even foolish, and are sum-
marily rejected. The person proposing them is
often regarded with suspicion, and perhaps
even with disdain and derision.

Creative ideas are both novel and valuable.
But they are often rejected because the creative
innovator stands up to vested interests and
defies the crowd. The crowd does not mali-
ciously or willfully reject creative notions.
Rather, it does not realize, and often does not
want to realize, that the proposed idea repre-
sents a valid and advanced way of thinking.
Society generally perceives opposition to the
status quo as annoying, offensive and reason
enough to ignore innovative ideas.

From the investment view, then, the creative
leader buys low by presenting a unique idea
and then attempting to convince other people
of its value. After convincing others that the
idea is valuable, which increases the perceived
value of the investment, the creative leader
sells high by leaving the idea to others and
moving on to another idea. People typically
want others to love their ideas, but immediate
universal applause for an idea usually indi-
cates that it is not particularly creative.

This investment view seemed to capture
many important aspects of creative leader-
ship, but to miss others. In particular, not all
creative leaders seem radically to defy the
crowd. Indeed, most of them probably would
not view themselves this way. They may not
view themselves as buying low and selling
high at all. A different conception is thus
needed that better captures the full variety of
ways in which to exert creative leadership.
The conception below considers various strat-
egies that leaders may use to be creative.

Creativity leadership may be viewed
roughly in two senses. One is in the sense of
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setting trends that others follow. Such creativ-
ity can be seen in any field at all, ranging from
the humanities to the sciences to business. A
second sense is creativity in leadership in
organizational or business settings. Here, the
goal is to innovate and thereby improve
the prospects of an organization or business.
We believe that the bases for both kinds of cre-
ative leadership are the same. However, where
they differ is with regard to their outcomes. In
the organizational setting, other skills are
needed that may be more general. For exam-
ple, leaders in business settings are often cre-
ative, but also high in emotional intelligence
(Goleman, 2001a, 2001b), narcissism (Maccoby,
2001), and in their ability to deal with people
who may wish to impede them (Ciampa &
Watkins, 2001; Davenport & Beck, 2001). They
must also navigate the particular point the
business is at, which may be unfavourable in
terms of their initial prospects for success
(Fryer, 2001; Peterman, 2001).

Sternberg and his colleagues (Sternberg,
1999; Sternberg, Kaufman, & Pretz, 2001, 2002)
have proposed that there are eight different
ways in which to exert creative leadership. If
one looks at leaders who are creative, they
lead creatively in one of eight different ways.
These types of leadership represent different
ways of metaphorically propelling those they
lead from wherever they are to wherever the
leader wishes them to go. The types of leader-
ship can be divided broadly into three general
kinds.

Some types of creative leadership accept
current paradigms. In brief, 

 

replicators

 

 do what
others have done in the past. 

 

Redefiners

 

 do
what others have done, but find a new ratio-
nale for it. 

 

Forward incrementers

 

 move one step
or a small number of steps beyond where
other leaders have gone. 

 

Advance forward incre-
menters

 

 move a large number of steps beyond
where others have gone, sometimes, at their
own peril.

Other types of creative leadership reject
current paradigms. 

 

Redirectors

 

 steer an organi-
zation in a new direction. 

 

Reconstructive

 

 redi-
rectors move in a new direction, but use the
past rather than the present as a starting point.

 

Re-initiators

 

 virtually start over from scratch.
Lastly, one type of creative leadership syn-

thesizes various current paradigms. 

 

Synthesiz-
ers

 

 take what they believe are the best ideas
from different paradigms, and put them
together.

In discussing these types of creative leader-
ship, it is important to consider the extent to
which type of leadership is a style that per-
vades the contributions of particular individ-
uals. On the one hand, people may have
preferred styles (Sternberg, 1997b) that lead to

one type of creative work or another. Legisla-
tive individuals, who like to generate their
own ideas, may be more likely to break out of
existing paradigms (Sternberg, 1997b). On the
other hand, no one is locked into a particular
type of creative leadership. Different types of
leadership may work in different places at dif-
ferent times as organizational needs change.
Effective leaders match themselves to the
needs of their organization. They do not
simply impose a style on an organization,
whether it works or not.

The kinds of leadership discussed below
usually start with an individual. But they can
become absorbed into the culture of an orga-
nization. The organization can be one that
becomes staid or that repeatedly innovates
and stays ahead of its competition.

We will consider each in turn. In discussing
leadership, we will be discussing both personal
leadership and product-based leadership.

 

Types of Creative Leadership that 
Accept Current Paradigms and 
Attempt to Extend Them

 

These types of creative leadership accept cur-
rent assumptions and apply them in new
ways. Thus, they do 

 

not

 

 defy the crowd, but
rather, ‘move’ it to a new location. They are
most likely to be found in organizations that
have strong cultures that they do not wish to
change, or that view themselves as succeeding
the way they are and hence are reluctant to
tamper with what they view as a winning
strategy.

 

Replication

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to show
that a field or organization is in the right place
at the right time. The leader therefore attempts
to maintain it in that place. The propulsion
keeps the organization where it is, rather than
moving it. It is the limiting case of creative
contribution. The view of the leader is that
the organization is where it needs to be. The
leader’s role is to keep it there. This type of
creativity is represented by stationary motion,
as of a wheel that is moving but staying in
place. The replicative leader metaphorically
pedals in place, as with a stationary bicycle.

Replicative leaders tend to be chosen when
an organization is succeeding and the goal of
those seeking the new leader is to maintain the
perceived status, and perhaps, pre-eminence,
of the organization. The greatest threat to the
organization is likely to be perceived to be loss
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of current status, not failure to gain new
status. The organization is seen as one that
does not need to change or appear to change
(cf. Sternberg, 2002). Organizations with
highly successful product or service lines may
seek replicative leaders who will maintain the
standing of these lines. Organizations that
have had a highly successful and possibly
charismatic leader for some time may be
happy to seek a leader who can, to the extent
possible, replicate the success of the previous
leader.

Replicative leadership is likely to be most
successful during time periods of relative
stability, both in terms of consumer demands
and in terms of competitive threats. In times
of flux, the kind of leader that worked before
may not work again, and the organization
may lose pre-eminence by selecting a leader
like the last one.

Replication may seem to be wholly
uncreative, but this is not necessarily so. And
example is in the field of stringed musical
instruments. Modern luthiers take great pains
to try faithfully to reproduce the instruments
of the past, such as by Stradivarius and
Gagliano. Those luthiers who best succeed in
recapturing the form and tone of the old
instruments often find their instruments com-
manding the highest prices. Instruments that
depart too much from these older models are
often in lesser demand. For example, modern
instrument-makers have produced carbon-
fibre violins and cellos that have excellent tone
and that are easily playable. But the instru-
ments are not very popular because they
depart so far from the conventional notion of
what constitutes a fine musical instrument. It
may sound like replicating Stradivarius is far
from creative work. On the contrary, the prob-
lem is so difficult that not even one luthier has
succeeded in imitating the Stradivarius tone,
despite many innovations in craftsmanship
the luthiers have tried in order to reach the
near-perfection of that tone.

 

Redefinition

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to show
that a field or organization is in the right place,
but not for the reason(s) that others, including
previous leaders, think it is. The current status
of the organization thus is seen from a differ-
ent point of view. The propulsion leads to cir-
cular motion, such that the creative leadership
directs back to where the organization is, but
as viewed in a different way. Metaphorically,
this type of leadership is like riding a bicycle in
a circle, so that one returns to where one is but
sees it from a different vantage point.

Redefiners are chosen by organizations
because they can maintain a status quo, but
appear to justify that status quo in terms most
palatable to followers. A notable example in
recent times can be found in the presidential
administration of George W. Bush. For better
or worse, Bush chose to demonstrate leader-
ship by invading Iraq. He defined the problem
that instigated this invasion as one of an
immediate threat of terrorism through Iraq’s
possession of weapons of mass destruction.
The invasion succeeded and then things
started to fall apart. Most notably, multiple
efforts to locate the alleged weapons of mass
destruction failed. Leaders within the US
government then undertook a massive cam-
paign of redefinition in order to justify the war,
not in its original terms (because no weapons
were found), but in new terms, for example,
the evil nature of the Saddam regime. Has he
succeeded? From his point of view, he has
accomplished something few marketers can:
metaphorically, he sold a product that has
failed fully to deliver, and has convinced peo-
ple to continue buying it anyway. Some of the
attempts at redefinition failed. For example, an
attempt to link Saddam’s regime to al-Qa’ida’s
bombing of the World Trade Center in New
York was made, but then failed, by Bush’s own
admission. Another attempt to link the inva-
sion to the purchase of nuclear materials from
Niger also failed when the alleged purchase
was revealed never to have taken place.

There are many examples of leading prod-
ucts that have represented redefinitions in
their marketplaces. That is, they lead the mar-
ket by functionally redefining what is already
there. One example is the four-wheel drive
‘off-road’ utility vehicle. Very few people who
drive such vehicles actually go off road, ever.
Rather, they buy the vehicles for their cachet,
snow-handling ability, roominess, or any other
reason but the purpose for which they were
originally intended, namely, to go off-road.
Were manufacturers creative in repositioning
these vehicles? You bet! They used to sell only
to those who wanted an exotic vehicle that
would go through rugged terrain. Profits on
them have increased many times by selling
them to middle-class people who are looking
for sturdy vehicles to carry large families, to
get them through snow or simply to convey a
certain kind of impression of their rugged
nature. A second and just as profitable redefi-
nition is the use of aspirin to prevent heart
attacks. Aspirin probably now is more widely
used for this purpose than for its original pur-
pose of pain relief. It has become 

 

the

 

 leading
product for the purpose, simply by redefining
itself. Many drugs, of course, are redefined in
similar ways, such as Ritalin, a stimulant that
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is used to calm down hyperactive children!
Wellbutrin, originally marketed as an anti-
anxiety pill, is now also used for weight-loss
purposes. A third example is the current use of
computers, which originally were used almost
exclusively as number crunchers, as word-
processors, chess experts, medical diagnosers
and so forth. A final example is the use of aca-
demic tests to measure the quality of schools,
not just of the individuals taking the tests. His-
torically, achievement tests were designed to
measure student progress. They now are being
used as much to measure school progress as
they are being used to measure the progress of
individual students.

 

Forward Incrementation

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to lead a
field or an organization forward in the direc-
tion it already is going. The propulsion leads
to forward motion.

Most leadership is probably forward incre-
mentation. In such leadership, one takes on
the helm with the idea of advancing the lead-
ership programme of whomever one has suc-
ceeded. The promise is of progress through
continuity. Creativity through forward incre-
mentation is probably the kind that is most
easily recognized and appreciated as creativ-
ity. Because it extends existing notions, it is
seen as creative. Because it does not threaten
the assumptions of such notions, it is not
rejected as useless or even harmful.

Most products on the market represent for-
ward incrementations. New improved ver-
sions of detergents, new models of cars, new
breakfast cereals – almost all are small incre-
mental variants, and sometimes, improve-
ments on what came before. For example, two
new breakfast cereals introduced in 2003 were
Cheerios with mixed berries and Cheerios
with strawberries. They are fairly typical new
forward-incremental products. They take an
existing product, Cheerios, and add some
ingredients to them, hoping to capitalize on
the success of other cereals (such as Special K)
that have introduced versions with berries.
Another example is found in ketchup. Heinz
ketchup, in order to better appeal to children,
has introduced green and purple ketchup.
There is absolutely no difference in the taste of
ingredients of these ketchups except for food
colouring – yet children enjoy eating the oddly
coloured ketchups more than the ‘regular’
ketchup.

Forward incrementations tend to be suc-
cessful when times are changing in relatively
predictable and incremental ways. The times
thus match the leadership strategy, whether in

terms of leadership of people or leadership of
products. When times change unpredictably,
leaders may find that their strategy no longer
works. For example, many Internet start-ups
in the late 1990s were simple forward incre-
mentations of other such businesses. Small
variants in products or even image seemed to
be enough to generate investment capital, if
not to start a successful business. But when the
dot-com market crashed, many of the start-
ups went with it. There was no longer any
investment capital to be had for just another
variant of what already existed, and there
was insufficient customer base to support the
businesses.

A notable failure in a forward incrementa-
tion occurred when Coca Cola introduced a
‘new Coke’ that they alleged would provide
improved taste vis-à-vis the old Coke. Con-
sumers rejected the new product en masse.
Recognizing the fiasco, Coke brought back
the old recipe as ‘Classic Coke’ and saved the
better part of their soft-drink market.

 

Advance Forward Incrementation

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to
move an organization forward in the direction
it is already going, but by moving beyond
where others are ready for it to go. The pro-
pulsion leads to forward motion that is accel-
erated beyond the expected rate of forward
progression.

Advance forward incrementations usually
are not successful at the time they are
attempted, because followers in fields and
organizations are not ready to go where the
leader wants to lead. Or significant portions of
them may not wish to go to that point, in
which case they form an organized and some-
times successful source of resistance.

The most well-known examples of advance
forward incrementations are probably with
regard to leadership in the arts. An advance
forward incrementation is a work whose
potential typically is not realized at its pre-
miere, yet is later recognized as a step along
the historical path of a genre.

Products that are advance forward incre-
mentations generally do not succeed at the
time they are first introduced. Some are intro-
duced only in concept. For example, many of
Leonardo da Vinci’s inventions, such as the
flying machine, were so far ahead of their time
that they could not be engineered at the time
of their conception. But the same concept
applies today. When fax machines were first
introduced, they were slow to catch on. Today,
they are a routine part of most offices and even
many hotel rooms.
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Types of Creativity that Reject 
Current Paradigms and Attempt to 
Replace Them

 

These types of creativity reject current ways of
doing things and propose new assumptions
or paradigms. They are transformational in
character (Bass, 1998), and the leaders that
implement them are likely to be charismatic
(Strange & Mumford, 2002). Thus, they are the
crowd-defying types of creativity (Sternberg &
Lubart, 1995a). They are most likely to occur
in organizations believing, for one reason or
another, that they must change to survive.
Examples are organizations in bankruptcy,
organizations that have experienced a major
scandal and organizations that pride them-
selves on staying one or more steps ahead of
the competition.

 

Redirection

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to redi-
rect an organization field, or product line from
where it is headed toward a different direc-
tion. The propulsion thus leads to motion in a
direction that diverges from the way the orga-
nization is currently moving.

Examples of products that represent redirec-
tions are binary computers in comparison
with calculators, electric cars and electric
razors. All do what was done before, but in a
new way. The basic starting point is not differ-
ent. For example, electric cars often cannot be
distinguished from petrol-powered cars by
appearance. Electric razors can be distin-
guished in appearance from manual razors,
but the basic cutting mechanism, the blade, is
the same. Nevertheless, the basic product is
taken in a different direction to form a new
product.

Redirections can change a field in unpre-
dictable ways. For example, computers were
originally viewed as rapid serial-information
processors. Artificial-intelligence research
tried to create expert programs by creating
ever-more rapid and powerful rapid serial
processors. But then it was realized that com-
puter learning might better occur through
massive parallel distributed processing. Today
many computer programs use such a model
and are able to achieve higher levels of ex-
pertise than was possible through the serial
information-processing model.

 

Reconstruction/Redirection

 

This type of creative leadership is an attempt
to move a field or an organization or a product
line back to where it once was (a reconstruc-

tion of the past) so that it may move onward
from that point, but in a direction different
from the one it took from that point onward.
The propulsion thus leads to motion that is
backward and then redirective from an earlier
point in time.

Examples of products and services that rep-
resent reconstruction/redirection are not hard
to find. Indeed, one can find whole stores that
sell modern versions of old nostalgia prod-
ucts, such as advertisements for long-gone
products such as Bromo-Seltzer or Brill
Cream. Watches with mechanical movements
are made by many of the most prestigious
manufacturers, such as Rolex, and also repre-
sent a modern twist on an old and, in many
respects, dated idea (in that battery-powered
watches save one the bother of having to reset
the watch). American Airlines’ adding leg-
room in coach seating areas is actually another
example of a return, and in this case, a wel-
come one.

Reconstruction-redirection might seem
inevitably to be a throwback, and perhaps a
pathetic throwback, to the past. This is not nec-
essarily the case, however. When Bill Clinton
took over as president, he and his administra-
tion returned to a very old idea that had gone
out of fashion in US federal budgets – the idea
of producing a balanced budget and even a
surplus. It had been a long time since any
administration had tried its hand at this old
idea. Reagan talked about it, but ran up record
deficits, which have been exceeded only by the
government of George W. Bush. Clinton actu-
ally returned to balanced budgeting, which
lasted until the end of his administration and
the beginning of the next one. Achieving a sur-
plus may seem not very creative. On the con-
trary, no other US president has found a way
to do it in many years, and the current govern-
ment, elected on a platform of fiscal conserva-
tism, has ballooned the deficit to levels that
previously would have been unimaginable,
even in a fiscally ‘liberal’ administration.

 

Re-initiation

 

This type of leadership is an attempt to move a
field, organization or product line to a differ-
ent, as yet unreached, starting point and then
to move from that point. The propulsion is
thus from a new starting point in a direction
that is different from that the field, organiza-
tion or product line previously has pursued.

A number of different types of products can
be viewed as forms of re-initiations. Examples
are electric and gas washers in comparison
with hand washboards, the first airplanes in
comparison with ground transportation, the
first spaceships in comparison with airplanes
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and the first use of fire for cooking. What these
re-initiations have in common is that they do
not just build on mechanisms of their prede-
cessors, but rather, use wholly different mech-
anisms. They conceive of a way of providing
something people need through a means that
is essentially totally different from what came
before.

 

A Type of Creativity that Integrates 
Existing Paradigms to Create a 
New One

 

Some organizations want to take the best of
all worlds. They look at their competitors
or the history of their own organization, and
try to select the best elements. They seek
synthesizers.

 

Synthesis

 

In this type of creative leadership, the creator
integrates two ideas that previously were seen
as unrelated or even as opposed. What for-
merly were viewed as distinct ideas are now
viewed as related, and capable of being uni-
fied. Integration is a key means by which
progress is attained in the sciences. It repre-
sents neither an acceptance nor a rejection of
existing paradigms, but rather, a merger of
them.

Examples of products that are syntheses are
seaplanes, which combine features of planes
and boats; office-suite software, which com-
bines multiple largely independent products
into one integrated package, e-books, which
display what formerly were printed books
through software, and handheld scheduling
devices, which combine aspects of computers
with aspects of traditional calendars.

Mergers are typically attempts to build
through synthesis. For example, when
Hewlett-Packard bought Compaq, the goal
was to merge the functions of the two compa-
nies. Hewlett-Packard had traditionally been
strong in the printer business, but not in the
business of producing computers. Compaq
demonstrated the reverse pattern. The acqui-
sition was designed to synthesize these two
different strengths.

 

Comparison of the Propulsion View 
to Alternative Views

 

Of course, there are many views of creativity
applied to business settings and elsewhere.
Drucker (1999) suggests that many creative
innovations spring from one or more of four

sources: unexpected occurrences, incongru-
ities, process needs and industry and market
changes. In our terms, whether a company
becomes stuck in existing paradigms or goes
on to create new ones depends on their utiliz-
ing these sources of opportunity as they arise.
Managers of successful companies value inno-
vation and not just the deductive logic that
will lead them to repeat what has been done in
the past (Kim & Mauborgne, 1999).

Amabile (1999) views creativity as being at
the intersection of expertise, creative-thinking
skills and motivation. We would agree that all
three of these components can be important to
creativity. At the same time, we would point
out that expertise may be more likely to
encourage individuals to stick to so-called
tried-and-true paradigms – to work within the
boundaries set by whose work one has stud-
ied. Amabile especially emphasizes how man-
agers can kill off creativity by emphasizing
extrinsic rather than intrinsic motivators.

Leonard and Rayport (1999) stress that, in
marketing, managers need to be creative not
just in recognizing manifest customer needs,
but also latent needs that customers may have
that they do not recognize they have. Such
needs may be responsive to hot products, but
it takes the marketer to realize what will
become hot. For example, fish-oil supplements
have become a very popular item, especially
for middle-aged people. Five years ago, these
people, for the most part, did not recognize
their ‘need’ for such supplements. In terms of
our propulsion theory, such marketers are
redirectors or re-initiators of customer needs.
They essentially create a need for a product
that responds to a need that the customer does
not yet know he or she has. They do not
respond to existing paradigms, because they
create the marketing paradigms rather than
relying on already existing ones. Leonard and
Straus (1999) also speak of the need for cre-
ative abrasion – embracing styles of thinking
and working that may be somewhat aversive,
but that have the potential to lead to the next
innovation. Wetlaufer (1999) points out how
companies fall behind when redirectors and
re-initiators are let go because they do not fit
with the company culture: often they join com-
petitors or form their own start-ups, leaving
their original company in the dust. Companies
that are unable to manage innovation risk
death (

 

Managing Creativity and Innovation

 

,
2003).

Gardner (1993, 1994) also described differ-
ent types of creative contributions individuals
can make. They include (a) the solution of a
well-defined problem, (b) the devising of an
encompassing theory, (c) the creation of a ‘fro-
zen work’, (d) the performance of a ritualized
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work and (e) a ‘high-stakes’ performance.
Each of these kinds of contribution tends to be
characteristic of a particular field or set of
fields. For example, the performance of a ritu-
alized work describes a creative contribution
in the arts, such as an artist’s interpretation of
a musical composition. Similarly, ‘high stakes’
performances may refer to actions taken by
social and political leaders for example while
engaging the public in protests. This ‘high
stakes’ performance is qualitatively different
from that of a ritualized work in that it is more
spontaneous and involves solving new and
challenging problems on the spot. In contrast,
the performance of a ritualized work does not
require as much novel contribution on the part
of the performer. Although qualitative distinc-
tions exist among these categories of creative
contributions, each type is best described as
suited to a particular domain rather than being
generalizable to creative contributions of all
possible domains. Gardner has suggested that
these contributions occur in eight domains
(corresponding to multiple ‘intelligences’): lin-
guistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical,
bodily-kinesthetic, naturalistic, interpersonal
and intrapersonal.

A view that is more likely to distinguish
among types of creative leaders has been pro-
posed by Gough and Woodworth (1960), who
discussed stylistic variations among profes-
sional research scientists. The styles include
zealots, initiators, diagnosticians, scholars,
artificers, estheticians and methodologists. For
example, a zealot proposes a cause and then
becomes extremely strongly identified with
that cause, sometimes with only minimal
empirical support for the arguments behind
the cause. A methodologist concentrates on
and takes great care with the methodology of
his or her contributions and perhaps with
the innovation inhering in the methodology,
possibly at the expense of paying attention
to the substantive contribution. These types
distinguish differences among individual
creators’ preferred working styles, but no pre-
dictions are made regarding the nature of the
creative contributions such individuals would
produce.

 

Discussion

 

The eight types of creative leadership
described above are viewed as qualitatively
distinct. However, within each type, there can
be quantitative differences. For example, a for-
ward incrementation can represent a fairly
small step forward, or a substantial leap. A re-
initiation can restart a small sub-field, or an
entire field, as did the work of Einstein on rel-

ativity theory. Thus, the theory distinguishes
types of leadership both qualitatively and
quantitatively.

Of course, the taxonomy we provide is not
the only one that has been proposed. Most
existing taxonomies do not apply to creative
leadership, in particular, but some do.

Theorists of creativity and related topics
have recognized that there are different types
of creative contributions (see reviews in
Ochse, 1990; Sternberg, 1988; Weisberg, 1993).
For example, Kuhn (1970) distinguished
between normal and revolutionary science.
Normal science expands upon or otherwise
elaborates upon an already existing paradigm
of scientific research, whereas revolutionary
science proposes a new paradigm. Revolu-
tionary leaders in science have included New-
ton and Einstein in the field of physics, Darwin
and Wallace in the field of biology and Freud
and Wundt in the field of psychology. Dar-
win’s contribution is particularly well analy-
sed by Gruber (1981). Our theory maps into
Kuhn’s, in that we view the types of leader-
ship that maintain current paradigms as anal-
ogous to normal science, and those paradigms
that reject current paradigms as analogous to
revolutionary science.

Do different types of creative leadership
require different abilities? At one level, yes.
People who exercise more radical forms of cre-
ativity must be better able to generate and
cope with novelty (Sternberg, 1997a). They
also need to be more open to new kinds of
experiences. At another level, no. Creativity is,
in part, a decision (Sternberg & Lubart, 1995).
People who choose more radical forms of cre-
ativity are people who are more willing to take
the risk of seriously defying the crowd. They
have made a decision that others generally do
not make.

How does a manager decide which type of
creative contribution fits the needs of his or
her organization? There is no formula, but
there are guidelines. If an organization is
doing well and its future trajectory is bright –
the bottom line is increasing and prospects are
bright – then types of creativity that preserve
current paradigms may be preferred. The logic
is that there is no sense in fixing what is not
broken. If an organization is doing well but
its long-term trajectory is not bright, then a
weaker form of paradigm-shifting may be nec-
essary, such as a redirection that does not lead
one too far from the organization’s present
path. If an organization is doing well but its
short-term trajectory is at risk, a more radical
redirection or re-initiation may be required.
And if the company is failing, then one prob-
ably has no choice but to break existing para-
digms. Not to do so is death. For example, a
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company that defined itself as in the horse-
and-buggy business, rather than as in the
transportation business, is unlikely to have
survived the early twentieth century. Compa-
nies that defined themselves as typewriter
companies (e.g. Smith-Corona) rather than as
information-processing companies also have
disappeared from the business horizon.

In sum, leadership is not creative or not cre-
ative. Rather, it can be more or less creative in
different ways. What type of creativity will
emerge in an organization depends in part
upon the leaders, but also in part upon the
organizational environment. Some organiza-
tions are more susceptible and favourable to
change than others (Sternberg, 2002). An orga-
nization that resists change is more likely to
have kinds of creative leadership that accept
existing paradigms (replication, redefinition,
forward incrementation). Other kinds of lead-
ers are likely to be fired or to resign. An orga-
nization that welcomes change, however, may
also welcome creative leadership that rejects
existing paradigms (redirection, reconstruc-
tion/redirection, re-initiation) or synthesizes
them (synthesis). Companies that are failing or
in bankruptcy may have no choice but to
choose the paradigm-rejecting kinds of cre-
ative contributions: their existing structures
have failed. Companies that are succeeding
may choose less radical types of creativity, but
if the market changes, they may have to
change as well, regardless of past successes.

Different theories have been proposed to
characterize different types of creative leader-
ship, primarily in the scientific domain. In this
article, we have proposed a propulsion model
of types of creative leadership that character-
izes some of the ways in which leaders can
manifest their creativity. Although single lead-
ers may utilize a mixture of styles, they seem
largely to fall into one of these groupings of
another. At the very least, they tend to be
remembered in a particular way.
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