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Abstract 

The contribution of this study is an increased understanding of personal creativity and the 

innovation process in haute cuisine, a validation of the socio-cultural systems view of 

creativity and a model that accounts for the socio-cultural dimensions of haute cuisine.  In 

this paper we discuss existing views that conceptualize creativity and innovation in this sector 

as a sequential developmental process following the principles of operations management.  

However, based on in-depth interviews with world-renowned chefs we argue for a systemic 

rather than sequential developmental process view.  The reason for this is that the chefs 

interviewed understand the ‘creativity part’ of the innovation process as an embodied 

experience often guided by intuition and the ‘innovation part’ as a process of social evaluation 

greatly dependent on the perception, knowledge and value judgement of the testers from 

the leading restaurant guides.  The main implications of the findings go beyond the haute 

cuisine sector and open areas for future research on creativity and intuition more generally. 
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Introduction 

Historically, haute cuisine has always played a significant role comparable to other industries 

where the adjective haute (e.g. haute couture) signals trendsetting and the highest quality 

standards and thus it has a major influence on the image of the restaurant industry as a whole 

(Stierand, 2013; Surlemont & Johnson, 2005).  Hence, haute cuisine restaurants are expected 

to be creative and innovative (Balazs, 2001, 2002; Fine, 1992, 1996; Peterson & Birg, 1988; 

Rao, Monin & Durand, 2003; Svejenova, Mazza & Planellas, 2007; Svejenova, Planellas & 

Vives, 2010).  Yet, there are few systematic investigations of such restaurants (Lane, 2010) 

and the academic understanding of creativity and innovation within the sector is at a 

rudimentary stage (Chesbrough & Spohrer, 2006) with hospitality managers “often rely[ing] 

on gut feeling, speculation, and their own limited experience about the keys to innovation 

success” (Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005: 206). 

One of the few conditions that are academically accepted is that creativity is the 

creation of a new and potentially useful idea and innovation the acceptance of this new idea 

by those other than the creator (Amabile, 1996b; George, 2007; Zaltman, Duncan & Holbek, 

1973), which means that creativity is a necessary precursor to innovation (Stierand & Dörfler, 

2011a, 2013).  The academic world, however, puts a much greater emphasis on researching 

innovation, without necessarily engaging with creativity, and often conceptualizes innovation 

as “a continuous, rational and purposive process” (Faullant et al., 2012: 77).  This is not 

essentially different in hospitality research, where the process of turning creations into 

innovations is generally approached as a sequential development process removed from any 

socio-cultural influences.  Styhre et al. (2010: 134) point to the fact that whilst innovation 

processes are often described within existing academic literature as linear, “in real-life 

settings… much decision making in innovation work deviates from such rationalist models”. 

The main criticism we would like to put forward in this paper is that viewing creativity 

and innovation in haute cuisine as a sequential development process limits creativity to a 

manageable exercise of solving well-structured problems and innovation to be merely the 

creative outcome detached from any socio-cultural impact. Innovation, however, always 

depends on the social evaluation of the domain gatekeepers (Amabile, 1982, 1983) and 

creativity, the only necessary component of all innovations (e.g. Popper, 1968), relies on a 

part of our thinking (lateral or parallel) that is non-algorithmic, which means it “cannot be put 

into a finite sequence of instructions for solving a problem” (Stierand & Dörfler, 2011a: 123).   

Accordingly, the aim of this article is to critically question the sequential process view 

by providing a detailed argument and illustrative quotes from in-depth interviews with world-

renowned chefs in support of a socio-cultural model of creativity and innovation in haute 

cuisine.  It is further important to note that in this paper we do not engage with issues of team 

dynamics in creative teams, and only focus on creativity at expert level (for more on expert 

level creativity see Dörfler, Baracskai & Velencei, 2009; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 2000; Gobet & 

Simon, 2000). 
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The article starts by introducing the research approach employed in a study we 

conducted to elucidate the experiences of personal creativity of 18 world-class chefs in which 

we also discussed, from the viewpoint of these chefs, the socio-cultural dimensions 

responsible for turning creations into innovations.  This is followed by a section that engages 

in a critical discussion around whether the work of world-class chefs can and really should be 

viewed as a sequential development process, or whether it is a more complex and systemic 

phenomenon.  Then we move our argument towards suggesting a more complex, and we 

believe more adequate, systemic model of creativity and innovation in haute cuisine which is 

supported by selected interview quotes which demonstrate that the ‘creativity part’ of the 

innovation process is described by our interviewees as an embodied experience.  The quotes 

show that the chefs’ personal creativity is often guided by intuition whilst innovation is a 

process of social evaluation, greatly dependent on the perception, knowledge and value 

judgement of the testers from the leading restaurant guides.  Finally, a conclusion is 

presented and recommendations for future research on creativity and innovation in haute 

cuisine are proposed. 

Research Approach 

The research approach was qualitative and has been conducted through in-depth interviews 

and through collection of the subjective experiences of the interviewer, which required an 

inductive and open-ended research design that allowed themes to emerge naturally from the 

data (Ibarra, 1999; Svejenova, 2005).  Potential interviewees were identified based on their 

listing in Michelin’s Guide Rouge and the Gault Millau restaurant guide.  Both of these guides 

are considered to be the most respected in the haute cuisine sector and can be considered as 

the domain’s gatekeepers.  The Gault Millau rates restaurants on a 1- to 20-point scale and 

its ratings are based on “quality of produce; creativity and professionality of preparation; 

harmony between dishes; menu sequences; exactness of timing in cooking (Garzeit); and 

presentation” (Lane, 2013: 358).  The Michelin guide assigns one to three stars to indicate the 

culinary excellence of a restaurant with one star indicating a ‘good table’, two stars being 

considered worth ‘a detour’ and three stars worth ‘a trip’ (Ferguson, 2004) and its ratings are 

based on quality of preparation and ingredients, consistency of standards, value for money, 

and the level of creativity (Dixon, 2008; see also Michelin, 2012). 

Common to all star-rated restaurants is the external expectation that chefs in these 

establishments are engaged in personal creativity in order to produce innovative creations 

(e.g. Balazs, 2001, 2002; Fine, 1992, 1996; Peterson & Birg, 1988; Rao, Monin & Durand, 2003; 

Svejenova, Mazza & Planellas, 2007; Svejenova, Planellas & Vives, 2010).  This helps to 

overcome the problem of identifying creative chefs and examining their level of creativity as 

well as having to find out what makes the creative quality of a chef with one, two, or three 

Michelin stars or a certain number of Gault Millau points.  Ultimately, we were only interested 

in elucidating experiences of personal creativity that is acknowledged by recognized domain 

gatekeepers (see Amabile, 1982: 1001; Amabile, 1983: 359) and therefore, as we argued 

elsewhere (see Dörfler & Stierand, 2009; Stierand & Dörfler, 2011b, 2012), we interviewed 
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world-class chefs as we assume that rather than representing the general characteristics of 

the statistical population of chefs, they are more representative of the phenomena of 

creativity and innovation in their domain. 

Interviewees were then selected based on a variety of data sources: the interviewer’s 

personal experience as a chef in haute cuisine restaurants, trade press articles, cookery books 

and websites of chefs.  In total 35 chefs from France, Spain, Austria, Germany, and the UK 

were contacted of which nine did not reply, seven refused, and 18 agreed to participate.  This 

group comprised two chefs from the UK, four from France, three from Spain, two from Austria 

and seven from Germany.  This ratio is purely the result of a convenience sampling strategy 

and does not suggest any personal or professional preferences.  Table 1 lists all participating 

chefs by countries, their star rating, and restaurant names. 

Table 1: List of interviewees 

 

 

Chef 
Michelin | Gault Millau 
ranking (at time of 
research) 

Restaurant 

UK   

Fergus Henderson  1*|n/a St John’s, London 

Raymond Blanc 2*|n/a Le Manoir aux Quat’Saisons, Great Milton  

France   

Jean-Georges Klein 3*|18 L’Arnsbourg, Baerenthal  

Michel Troisgros 3*|19 Maison Troisgros, Roanne  

Michel Bras 3*|19 Bras, Laguiole 

Sébastien Bras 3*|19 Bras, Laguiole 

Spain   

Andoni Luis Aduriz 2*|n/a Mugaritz, Errenteria  

Joan Roca 2*|n/a El Celler de Can Roca, Girona  

Ferran Adrià 3*|n/a El Bulli, Roses  

Austria   

Heinz Reitbauer 2*|19 Steirereck, Vienna 

Roland Trettl 1*|18 Ikarus im Hangar-7, Salzburg  

Germany   

Harald Wohlfahrt 3*|19 Schwarzwaldstube, Baiersbronn  

Dieter Müller 3*|19 Dieter Müller, Bergish Gladbach 

Nils Henkel 3*|19 Gourmetrestaurant Lerbach, Bergish Gladbach 

Heinz Winkler 3*|19 Venezianisches Restaurant, Aschau.   

Hans Haas 2*|18 Tantris, Munich  

Joachim Wissler 3*|19 Vendôme, Bergisch Gladbach  

Juan Amador  3*|17 Amador, Langen  
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The data collection was based on in-depth interviews and a research diary, following 

the template by Schatzman and Strauss (1973), in which the observational, theoretical and 

methodological notes were recorded after each interview.  The observational and conceptual 

notes, in particular, were helpful in re-collecting the interviews and provided small pieces of 

evidence supporting the process of analysis.  In addition, we used a number of additional data 

sources in order to achieve an in-depth understanding of the experience of personal 

creativity.  The full details on the data collection are shown in Table 2. 

The interviews relied on a relatively small number of pre-planned topics, aiming at an 

emergent dialogue that could help elucidate and better understand the interviewees’ 

experiences (see Boje, 1991; Cunliffe, 2002, 2011; Ibarra, 1999).  This fluid style of 

interviewing was possible because of the interviewer’s prior experience as a chef in the haute 

cuisine sector that facilitated building trust and deep conversations between professionals 

that, with hindsight, would not have been possible without this prior experience, but which, 

in turn, required a high degree of self-reflection. 

Then, the data was analyzed on two levels.  For the first level we followed Giorgi’s (1985; 

1994) method of descriptive phenomenological analysis, because it is particularly suitable for 

research questions that aim to identify the essential structures underlying the experience of 

a phenomenon and thus is preferred over other phenomenological approaches that, for 

instance, aim to capture individual variations between co-researchers (Finlay, 2008; Stierand 

& Dörfler, 2012).  This first level of analysis was an idiographic descriptive account of the 

experience of personal creativity from the perspective of the interviewees and includes the 

identification of elements that blur the invariant but essential nature of the interviewees’ 

experience (see A. Giorgi, 1994; Husserl, 1960).  This required us bracketing our pre-

understanding and letting several iterations between the data and the reviewed literature 

take place in order to allow themes to emerge naturally from the interviewees’ descriptions. 

This first level of analysis provided the necessary transparency for the succeeding 

interpretive-explanatory level of analysis for which several further iterations took place 

between the descriptive themes, our own interpretation as reflective practitioner (i.e. chef), 

the data, and the extant literature.  The reason for this interpretive-explanatory analysis was 

not to find some ‘hard proof’ but to explain what we have learned about the nature of the 

experience of personal creativity from the interviewees’ accounts and from our own 

subjective experiences.  It is a ‘meta-level’ of the findings that may be seen as a pattern 

existing beyond the descriptive findings, or as particular implications of the descriptive 

findings, their essence, their structure, or loosely coupled associations. 
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Table 2: Details on the data collection 

Data 

source 

What / Who When Why 

In-depth 

interviews 

18 in-depth interviews with world-class chefs lasting 

between 1 hour and several hours including in some 

cases informal chats over lunch (see other sources); all 

interviews were recorded and transcribed for a total of 

135,617 words (approx. 306 pages). 

Summer 2008 Provide descriptive 

foundation making the 

idiographic explanation 

more transparent. 

Research 

diary 

Following the template by Schatzman and Strauss 

(1973), the interviewer recorded all observational, 

theoretical and methodological. 

Before and after 

the interviews and 

again after the 

restaurant visits 

Re-experience the 

interviews; provide 

pieces of evidence 

supporting the process 

of analysis. 

Books Books authored by the interviewed chefs and books on 

cooking and gastronomy: e.g. “Geheimnisse aus meiner 

Drei-Sterne-Küche” by Dieter Müller und Thomas Ruhl; 

“Ein Tag im elBulli: Einblicke in die Ideennwelt, 

Methoden und Kreativität” by Ferran Adrià, Albert Adrià 

und Juli Soler; “Molecular gastronomy: exploring the 

science of flavor” by Hervé This. 

During the entire 

period 

Triangulate facts and 

observations; enhance 

validity of insights; 

contextualize 

observations in terms of 

sector. 

Media 

coverage 

Restaurant guides, websites, press articles and videos 

featuring the chefs: e.g. Gault Millau, Michelin Guide, 

Relais & Châteaux, www.sternefresser.de, 

www.lesgrandestablesdumonde.com, 

http://www.jre.net/en/page/1, 

http://www.savoirvivre.de/, Der Feinschmecker. 

During the entire 

period 

Triangulate facts and 

observations; enhance 

validity of insights; 

contextualize 

observations in terms of 

sector.  

Other 

sources 

Dieter Müller/Nils Henkel: Invitation to amuse bouche 

menu with corresponding wines and a tour through the 

kitchen and herbal garden; 

Roland Trettl: Invitation to a 5-course menu with 

corresponding wines at the chef's table in the kitchen 

with a long informal chat;  

Jean-Georges Klein: Invitation to a 12-course menu with 

corresponding wines followed by a long informal chat; 

Andoni Luis Aduriz: Invitation to a whole menu that the 

interviewer had to refuse because of time/travel 

constraints, but Aduriz offered instead a quicker cold 

lunch with ‘special’ products he wanted to show; 

Joan Roca: Tour through the kitchen and wine cellar and 

invitation to a 18-course menu with corresponding 

wines; 

Raymond Blanc: Invitation to choose freely from the 

menu including corresponding wines; 

Hans Haas: Invitation to dine that the interviewer had 

to refuse because of time/travel constraints, but Haas 

offered instead a char of homemade apricot jam and a 

long informal chat; 

Heinz Winkler: Invitation to a glass of champagne after 

the interview and a long informal chat; 

Heinz Reitbauer: Offered at the end some of his ‘food 

cards’ that he invented and a long informal chat; 

After the 

interviews 

Triangulate facts and 

observations; enhance 

validity of insights; 

contextualize 

observations in terms of 

chefs’ actual creations. 

http://www.sternefresser.de/
http://www.lesgrandestablesdumonde.com/
http://www.jre.net/en/page/1
http://www.savoirvivre.de/
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The Problem of Conceptualizing Innovation as a Sequential Process 

Styhre et al. (2010) argue that whilst innovation is often conceptualized as a sequence of 

linked activities, in “real life” the situation is far more complex.  They point to “non-linear” 

elements in innovation work.  And yet the “rational” process-based view of innovation is 

dominant in the literature.  With a small number of exceptions (e.g. Amabile, 1996a; Huber, 

1998; Im, Montoya & Workman, 2013; Keogh & McAdam, 2004), the majority of studies on 

innovation in the field of management research focus primarily on technology (see Gallos, 

2009: 79), followed by organizational structure (e.g. Pil & Cohen, 2006; Yang, 2007), 

knowledge management (e.g. Anand, Gardner & Morris, 2007), and new product and venture 

processes (e.g. Song & Swink, 2002).  This situation is quite similar in the field of hospitality 

research, where studies on innovation focus on development processes (e.g. Ottenbacher & 

Harrington, 2007), best practices (e.g. Enz & Siguaw, 2004), success factors and performance 

(e.g. Ottenbacher, 2007; Ottenbacher & Gnoth, 2005), entrepreneurship (e.g. Enz & Harrison, 

2008), innovative behavior (e.g. Orfila-Sintes & Mattsson, 2009), technology (e.g. Orfila-

Sintes, Crespí-Cladera & Martínez-Ros, 2005; Rodgers, 2007; Rodgers, 2008), and the search 

and recombination of tangible elements instantiated in an innovation (e.g. Messeni 

Petruzzelli & Savino, 2012). 

Only a small number of hospitality-related studies are interested in studying creativity, 

but many of these studies focus on concomitant phenomena of creativity, such as barriers 

and motivators to employee creativity (e.g. Hon, 2011; C.-k. Wong & W.-L. Pang, 2003; Wong 

& Ladkin, 2008; S. Wong & L. Pang, 2003), phases of the creative process (e.g. Jeou-Shyan 

Horng & Hu, 2008, 2009), influential environmental factors (e.g. J-S Horng & Lee, 2009), 

intentions to retain or quit a job (e.g. Robinson & Beesley, 2010), and creative freedom and 

business model development (e.g. Svejenova, Planellas & Vives, 2010). 

Those that acknowledge creativity in culinary work, within the linear approach to 

innovation, repeatedly speak of an “innovation development process” (see e.g. Ottenbacher 

& Harrington, 2007: 445-446) and define it, based on Cooper and Edgett (1999), as “a formal 

blueprint, roadmap or thought process for driving a new project from the idea stage through 

to market launch and beyond” (Ottenbacher & Harrington, 2007: 445-446).  However, Cooper 

and Edgett (2008) refer to a new product development process, which they call Stage-Gate® 

process.  Here, stages consist of a set of necessary or suggested best-practice steps that are 

essential to bring a project to the next gate.  Gates, in turn, are go/kill decision points that 

serve as quality-control and prioritization decision points.  However, the authors are very 

clear in stressing that the Stage-Gate® process is not to be confused with a functional, phased-

review process, a rigid, lock-step process, a linear system, a project control mechanism, a 

dated, stagnant system, a bureaucratic system, a data entry scheme, a back-end or product-

delivery process, and/or the same as project management (see Cooper, 2008: 215-218). 

A further common characteristic of many studies is that they ignore the socio-cultural 

influences that constitute the system in which creativity and innovation takes place.  In 

psychology research these socio-cultural influences are much more commonly integrated 
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(Hennessey & Amabile, 2010), which may result from the fact that psychologists rarely isolate 

innovation from creativity, but instead conceptualize it as part of the wider creativity 

phenomenon of creating a new and valuable idea (i.e. creativity) and then realizing a new 

value from this idea (i.e. innovation) (Dörfler, Baracskai & Velencei, 2010). 

The socio-cultural model of creativity is widely used in psychology (e.g. 

Csíkszentmihályi, 2002, 2006; Gardner, 1998) and was introduced in 1983 by social 

psychologist Teresa Amabile.  After an examination of personality tests, which at the time 

were used to measure an individual’s originality (Sawyer, 2006), Amabile (1983) came to the 

conclusion that originality was not measured objectively and that these tests relied on the 

implicit subjective assessment of a group of raters, who use their own criteria to simply score 

a person’s originality.  She therefore proposed a consensus-based definition of creativity that 

states that “a product or response is creative to the extent that appropriate observers 

independently agree it is creative” defining appropriate observers as those that are “familiar 

with the domain in which the product was created or the response articulated” (Amabile, 

1982: 1001; 1983: 359).  Hence, Amabile argued that creativity (and innovation) research 

could never avoid the criterion of social appropriateness, a radical thought that, according to 

Sawyer (2006), led practically to a complete break with personality trait approaches to 

creativity. 

The idea of a socio-cultural model of creativity was then further developed by 

Csíkszentmihályi (1988, 1990, 1998), who introduced the systems model of creativity with its 

three inter-related parts: the individual, the domain, and the field (Csíkszentmihályi, 1997, 

2006).  The individual creator is guided by personal creativity, which consists of the individual 

genetic makeup, talent and experience.  Personal creativity is what Csíkszentmihályi calls 

‘creativity with a small c’ as opposed to ‘creativity with a capital C’, which represents the 

outside environment that consists of the domain, with its specific rules, knowledge, tools, 

practices and values, in which the individual has chosen to work, and the field that consists of 

the persons and institutions that judge the creative quality of the individual’s work.  In other 

words, the field are those people or institutions that Amabile calls ‘appropriate observers’.  

Thus, Csíkszentmihályi (1997: 27-28) suggests at aiming to understand where creativity 

happens rather than what it is by distinguishing between creativity (with a lower case c) and 

Creativity (with a capital C).  The former is concerned with the creation of a new and valuable 

idea and the latter with realizing a new value and thus Creativity (with a capital C) resembles 

what is called innovation in management and business research (Dörfler, Baracskai & 

Velencei, 2010). 

In the next section we provide arguments and power quotes from our interviewees in 

support of the non-linearity of creativity.  We refer several times to the constructs of 

emotions and intuition, because both of these play an important role in creative work.  

However, we do not suggest that emotions and intuition are the two guiding principles that 

define creativity.  The reasons why we refer to them is that they do characterize personal 

creativity, they are both highly non-linear processes and usually acknowledged as such (see 
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Simon, 1987, on the description of the decision-making process), and because the 

interviewees related to these constructs with ease. 

Towards a Systemic Model of Creativity and Innovation in Haute 

Cuisine 

In hospitality research the concept of culinary innovation is often used interchangeably with 

the concepts of culinary products and culinary product development by arguing that “all of 

these concepts reflect innovative food items consumed in a foodservice establishment” 

(Harrington, 2004: 36; see also Ottenbacher & Harrington, 2007).  We think that it is 

problematic to use these concepts interchangeably in the haute cuisine context.  The reason 

for this is that by adopting an operations management perspective, which in our view is the 

only justification for such understanding of innovation, implies that one accepts efficiency, 

total cost, lead time and capacity utilization as the guiding performance metrics and supplier 

and material selection, production sequence design and project management as the 

prevalent critical success factors (see Krishnan & Ulrich, 2001: 3).  Such perspective, however, 

seems not to be the predominant guiding principle described by the chefs we have 

interviewed.  Raymond Blanc, for example, pronounced very vividly: 

“It is essentially for it!  You work for the sake of beauty, to touch excellence 

– even if it is for seconds, between seconds.  You want to go to the heart.  

When you do a dish, or a new environment, or a new breakfast, or whatever 

it is, it is for it and for the sake of our guests.  And the by-product of that is, 

of course, that it will make you so much happier!”  (emphasis added) 

Similarly, Michel and Sébastien Bras stated that chefs at the highest level of cooking are 

obsessed with creating the ultimate experience that reflects novelty, aesthetics and 

cleverness, because only when this is achieved they feel happy and such an experience can 

only be achieved if one’s work is guided by feeling to begin with.  The aspect that creativity 

holds emotional and satisfying rewards for the creator is well-documented in the psychology 

literature on creativity.  Csíkszentmihályi (1997: 2), for example, remarks that being involved 

in creativity feels as if life is lived more fully and “perhaps only sex, sports, music, and religious 

ecstasy […] provide as profound a sense of being part of an entity greater than ourselves”. 

Hence, we argue that by employing an operations management lens that allows the 

concepts of innovation, product and product development to be used interchangeably, the 

process of creativity and innovation in haute cuisine becomes a manageable well-structured 

problem solving exercise, similar to those often found in industrial settings following a 

traditional project management approach based on the ideas of Gantt and Fayol.  But, what 

do we mean by ‘manageable well-structured problem solving exercise’?  Herbert Simon 

(1973: 183) distinguished between ill-structured and well-structured problems and described 

the latter with six conditions; if any of these is missing, the problem is ill-structured: (1) there 

exists definite criteria to test the solution; (2) the initial problem state, the goal state and all 
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intermediate states may be represented; (3) the transitions between the previous states can 

be represented; (4) the acquired knowledge can be represented; (5) the effects of the 

environment can be represented; and (6) a feasible amount of search and computing is 

required. 

Well-structured problems are thus tasks rather than problems and are completed 

rather than solved whereas ill-structured problems can be understood as knowledge gaps and 

thus their solutions always require creativity (Baracskai, 1998; Dörfler, Baracskai & Velencei, 

2010; Stierand & Lynch, 2008).  This means, in turn, that new ideas are only considered 

creative when they provide a new and valuable solution to a problem (Amabile, 1996b; 

Dörfler & Ackermann, 2012; Johansson, 2006), which highlights the systemic nature of 

innovation, because whether a new idea is also considered valuable is decided by the 

appropriate observers of the domain (Amabile, 1982, 1983), which was also confirmed by the 

interviewees. 

“...be it scallops or ramsons, things that are frowned upon by critics since 

years, … I don’t use such things!” (Heinz Reitbauer) 

“What did the Gault Millau write?  Zero creativity, but everything was 

fantastic!  Something like that.  But this statement says everything: if the 

food would have been too creative it might not have been so good!...  I have 

never seen a person who continuously has new ideas” (Heinz Winkler) 

The belief that creative people are an endless source of new ideas is probably as 

delusive as the academic ambition to describe creativity and innovation in simple, sequential 

and manageable steps.  Wallas’ (1926), for example, proposed a 4-stage model of the creative 

process in which he suggests that any creative process consists of a preparation, incubation, 

inspiration, and evaluation phase.  Whilst numerous creativity researchers have adopted 

Wallas’ model at least in parts (e.g. Jeou-Shyan Horng & Hu, 2008, 2009; Norlander & 

Gustafson, 1997, 1998), there remains considerable criticism about the superficiality of such 

process description.  Guilford (1950), for example, criticized Wallas’ model for failing to take 

into account any mental operations that occur during the creative process.  Hence, any 

approach that anchors creativity and innovation in an operations management framework 

must assume, admittedly to varying degrees, that all people are (and can be) predominantly 

rational and that a process of creativity and innovation is a well-structured and probably (or 

preferably) a sequential process.  If this assumption would not be accepted from the outset, 

operations management would not work. 

The chefs interviewed, however, did not confirm the existence of such a well-structured 

process of creativity.  Harald Wohlfahrt, for instance, stressed that creativity needs space to 

develop, a free mind and the freedom to make mistakes, which is often impossible in the day-

to-day running of a restaurant.  In his view creativity cannot be forced, which is reflected in 

the fact that sometimes he has several ideas in one week and sometimes none for a month.  

For him, creating is a continuous development over many years in aim of pushing the 
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boundaries towards perfection.  This was also confirmed by Andoni Luis Aduriz, who 

distinguished between creativity when creating and ‘creative’ improvisation during the 

service.  The latter he only accepts as a tool to quick-fix problems during the service, because 

the results of improvisation will never be exceptional.  The reason for this is, according to 

Aduriz, that creativity cannot be controlled and standardized.  Therefore, the craft became 

such an important element in cooking because it is the only part that can be controlled and 

which acts as protection of the initial creative idea during operations: 

“We put the sauces in test tubes, we don’t reduce them, we don’t put salt 

so that you can’t mistake them for anything.  So, at the moment we are 

putting them to the plate, you can’t possibly put more or less and the 

temperature is controlled” (Andoni Luis Aduriz). 

Of course, operations management has achieved great successes and has proven to be 

extremely useful in those areas where we are faced with routine and to a certain degree 

adaptive decisions, however, as e.g. Mason and Mitroff (1973) argue, traditional operations 

management fails to translate its successes into areas of greater complexity where we are 

faced with innovative decisions that address novel problems for which we lack any pre-

specified courses of action.  In other words, because the problems are ill-structured, the 

problem-solver requires creativity, but creativity is exactly what cannot be modelled (or 

operationally managed for that matter) in a well-structured way, because there is no such 

thing as a rational method reconstructing the process of having ideas since every (inner) 

‘discovery’ contains “an irrational element”, or “a creative intuition”, in Bergson’s sense 

(Popper, 1968: 8). 

Generally, it is unlikely that haute cuisine unveils problems that require urgent solving 

from a societal perspective, but economically, haute cuisine restaurants are under immense 

pressure to create value by capitalizing on personal creativity, which is generally regarded as 

the most important resource contributing to the creative output of firms (Althuizen, 2012; 

Kabanoff & Rossiter, 1994).  Even more so, personal creativity in haute cuisine is of particular 

importance, because restaurants in this sector are representative of the creative industries 

(Ferguson, 1998; Petruzzelli & Savino, 2014; Svejenova, Slavich & Abdel-Gawad, 2012), which 

means that their creative output is decisive as to whether they are able to create or maintain 

a sustainable competitive advantage (see Chaston & Sadler-Smith, 2012; DCMS, 2001; NOIE, 

2003). 

Value in haute cuisine, however, does not necessarily mean that a new idea solves a 

specific problem, but instead may simply create an effective surprise that is aesthetically 

pleasing (see Runco, 2006).  The notion of ‘effective surprise’ as well as emotion, was central 

to the chefs interviewed.  Ferran Adrià, for example, noted that the highest gastronomic 

experience is to create a direct line of communication between creator and receiver with the 

aim to create happiness.  One way of awakening such emotions is, according to Michel 

Troisgros, to create food that triggers childhood memories; another, according to Raymond 

Blanc, is to utilize the emotions one has when being head over heels in love with someone: 
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“I am doing a dessert now for my girlfriend and I am looking for new and 

fine textures.  So, it is going to be hundreds of thousands of leaves that are 

going to be crunchy and in between some powerful little notes.”  (emphasis 

added) 

Thus, it is reasonable to assert that the creative process, as described by our 

interviewees, is very much an embodied experience that is often guided by intuition (Dane & 

Pratt, 2009; Dörfler & Ackermann, 2012; Sinclair, 2011).  Embodied experience refers to the 

character of the sensemaking process from inspiration to idea generation.  Traditionally, 

sensemaking is regarded as a cognitive activity by which information is processed (Cunliffe & 

Coupland, 2012) in a rational-intellectual way based on existing cognitive models and 

schemas (Chaudhry, Wayne & Schalk, 2009; Grant, Dutton & Rosso, 2008; Jeong & Brower, 

2008).  Weick was formative in explaining that sensemaking is an iterative process between a 

socially constructed and interpretive understanding of the environment aiming to introduce 

“stability into an equivocal flow of events by means of justifications that increase social order” 

(Weick, Sutcliff & Obstfeld, 2005: 15). 

The sensemaking process that our interviewees described has an embodied character 

and involves a large degree of bodily sensations and sensory knowing (see Cunliffe & 

Coupland, 2012).  Harald Wohlfahrt, for example, mentioned that he often develops new 

ideas when engaged in ordinary everyday activities, such as deboning a saddle of lamb.  A 

plausible explanation for this phenomenon is that sensory knowing, or intuition, works well 

during activities for which we have learned to automatize the tools required to execute these 

activities (Sadler-Smith, 2008).  Tsoukas (2005) says that the tools become ‘amplifiers’ of the 

senses and then intuition can become a valid form of knowing. 

“The great chefs have that unspoken understanding.  They know!  They 

know that was a great chef!  That means their intuition is so high, their 

knowledge of food is so high, they are so much in love with their food, they 

are able to touch their food and almost do things intuitively.”  (Raymond 

Blanc) 

In this paper we use the broad conceptualization of intuition (for a historical overview 

see Akinci & Sadler-Smith, 2012; Osbeck, 1999) as the human capacity of ‘direct knowing’ 

(Behling & Eckel, 1991; Osbeck, 2001; Sinclair, 2011), a ‘knowing without knowing how’ 

(Vaughan, 1979).  Thus, the type of sensemaking used by our interviewees goes beyond its 

traditional understanding of being a purely linear and retrospective activity of translating data 

into knowledge (see Weick, 2001).  In other words, embodied sensemaking is a kind of 

indwelling, which provides an inner ‘guiding force’ that helps to respond to experiences and 

interpret them into creative ideas (see Polányi, 1969; Tsoukas, 2005) that carry an emotional 

quality. 

Ferran Adrià, however, stressed that creating emotions is incredibly difficult and 

requires knowledge both on the creator’s and the perceiver’s side.  According to him, 
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emotions can occur on three levels: the first is the level of basic animal emotions; the second 

is the level of intellectual or reflexive emotions; and the highest level are creative emotions.  

The latter are the most complex to understand and require substantial knowledge from the 

creator.  In turn, the receiver must be interested in the creation and must at least have some 

fundamental knowledge of it in order to receive the emotion.  Adrià referred here to Picasso’s 

Demoiselles d’Avignon by saying that this painting changed the history of art, but that one has 

to know that it was the first introduction of Cubism in order to be able to evaluate its creativity 

qualities.  This shows the complexity of the systemic nature of innovation, because the 

‘ordinary consumer’ may lack the knowledge to recognize the quality of an idea and therefore 

a chef must be truly convinced of the idea in order to ensure that it is worth pushing it through 

the process of social evaluation. 

This process is a kind of filtering whether the new idea “will fit regarding the 

expectations of the environment” by distinguishing “what is new (i.e. unknown)” from “what 

is old (i.e. known)” (Pohlmann, 2005: 10) and such a process is “not a linear process with ‘key 

success factors’ but rather a whirling process” (Paget, Dimanche & Mounet, 2010: 843).  

Hence, we argue that it is not enough to just create something based on a sequential 

development process at which end the current taste of the audience is met.  It is much more 

a balancing act of translating the known into something new and potentially useful and in this 

process chefs are constantly playing in the vanguard of culinary practice and gastronomy 

(Stierand, 2013). 

“… comparing the cooking here with home-cooking is like comparing a 

Formula 1 car with an old Daimler with which you cruise and enjoy the 

scenery… The two have absolutely nothing to do with each other… It is 

absolutely not like home-cooking and it is not familiar cooking!”  (Ferran 

Adrià) 

Of course, one could argue that the above quote by Ferran Adrià is not representative 

because he is an extreme example of creativity in the domain.  But, is the work of a classical 

composer less creative than the one composing jazz?  In fact, this question was very important 

to the interviewees, because some widely recognized ‘old masters’ struggle to keep up with 

current expectations of creativity imposed by parts of the media and restaurant testers.  

These field gatekeepers fashionably misuse trends, such as molecular gastronomy, by forcing 

chefs to engage in a form of largely excessive hyper-creativity that often tends to emphasize 

the photogenic appearance of food over taste (Stierand, 2013). 

It is a complex process until a new idea gets accepted by the field, because it happens 

in the “interaction between a person’s thoughts and a sociocultural context” 

(Csíkszentmihályi, 1997: 23).  In particular some of the long-serving chefs interviewed were 

concerned about the current media climate and its lack of accepting and applying constructive 

criticism. 
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“The young people are getting praised for everything they do.  I just said to 

someone that if you cook pig’s ears in chocolate sauce everybody says ‘it is 

wonderful’, because nobody has the guts to say something about it!  

Everybody is afraid to be considered not being ‘up-to-date', closed-minded, 

or not innovative, and this is how we get food that is certainly not good!”  

(Heinz Winkler, emphasis added) 

More worrying are the accounts provided by Hans Haas and Juan Amador.  Both of them 

highlighted a particularly unprofessional behaviour of some restaurant testers who live from 

telling a new ‘hot’ story in their guides and in order to do so they personally attack chefs (see 

Woodward & Stierand, 2014).  As we will explain more momentarily these gatekeepers are 

highly influential in the process of social evaluation. 

“One of the most famous hoteliers in [country xyz] and the boss of the [xyz 

guide], who is also the godfather of this hotelier’s son, together regularly 

visit younger colleagues, which is something you just don’t do if you have 

such a friendship!  And I know from other colleagues who told me that these 

two gentlemen explicitly go to younger chefs so that they can tell them how 

rubbish they cook…  This is well known in the scene!  I find it just roguery, 

but nobody has the guts to say something... to be the friend of the Editor-in-

Chief and to go to the restaurants of colleagues… giving them miserable 

critiques and sometimes even score them low on purpose, this shows a very 

poor character.”  (anonymized, emphasis added) 

The purpose of this discussion was to illustrate why the so-called ‘innovation 

development process’ is, in our view, a less adequate description of the process of creativity 

and innovation in haute cuisine than the systems view we advocate in this paper.  Based on 

our argument and the provided illustrative interview excerpts we propose the following 

model (see Figure 1) as a new starting point for further research on the topic and invite other 

researchers to comment on our reasoning and/or extend the model based on their empirical 

observations. 

The central figure of our model is the creative chef.  There are two relationships of the 

chef in harmony with Csíkszentmihályi’s model: one with the domain (Haute Cuisine culture) 

and one with the field (customers).  Apart from naming the three players for our specific case, 

we have also added details of the aforementioned relationships: the creative chef is 

advancing the knowledge of the domain through their creations while the engagement with 

the field is a commercial one through the dining of the customers.  In haute cuisine we have 

an additional player and this is exactly what makes haute cuisine an excellent area for 

investigating creativity: there is an institutionalization of the gatekeeper function in the form 

of the restaurant guides (in particular the Michelin Guide and the Gault Millau).  These 

gatekeepers have a central role in facilitating but also modifying the previously described 

relationships.  On the one hand, they evaluate the ideas of the chefs, and these evaluations 

have profound significance.  On the other hand, by assigning high value to particular ideas 
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they influence the domain of haute cuisine and may have substantial effect on the direction 

of the progress.  This does not mean that they decide which way the domain will develop but 

they certainly influence it.  On the other hand, the customers have high regard for e.g. the 

Michelin stars and the Gault Millau scores, so a three-star Michelin restaurant can set higher 

prices than a one-star thus the commercial viability of the chefs significantly depends on these 

gatekeepers.  Therefore it is clear that the gatekeepers modify the relationships in this 

systemic model of creativity but their operations are sufficiently clear that their effect helps 

rather than hinders our understanding of the real-world processes. 

 

Figure 1: Systemic model of creativity and innovation in haute cuisine 

Conclusion 

Despite consistent calls for a systems view of creativity and good progress in social psychology 

(Hennessey & Amabile, 2010), researchers (particularly in the wider field of management) 

have shown a tendency to study exclusively the ‘creativity of new products’ (Im, Montoya & 

Workman, 2013: 171) or to focus on innovation as “a continuous, rational and purposive 

process” (Faullant et al., 2012: 77).  Research on the creative ability of the individual, for 

example, is scarce, although it is widely acknowledged that it is the single most important 

factor contributing to the innovative output of firms (Althuizen, 2012; Kabanoff & Rossiter, 

1994).  In response to these shortcomings, the consistent calls from social psychology to 
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adopt a systems view, and recent calls from management research to move towards systemic 

studies (see Özbilgin, 2011), we have built on Amabile’s and Csíkszentmihályi’s socio-cultural 

systems view and provided a detailed argument and illustrative quotes from in-depth 

interviews with 18 world-class chefs that support our view that creativity and innovation in 

haute cuisine is not a sequential development process. 

The contribution of the paper is an increased understanding of personal creativity and 

the innovation process in haute cuisine, a validation of the socio-cultural systems view of 

creativity as well as a proposal of a creativity and innovation model that accounts for the 

socio-cultural dimensions of the haute cuisine sector.  From the study on personal creativity 

of world-class chefs we have learned that current conceptualizations of creativity and 

innovation in haute cuisine are strongly guided by the ideas of operations management and 

do not represent the predominant guiding principles of creativity and innovation described 

by the chefs we have interviewed.  Our study shows that the ‘personal creativity part’ of the 

innovation process is an embodied experience that is often guided by intuition and that the 

‘social evaluation part’ of the innovation process always depends on the perception and 

knowledge of the domain gatekeepers to recognize the quality of an idea.  This clearly shows 

the complexity of the systemic nature of innovation. 

The main implications of the findings go beyond the haute cuisine sector and open areas 

for future research on intuition and knowledge in general.  Future research could therefore 

focus on better understanding how creative people liberate themselves from their ‘inherited 

background’ (e.g. culture of haute cuisine domain) (see Wittgenstein, 1979) or any learned 

plan of action (see Deleuze, 1988; Rooney, 2004), or explore how people in different 

occupations (e.g. managers or product developers) respond creatively and dynamically to 

lived experiences (see Clegg, Kornberger & Rhodes, 2005) by embodied and intuitive 

sensemaking. 

Finally, we would like to acknowledge the main limitations of the study.  The research 

approach was interpretive and only male chefs from five European countries were 

interviewed.  For that reason we intend to conduct further research aimed at elucidating the 

experiences of creative chefs, both female and male, from other countries, in particular those 

from non-Western countries and we aim to extend our research to additionally investigate 

creative individuals from various domains. 
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