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EXPLORING CREATIVITY AS EXPERIENCED BY WORLD-LEADING CHEFS 

ABSTRACT 

This paper reports on a qualitative study exploring the phenomenon of creativity as experienced 

by world-leading chefs in the organizational setting of their creative industry - haute cuisine.  By 

capturing holistically the complexities and interactions of high-level creativity in high-

performance settings, we endeavoured to illustrate how world-leading haute cuisine chefs 

constructed and understood their experience of being creative and what this can tell us about the 

nature of creativity more generally. The experiences of our sample of chefs indicate that the 

phenomenon of creativity is an evolutionary process of ‘becoming creative’.  Insights into the 

experience of high-level creativity in a deeply creative commercial setting explain how intra-

subjective meaning making of what high-level creativity entails impacts directly on creative 

outcomes and what this means for creative workers’ self-concept, and can be generalized to other 

settings. 
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BACKGROUND 

The purpose of this paper is to research the phenomenon of creativity as experienced by world-

leading chefs in the organizational setting of their creative industry - haute cuisine (literally ‘high 

cooking’).  Understanding the phenomena of world-leading chefs’ lived experiences of creativity 

is important for management researchers for several reasons: (1) creativity is ensconced at the 

highest levels of human endeavor and is essential not only in artistic and scientific achievement 

but also in business where it is an acknowledged and vital source of competitive advantage for 

firms; (2) whilst it is generally accepted that creative ideas emanate from the minds of creative 

individuals, there is only a small body of work in management which has sought to understand the 

intra-subjective experience of creating from the perspective of the originator; (3) creative workers 

and the creative industries (of which chefs and haute cuisine are an important part) are not only 

inherently interesting but, through a narrowing of the focus of researchers’ attention to these highly 

creative individuals in a deeply creative context, they also afford an opportunity to understand 

what is most essential in the experience of creativity in a commercial setting. 

Imagine a scoop of foie gras ice cream, a distilled liquid of forest moss, or a machine that produces 

layers of milk skin a fraction of a millimeter thick.  These inventions are the results of the creativity 

of some of the world-renowned chefs investigated in this research (one of our research participants, 

Ferran Adrià, has been described as “the world’s greatest chef” and “the most imaginative 

generator of haute cuisine on the planet”1). But what is it about these individuals that enable them 

to produce consistently such highly original, inventive and innovative products?  Furthermore, 

what can be learned about the phenomenon of creativity and the creative process in business and 

management more generally from analyzing their experiences of being exceptionally creative? 

Researchers in management have tended to focus their attentions on creativity’s antecedents and 

outcomes (Woodman et al., 1993) or its personality traits and social processes (e.g. Elsbach and 

Flynn, 2013, Vandenbosch et al., 2006).  One consequence of doing so is that the creative process 

itself as essentially experienced by the creative individual is something of a ‘black box’ (Kurtzberg 

and Amabile, 2001).  Focusing attention on the delineation of various psychological attributes of 

the creative personality (which represents an extensive corpus of psychometric, experimental and 

correlational research emanating from Guilford’s seminal analysis in the 1950s (see Guilford, 

1950, Guilford, 1957), whilst being a valid endeavor, has meant that the intra-subjective 

experience of ‘being creative’ has been somewhat neglected in management research.  It is not our 

aim here to present an extensive review of the creativity in management literature (see George, 

2007, Hennessey and Amabile, 2010), suffice to say we think there is further work to be done in 

unraveling the phenomenon’s cognitive, affective and conative complexities and interactions and 

the ways actors create meaning out of experiencing creativity. Through ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 

1973) we aimed to capture holistically the complexities and interactions of high-level creativity 

(as practiced by some of the best chefs in the world) in high-performance settings (in their 

Michelin- and Gault Millau-rated restaurants).  In doing so we endeavored to illustrate how world-

                                                 
1 http://observer.theguardian.com/foodmonthly/futureoffood/story/0,,1969713,00.html.  Accessed 19th April 2014 

http://observer.theguardian.com/foodmonthly/futureoffood/story/0,,1969713,00.html


 

4 

 

leading haute cuisine chefs constructed and understood their experience of being creative (Gioia 

et al., 2013). 

Haute cuisine is acknowledged as an economically and culturally important sector of business.  

This was formally recognized in 2010 when the UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific 

Cultural Organization) added the gastronomic meal of the French to its ‘Representative List of the 

Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity’ (UNESCO, 2010). The economic and cultural 

importance of haute cuisine is manifested by its value-creation through aesthetic and symbolic 

work (Svejenova et al., 2007) and the success of haute cuisine restaurants is reliant vitally on the 

reputation, craftsmanship and personal creativity of their chefs (Balazs, 2001, Balazs, 2002).  

Haute cuisine therefore is an excellent representative of a high-level creative industry that is of 

considerable cultural and commercial significance in which the creative individual stands center-

stage (Petruzzelli and Savino, 2012, Svejenova et al., 2012, Ferguson, 1998). Creative products 

are socially evaluated by the domain’s professional bodies (Rao et al., 2003) who guard strictly its 

conventions and traditions (Svejenova et al., 2007) as well as the creative progress (Stierand et al., 

2014).  Two of the most influential professional bodies that have a ‘gatekeeper’ function are 

Michelin (which rates a small number of outstanding restaurants on a one- to three-star scale) and 

Gault Millau (which rates restaurants on a 1- to 20-point scale) restaurant guides.  High-level 

creativity in a high-performance setting is an important expectation in these assessments (Fine, 

1992, Fine, 1996, Balazs, 2001, Balazs, 2002, Rao et al., 2003, Svejenova et al., 2007, Svejenova 

et al., 2010, Peterson and Birg, 1988). 

We believe that what may be learned about the intra-subjective experience of creativity through 

researching the haute cuisine sector extends into other areas of business and management.  Our 

research started with a general, well-specified research question: What is the lived experience of 

culinary creativity from the perspective of extraordinary chefs?  It was important that the research 

question was broadly conceived because we endeavored to seek emergent properties of the 

experience of high-level creativity in high-performance settings.  Our research aim was to find out 

how some of the world’s leading haute cuisine chefs construe their experiences of being creative 

and what this can tell us about the nature of creativity more generally. 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

A qualitative research design and method was employed in order to gain a better understanding of 

what our sample of world-leading haute cuisine chefs experienced as creativity and how they 

interpreted these experiences. We pursued our research objective through in-depth semi-structured 

interviews to obtain retrospective accounts of our phenomenon of interest (Gioia et al., 2013).  

This necessitated an inductive and open-ended research design that allowed themes to emerge 

naturally from the data (Ibarra, 1999, Svejenova, 2005).  We aimed to obtain a better understanding 

of how chefs “actually think and feel about these situations”, we allowed “responses to be 

relatively unconstrained” and for “rich meanings and interpretations” to be conveyed from the 

interviewees to the researcher (see Butterfield et al., 1996, pp. 1485-1486).  We do not make any 

strong claims to grounded theory since our method differed from this approach in a number of 
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ways (see Suddaby, 2006).  For example, the first-named author had worked previously as chef in 

several Michelin restaurants and luxury hotels (as well as now being an academic faculty member) 

he therefore possessed not only an in-depth practical and professional knowledge of the domain, 

but also possessed an attribute we considered to be important in a study of this nature: that of being 

an ‘insider’ (see Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991). 

Interviewees 

Two of our ‘ground assumptions’ are that haute cuisine chefs are highly creative, and that haute 

cuisine chefs are ‘knowledgeable agents’ who know what they are trying to achieve and are able 

to report and “explain their thoughts, actions and intentions” (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 17).  As noted, 

creativity is a fundamental expectation of haute cuisine (e.g. Balazs, 2001, Balazs, 2002, Fine, 

1992, Fine, 1996, Rao et al., 2003, Svejenova et al., 2007, Svejenova et al., 2010, Peterson and 

Birg, 1988), hence we assume that chefs who are listed in the Michelin and Gault Millau restaurant 

guides are engaged in high-level creativity (cf. Averill, 2005).  For example, Michelin star ratings 

are based on quality of ingredients, skill in preparation, value for money, consistency of culinary 

standards and the level of creativity2.  This provided us with an externally referenced and inter-

subjective means to identify outstandingly creative chefs, namely the identification of interviewees 

for our sample was based on the Michelin and the Gault Millau restaurant guides and required that 

each interviewee be recognized in at least one of these.  Table 1 lists all participating chefs by 

countries, their accolades, and restaurants. 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Table 1 about here 

-------------------------------- 

The selection of interviewees was based on a variety of data sources: the first named author’s 

insider experience, trade press articles, cookery books, websites of chefs, and an initial interview 

with the world-renowned, Michelin 3-star German chef, Harald Wohlfahrt (www.traube-

tonbach.de).  The interview with Harald Wohlfahrt, besides being rich in insight, was also of great 

strategic value for the research because he signed a letter of support in which he encouraged the 

selected chefs to participate in this study.  This letter was originally written in German, then 

translated into English and French and sent via email to chefs he had recommended.  Wohlfahrt’s 

reputation in the field, having held three Michelin stars for two decades, resulted in a number of 

significant and positive responses to our requests.  Upon receipt of these, further emails were sent 

to other chefs now also including the names of those who had agreed to participate.  ‘Snowballing’ 

in this way was successful in encouraging more top-level chefs to participate.  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.  All are world leaders 

                                                 

2 http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2008/jan/24/foodanddrink.travelfoodanddrink.  Accessed 26th April 2014 

http://www.traube-tonbach.de/
http://www.traube-tonbach.de/
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2008/jan/24/foodanddrink.travelfoodanddrink
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in the field of haute cuisine.  The composition of the sample is a result of the sampling strategy 

rather than any personal or professional preferences. 

Data Collection 

Data collection was conducted by means of in-depth, semi-structured interviews and the 

compilation of a research diary in which the observational, theoretical and methodological notes 

were recorded after each interview (Schatzman and Strauss, 1973).  These notes were helpful in 

re-experiencing the interviews and provided additional insights and evidence in the data analysis.  

We also used a number of additional data sources in order to achieve an in-depth understanding of 

the underlying structure of the experience of creativity, see Table 2. 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Table 2 about here 

-------------------------------- 

The interviews were based on only a small number of pre-planned topics for discussion since we 

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

intra-subjective experiences (see Boje, 1991, Cunliffe, 2011, Ibarra, 1999, Cunliffe, 2002).  This 

‘fluid’ style of interviewing was possible because of the interviewer’s insider knowledge and 

experience as an haute cuisine chef.  This facilitated trust-building and enabled deeper 

conversations between professionals that would have been more difficult otherwise (see Gioia and 

Chittipeddi, 1991).  On the other hand, the interviewer’s prior experience also demanded rigorous 

self-reflection which was supported by critical discussions within the research team which took 

place after each interview in order to stay alert to any influences that might have blurred the 

understanding or biased the interpretation of interviewees’ accounts.  The attitude of 

phenomenological reduction was practiced through the process of bracketing whereby we looked 

at the data as open-mindedly as possible (Giorgi, 1994).  We put this attitude of relative openness 

into practice by following a dialectic process in which we iterated between bracketing and using 

our pre-understandings reflexively as a source of insight (Finlay, 2009). 

Data Analysis 

In identifying the initial themes we followed Giorgi’s (e.g. 1994, 2006) 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 to be 

preferred over other phenomenological approaches that, for instance, aim to capture individual 

variations between co-researchers (Finlay, 2008).  Thus we obtained idiographic descriptive 

accounts of the experience of creativity from the perspective of the interviewees including the 

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

(Giorgi, 1994, Husserl, 1999).  This required us to bracket our pre-understandings as much as 

possible, treading a fine line between “knowing and not-knowing” (Gioia et al., 2012: 21), and 

letting several iterations between the data and the reviewed literature take place in order to allow 
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themes to emerge naturally from the interviewees’ descriptions.  This descriptive analysis was 

helpful in providing transparency for the interpretive-explanations that followed. 

Further iterations took place subsequently between the descriptive themes, an interpretation as 

self-reflective practitioner (i.e. chef/researcher), the data, and the extant literature (see Douglass 

and Moustakas, 1985, Moustakas, 1990 for more details on heuristic inquiry).  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.  Nine first-order concepts emerged from the data.  These 

were categorized into five second-order themes, see Figure 1 below. 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

-------------------------------- 

In addition, to further establish accuracy and credibility of our interpretations we followed 

recommendations for using member-checking (see Lincoln and Guba, 1985, Anand et al., 2007, 

Hemetsberger and Reinhardt, 2006, Abma, 2003).  Our specific strategy was to ‘play-back’ the 

findings and our interpretation of them to other leading chefs who were able to be informed 

discussants (see Wolcott, 1990, p. 132).  Hence, we conducted unstructured validation interviews 

with four chefs who carry the title Meilleur Ouvrier de France (MOF, 

www.meilleursouvriersdefrance.info and www.meilleursouvriersdefrance.org), which means Best 

Craftsman of France.  They are considered ambassadors for their trade and have the duty to share 

their knowledge and expertise with the next generation of elite craftsmen3.  All four MOFs 

validated our interpretation, sample quotes are: ‘it is the base of creativity’, ‘I see myself in this 

model’, ‘this model, I think, is creativity’, and ‘I agree with this [model]’.  Their interpretation of 

the findings resonated strongly with ours and offered assurances that we had not become too close 

to the informants’ view (Gioia et al., 2012). 

FINDINGS 

In this section we present the five second-order themes or ‘essential components’.  We label them 

in this way since they represent the ‘essence’ of the chefs’ experience of creativity, i.e. sensibility, 

emotion, simplicity, harmony, and authenticity.  The data structure was shown in Table 3 above. 

In what follows we discuss the five essential components, illustrate them with relevant power 

quotes in which our informants were “concise and insightful” to the extent that we “could not do 

a better job of making the same point” in our own words” (Pratt, 2008, p. 501). 

                                                 

3 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/chef-jacquy-pfeiffer/kings-of-pastry-film-french-pastry-

competition_b_714904.html#s139261 

http://www.meilleursouvriersdefrance.info/
http://www.meilleursouvriersdefrance.org/
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Sensibility 

Sensibility aggregates two first-order concepts ‘ability to extend sense out into the world’ and 

‘tacit knowing through indwelling’.  The chefs described a ‘sensibility’ through which they 

interpret their creative process and embed this sense-making in their creations: 

When I go to China, it has nothing to do with my own culture.  You see something from 500 

years ago from another world… culturally speaking you don’t get it, but you interpret it!  

Even if you don’t recognize it, you understand that there is a sensibility behind this… it 

might not be your culture, but you understand what’s behind it.  We have a receptor for 

universal sensibility. (Andoni Luis Aduriz) 

This form of sensibility is a mode of ‘indwelling’ i.e. a form of personal knowing through 

participation (Polányi and Prosch, 1975), which can be seen as an interior creative guiding force 

that helps them to not only respond to experiences of the world but also interiorize them (Polányi 

and Prosch, 1975) and thereby interpret them into creative products: 

When it is hot outside you have to do things a bit fresher and when it is raining you have to 

create a warmer feel in your creations… this sensibility is important and an ordinary cook 

doesn’t have this. (Jean-Georges Klein) 

I develop most of my ideas while I am working.  When I debone a saddle of lamb I reflect 

and ask myself what I have developed so far and what I could do next.  During this process 

I smell spices, herbs and this is how I get my inspirations…  It is like an artist painter who 

paints the picture in his head. (Harald Wohlfahrt) 

This sensibility is achieved not only through an indwelling but also through an embodying of the 

tools of the craft to the extent that they become extensions of the chefs themselves allowing them 

to ‘forget’ about the tools and concentrate only on the element of creative sensibility (Dörfler and 

Ackermann, 2012).  The tools become extensions of the chefs’ body and senses allowing them to 

meld their explicit and tacit knowings in the creative process. 

Emotion 

Emotion aggregates two first-order concepts: ‘creating points of reference through memories’ and 

‘educating the audience to understand emotion.  The chefs referred to their ‘creative emotion’, 

which forms part of their ‘creative memory’ and helps them to intuitively ‘feel the creative idea’ 

within the context of the culture and occupational norms and practices of the haute cuisine domain: 

One dessert I invented is based on an emotion I had during a ski holiday with the family.  

After we came back from skiing everybody was feeling cold and we all wanted to drink a 

hot chocolate.  So, I created this cookie that, when you break it, all the steam of the hot 

chocolate and milk comes out. (Michel Bras) 
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By tasting a dish chefs were able to recall emotionally-charged memories particularly if the taste 

is linked to memorable childhood experiences.  It is through memories of emotions, both positive 

and negative, that points of reference are established with regards to tastes and flavors: 

We are using memory as a concept… a very important part of the traditional cooking here is 

the mixture of the earth and the sea…  We collected some soil from a small forest… and 

then put it into distillation.  This way we were able to capture the smell of the earth in the 

liquid from which we made a sauce… then we put an oyster together with this distillation of 

the earth… and when you put it in your mouth you had the absolute sensation of earth and 

sea together…  Your memory starts going and more or less everybody had a very agreeable 

memory… nostalgia from the earth and from the childhood or other intimate sensations like 

walking in the forest after it had been raining…  But one person said:  ‘I don’t like it.  It’s a 

bad experience!’… this guy was a football player for Barcelona and when he tried the dish 

he remembered the last time he was playing against Real Madrid when he fell and got some 

soil from the football pitch in his mouth. (Joan Roca) 

This creative emotion captures the chef’s ‘impetus of love’ (Fromm, 1957), a blend of sympathy 

and joy: 

It is what the children want to say.  The success of our business comes from the sincerity of 

what we offer. (Sébastien Bras) 

Yet, at the same time, haute cuisine is paradoxically the most intellectual and perhaps most 

‘artificial’ – in the sense of manmade – form of food and cooking: 

… comparing the cooking here with home-cooking is like comparing a F1 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) 

The intellectualization and ‘artificial’ character of haute cuisine creates a ‘barrier of creativity’ for 

many consumers, who probably feel, and probably are, like novices or children unaccustomed to 

such experiences and who first have to develop reference points in order to qualify for appreciating 

and enjoying vicariously the chef’s creative emotion (see Jacobsen, 2008).  Therefore, the chefs 

aimed to progressively educate their guests by introducing them to increasingly more creative 

interpretations and thus build in their guests an awareness of and familiarity with the chefs’ 

experience of creativity: 

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon of Picasso has changed the history of art… if you don’t know 

that it was this particular painting you look at it and say: ‘well, it’s alright’… but if you know 

you’re going to look at it in a completely different way…  There is a basic animal emotion, 

there is an intellectual or reflexive emotion, and then there is a creative emotion.  So, there 

are three levels of emotion, but the creative emotion is the most complicated, because you 

actually got to have a lot of knowledge… people who are coming for dinner tonight don’t 

know if… the first dish is a new technique. (Ferran Adrià) 
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The high-level creativity Adrià refers to is at the interface of knowledge and emotion: in terms of 

the former creativity is amongst the highest of the ‘higher’ thought processes; in terms of emotion, 

creativity can be an occasion for intensely affective personal experiences (Averill, 2005). 

Harmony 

Harmony aggregates two first-order concepts: ‘structuring the creation’ and ‘avoiding excess’.  

Chefs also sensed and searched for creative harmony necessary to bring structure to a creation.  It 

is analogous to the structural form of the sonata in music or the intuitively sensed balance in an 

architectural object instantiated in the aesthetically pleasing ‘golden section’.  In cooking, harmony 

can be in a taste or expressed in the balance that exists between the dishes of a menu.  As a concept, 

creative harmony can be partly explained through the concept of proportion as used by many 

artists: 

… very important is the proportion.  When you transgress the norms of what you do, you 

must be very, very respectful or the thing just doesn’t work. (Joan Roca) 

For instance, the proportion of the so-called ‘golden section’ (or ‘golden ratio’) is intuitively 

aesthetically pleasing.  It can be found in the paintings of artists as disparate as Leonardo da Vinci 

and Mondrian, the architecture of the Acropolis and Notre Dame Cathedral, and the music 

structures employed by composers such as Bartók and Chopin (see Gross and Miller, 1997). 

Artists, often unconsciously (i.e. intuitively), make use of this harmonious and pleasing 

mathematical ratio; it allows the smaller portion to occupy a part of the whole that makes the whole 

maximally harmonious (see Berlyne, 1971): 

The harmony of the dish is very important… you have to think whether to intensify or tone 

down a flavor… you have to arrange it on the plate in a way that people eat it the way it 

should be eaten… important is also the architecture of the dish…  I have a picture of a dish 

in my head… it has to look in such a way that the guest automatically starts concentrating 

on the dish without getting scared. (Juan Amador) 

There is a further parallel between the notion of formal harmony referred to above and what the 

Oxford historian and Leonardo da Vinci scholar Martin Kemp labelled ‘structural intuitions’: “the 

recurrence of decorative motifs in very different civilizations, such as spiral formations, polygonal 

patterns and diverse symmetries’ which endure across ages, cultures and different modes of 

expression” and are implicit and sensed rather than explicit and analyzed (Sadler-Smith, 2008, p. 

18). 

The concept of proportion is by definition in-built in any recipe, whether it is written down or 

whether it is just a mental image.  It would be out of harmony to use the same amount of salt than 

there is steak (it would be too salty).  However, a great chef can be recognized, for example, by 

how close the amount of salt is (in some dishes) to the ‘tipping point’ of being too much.  Harmony 

of flavors goes alongside the proportion of the single ingredients of a dish and chefs play with 

these proportions like musicians with notes or painters with color and tone: 
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We have quarter notes, eighth notes, half-notes, and full-notes and look how many pieces 

have been created.  It seems to be endless.  And it’s basically the same with produce, with 

spices, with all the tender loving care. (Harald Wohlfahrt) 

For example, Beethoven, who is widely considered as an extraordinarily creative composer, often 

excessively used one simple and common rhythmic motif in several of his major compositions 

such as the famous four-note motif in his fifth symphony (Brindle, 1986).  Thus creative excellence 

does not depend on how complicated the ingredients are, but how the ingredients are subtly 

adjusted in such a way that they create a ‘creative simplicity’. 

Simplicity 

Simplicity aggregates two first-order components ‘searching for the essence by removing 

superfluous elements’ and ‘being true by being transparent’.  This component of personal 

creativity may be understood as an ‘essential beauty’ whereby the attributes of the dish have ‘no 

place to hide’ behind any gloss or veneer that would make the dish unnecessarily complicated: 

Innovation is in simplicity, because simple things make sense! (Fergus Henderson) 

A common theme was ‘great dishes do not become better by complicating them’: 

Beef olives exist since hundreds of years, but nobody before thought of doing it this way… 

it’s more difficult to cut nice slices from the cheeks and you have to be a bit skilled…  But 

why always topside?  Because with the topside you just have to cut slices and this is very 

easy! (Hans Haas) 

The chefs aimed to extract the essence from the complexity of experiences from which they create 

new dishes.  In this sense, one can argue, that true simplicity is the essence of real complexity.  For 

example, in philosophy the notion of simplicity can be conceptualized in terms of the principle of 

Occam’s razor (i.e. if there are several acceptable explanations of a phenomenon, the simplest 

among them should be accepted) and in science by parsimony (i.e. the selection of the hypothesis 

with the fewest number of assumptions).  Creating creative simplicity is a complex process that 

leads to a simple outcome. To illustrate this component of the experience of creativity the 

following picture of a dish called Red Mullet, Spiced Butter, Tomato by Michel Troisgros can ease 

the understanding of how simplicity manifests itself in a culinary creation: 

-------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 2 about here 

-------------------------------- 

The dish looks simple yet in total harmony.  It sends an emotion of comfort because of the 

familiarity and combination of ingredients, yet it also says ‘see how gorgeous I look in my new 

clothes!’ 
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Authenticity 

Authenticity aggregates two first-order concepts: the ‘signature of the creator’ and ‘representing 

the conceptual idea rather than the product’.  We define authenticity in this study as the chef’s 

‘creative signature’: 

My cuisine is very particular.  Special.  It has a kind of ‘personal signature of acidity’.  I 

work a lot with acidity.  It is like a play of contrasts.  A play between shadow and light. 

(Michel Troisgros) 

Authenticity implies that chefs do not have to cook their creations to make them authentic rather 

they must have conceptualized the idea for the creation to make it authentic: 

… I was the only one in my family to eat the skin of the milk… to find real milk today is 

hard…  I tried to understand what happens with the milk… so I worked along the lines of 

how to make cheese… you add lab-ferment… bring it to the right temperature and then pour 

it and leave it.  But instead of doing a big cheese loaf, I make it very flat… I developed this 

technique… it makes leaves of milk skin… which I call ‘lait caillé’ or ‘caillé de lait’ (curdled 

milk).  I serve mousseron with it, which are small mushrooms, coming out in the spring… 

only in the field where the cows are.  So, for me there is a story behind: the cow, the milk, 

the mushrooms… it comes naturally. (Michel Troisgros) 

Hence in the same way that there are musical compositions or styles that are instantly recognizable 

as the ‘voice’ of a particular composer or performer, for example Mozart or Billie Holiday, there 

are authentic and recognizable ‘Ferran Adrià dishes’ that are imprinted with the creative signature 

of Ferran Adrià.  Moreover the signature and the authenticity are detectable instantly by an expert, 

connoisseur or chef, whether Adrià cooked the dish himself or whether his brigade of chefs 

executed it following his ideas.  On the other hand, the process is reciprocal in that the audience’s 

perspective may include questioning whether the creation is authentic in terms of the perception 

they have of the chef: 

I love the work done by Ferran.  The work of a Gagnaire!  A Roellinger!  People who have 

a signature.  Even if I don’t completely agree with everything they did but their approaches 

are interesting. (Sébastien Bras) 

More recently, perhaps triggered by fashion for ‘molecular gastronomy’, original ideas are being 

copied more frequently, because they present new and highly innovative techniques, which, at 

least for the layman, can more easily be hidden in a dish.  However, the chefs were very clear in 

their evaluation that the chefs who ‘steal’ their ideas are either novice chefs who are just blinded 

by the effects new techniques can achieve or they are chefs that are more motivated by the 

commercial aspects of gastronomy rather than the intrinsic value of creativity itself: 

… it is held in the hands, which are less able, the hands that don’t love, the hands that don’t 

care, the hands which are more driven by marketing than by the beauty, the nobility, the 

authenticity of that food. (Raymond Blanc) 
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The ‘stealing’ of original ideas has led to the creative authenticity of chefs being eroded and 

created a demand for hyper-creativity amongst audiences and in the media which does not always 

yield positive consequences for the creative domain. 

It is all in the hands of trend setters.  People who don’t love, people who don’t know better, 

who are creating a masquerade… the same happened with the Nouvelle Cuisine… chefs like 

Chapel and so on… they understood that our world was changing, our needs were changing 

and obviously they wanted to create food, which corresponded to the modern needs, i.e. 

seasonality, curiosity, creativity, but the responsible creativity, based on authenticity, based 

on important values… and that was completely ruined… most revolutions fall in the wrong 

hands! (Raymond Blanc) 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

We now consider what we have learned about the phenomenon of creativity and the creative 

process which can be generalized to other settings. A contribution of this research is an increased 

understanding of the phenomenon of creativity as experienced by world-leading highly creative 

individuals in an important sector of the creative industries.  Our research also has more general 

implications for understanding the intra-subjective nature of creativity, how intra-subjective 

meaning making of what high-level creativity entails impacts upon the creative outcome, and what 

this means for the self-concept of a ‘creative worker’ and the theories that such individuals hold 

about themselves in relation to others (creative workers and consumers) and their domain  

(Csíkszentmihályi, 2006, Elsbach and Flynn, 2013).  It is evident that highly creative chefs do not 

follow any tangible or predetermined set of ‘steps’ or any idea management system at the end of 

which an original and useful idea is produced or guaranteed (Stierand et al., 2014, Cooper, 2008).  

Rather there is much which is tacit and intuitive and risky in what they produce and the ways in 

which they produce it.  Interviewees’ retrospective accounts of creativity indicate strongly that 

high-level creative work necessarily contains an intuitive, tacit component.  This component is not 

subject to the laws of any simple or conventional logic, rather it has metaphorically speaking its 

“own kind of logic” (Runco, 1996, p. 8) which may be considered to be “‘a creative intuition’, in 

Bergson’s sense” (Popper, 1968, p. 8).   

The finding of ‘creative sensibility’ connects with and extends the notions of sense-making and 

sense-giving (e.g. Gioia and Chittipeddi, 1991, Weick, 1993, Weick, 1995, Weick, 2001) and 

resonates as a mode of indwelling (Polányi and Prosch, 1975).  Creative sensibility provides 

creative individuals with an interior ‘guiding force’ that enables them to respond to experiences 

and interpret them into creative products (see Polányi, 1969, Tsoukas, 2005a).  This Polányian 

notion of ‘interiorization’ has wider implications: it enables a focus of attention on exploring the 

‘inner guiding force’ of the practitioner (which of course can include technicians, engineers, 

inventors and innovators in more ‘conventional’ industries) and how they embody their tools since: 

“It is only when we dwell in the tools we use, make them extensions of our own body, that we 

amplify the powers of our body and shift outwards the points at which we make contact with the 

world outside” (Polányi, 1962, 1969 and Polányi and Prosch, 1975 cited in Tsoukas, 2005b, p. 
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114).  Understanding this embodiment of being creative provides insights into how experienced 

practitioners overcome the novice’s ‘clumsiness’ and automatize their use of their ‘tools’ (e.g. the 

managers’ PowerPoint presentation or flip chart, or the accountants’ Excel spreadsheet) and make 

them ‘amplifiers’ of their senses (see Tsoukas, 2005a).  Building the requisite expertise (see 

Ericsson et al., 2007) and acknowledging this interiorization helps to access intuitively the creative 

sensibility that forms a vital aspect of the experience of creativity and is the fount of invention and 

innovation. 

The salience of emotion in the experience of creativity can lead to a better understanding of how 

managers and innovators either liberate themselves from their ‘inherited background’ (see 

Wittgenstein, 1979) or embrace their tradition, and also how they may overcome any routinized 

or over-learned plans of action (see Deleuze, 1988, Rooney, 2004).  Emotions can be a source of 

‘creative destruction’ (but not in a Schumpeterian sense) in this regard.  The idea of ‘creative 

emotion’ might be a starting point for research exploring how people in different occupations (e.g. 

managers, new product developers, etc.) respond creatively and dynamically to the role of affect 

in their lived experiences of creation, invention and innovation (see Clegg et al., 2005).  

Furthermore the emotional component of the experience of creativity adds to the understanding of 

the role that affect plays in the creative process and more specifically the likely effects of differing 

strengths and valances of the affective charge which accompanies creative intuitions (see Dane 

and Pratt, 2009, Gore and Sadler-Smith, 2011) may have on creative, innovative and 

entrepreneurial behaviors in the workplace and the business environment more generally. 

While the notions of creative harmony and creative simplicity remain largely unaddressed in the 

management and organization literature (but have been long-acknowledged in the creative arts), 

they bear, in our opinion, consequences for a better understanding of creativity in general, the role 

of aesthetics, and the experience of creativity in business and management.  Their importance for 

management is underlined by the significant role that they are acknowledged to play in the creative 

arts (cf. formal musical structures, compositional devices in painting and architectural forms, the 

‘golden section’, etc.).  Creative harmony is vital in bringing form and structure to a creation.  It 

can be understood as the expert balancing of proportions in a creation, and is vital for achieving 

an aesthetically pleasing outcome whether this is a musical composition or performance, an 

architectural space, a device such as an iPad (in which simplicity belies a phenomenal complexity), 

a customer service encounter, or an haute cuisine dish.  Our research of the experience of creativity 

informs critical discussion of aesthetics in business in general and in new product development in 

particular (one need only think of the simplicity, harmony and kinesthetic appeal of most of 

Apple’s products in this respect). 

Product form design (incorporating aesthetic elements) can be used strategically to alter its visual 

appeal and triggering additional cognitive and emotional reactions evoked by its aesthetic 

properties (see Rindova and Petkova, 2007).  The aesthetic properties of a product, derived from 

its formal attributes (such as color, shape, proportions, materials, and craftsmanship, for example 

see Figure 2 above) cause both visceral and sensory reactions (see Rafaeli and Vilnai-Yavetz, 

2004) and secondary cognitive and emotional reactions.  Hence, creative harmony is important for 

a better understanding of commercial innovation processes that thus far have tended to overlook 
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or not understand well the tacit dimensions of creativity, such research might examine the roles 

that ‘aesthetic intuition’ and creative intuitions and insights might play in these important 

organizational processes.  Our research sheds important light on these matters in the creative 

industry context and signals directions for future research in product, process, and organizational 

aesthetics. 

Exploring creative harmony cannot be divorced from acknowledging the role of creative 

simplicity, described as an ‘essential beauty’.  This component of simplicity extracts the essence 

from the complexity of experiences: true simplicity is the ‘essence of complexity’.  Apple 

aesthetics are strongly led by a Zen-like notion of simplicity and a Bauhaus-like aesthetic which 

imbues products with a beauty which captivates users in ways that subsume but also transcend 

functionality.  Understanding how successful creative individuals extract the essence from the 

complexity of experiences and how they interpret this essence into creative products is vitally 

important for our understanding of competitiveness, in general, and the structure of ‘beauty’ as 

perceived by potential adopters of a new product or service in particular. 

The notion of authenticity is sometimes used to manage audiences’ impressions, for example in 

the luxury wine industry (Beverland, 2005), about the quality of products, the use of special 

methods of production, or the long tradition of businesses and their honorable founders (Peterson, 

2005).  Authenticity is therefore also a social (inter-subjective) as well as individual (intra-

subjective) aspect of experiencing creativity.  For example, authenticity may be invoked as a 

rationale for the preservation of tradition (Jones et al., 2005) but the downside is that it also may 

become over-used and clichéd (Moeran, 2005) to the extent that being ‘authentic to the tradition’ 

can present a core rigidity which is a counterforce to originality.  Perceived legitimacy may 

emanate from the fact that a creator belongs to a specific ethnic or cultural group with status 

identity conferred by the group and which may for example be linked to a ‘bizarre’ or 

unconventional biography such as being from a humble background or naïve and untrained 

(Peterson, 2005), or the benefit which accrued from a good reputation within a relevant social 

network (Delmestri et al., 2005). 

Externally claimed authenticity may be seen as a social construction assigned by relevant others 

(the field’s gatekeepers) to a person, object, or performance rather than it being inherent in a 

person, object, or performance (Grayson and Martinec, 2004, Peterson, 2005).  In contrast, our 

finding of a ‘creative authenticity’ is linked to the ‘creative voices’ of individuals who can 

originally and distinctively interpret their presentation (Handler and Linnekin, 1984, Moeran, 

2005, Jones et al., 2005, Peterson, 1997).  This ‘authentic authenticity’, rather than a faux 

authenticity achieved through mimicry, is claimed through the creator’s ‘believability’ (Peterson, 

1997, p. 208), integrity and merit (Jones and Smith, 2005).  This is achieved as a result of staying 

true to the essence of one’s creative self (Goffman, 1959), self-reflexivity (Taylor, 1992), identity, 

image and ‘brand’ construction (Svejenova, 2005), and endorsement by the field.  Hence there is 

an inter-subjective social dimension to the evaluation and elaboration of the chefs’ creations such 

that perceived authenticity in the ‘creative product’ is a construction of informed members of the 

audience (members of the field) who have the expertise and legitimacy to recognize and 
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authenticate an original creation as ‘innovative’ when they experience it (see Csíkszentmihályi, 

1997, Csíkszentmihályi, 2006, Amabile, 1983, Amabile, 1982). 

In conclusion, through capturing and elucidating on world-class haute cuisine chefs’ experiences 

of creativity our research has shown that sensibility, emotion, harmony, simplicity and authenticity 

are essential to the phenomena of creativity and innovation in this domain.  These five essential 

components are not only vital for the individual chefs’ becoming and being creative, but also are 

instantiated in their creative outcomes.  The experiences of our sample of chefs indicate that the 

phenomenon of creativity is an evolutionary process of ‘becoming creative’.  Methodologically 

the two-layered analysis (‘Discussion’ to ‘Findings’) moved from describing how the chefs 

acquired their knowledge and how they use it to generate creative outcomes to explaining the 

essence of experiencing creativity. Our study is located in the under-researched field of the creative 

industries and cultural economy but has much to contribute to the study of creativity and 

innovation in management more generally. Csíkszentmihályi and Sawyer (1995: 336) 

conceptualized creativity as a “recurring circle from person to field to domain and back to person”.  

In the domain of haute cuisine this cycle depends on the creative individual’s appreciation and 

integration of emotion, simplicity, harmony instantiated in a sensibility which is intelligible to the 

field.  The component of authenticity is central to the chef’s personal creativity – (s)he is constantly 

trying to present the self in the creation and is constantly self-reflecting between identity and image 

constructing, which is in essence an intra-subjective (individual) and inter-subjective (social) 

process.  Moreover, the authenticity component is also in a dynamic relationship with the 

sensibility component, which represents the chef’s inner guiding force that helps to make and give 

sense by communicating between the self and the domain and its symbolic resources and the field 

and its social resources. 

This process of flux between authenticity and sensibility works through the interaction of the other 

three components that act as reference points or anchors ‘in the background’.  The component of 

emotion may liberate the chef from or unify more strongly with her/his background and tradition 

and its inherited opportunities or constraints and supports in recognizing and judging the 

originality and new usefulness in the creation.  Simplicity extracts the essence from the complexity 

of the chef’s expertise and experiences, whilst harmony integrates all of these attributes into a 

coherent and aesthetically pleasing formal structure by the balancing of proportions.   
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FIGURE 1 

Data Structure 
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FIGURE 2 

“Red Mullet, Spiced Butter, Tomato” by Michel Troisgros 

 

Source: http://www.troisgros.fr/english/recette.php?IDrecette=28 
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TABLE 1 

List of Interviewees and Validation Interviewees 

Name of Chef 

Michelin/Gault 

Millau ranking 

(at time of 

research) 

Affiliation 

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, Bergisch Gladbach 

Nils Henkel 3* 19 Gourmetrestaurant Lerbach, Bergisch Gladbach 

Heinz Winkler 3* 19 Venezianisches Restaurant, Aschau   
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Hans Haas 2* 18 Tantris, Munich  

Joachim Wissler 3* 19 Vendôme, Bergisch Gladbach  

Juan Amador  3* 17 Amador, Langen  

Meilleurs Ouvriers de France 

(MOF) Validation Interviews 
Affiliation 

Switzerland    

Christophe 

Pacheco 

  École hôtelière de Lausanne, Lausanne  

Fabien Foare   École hôtelière de Lausanne, Lausanne  

Fabien Pairon   École hôtelière de Lausanne, Lausanne  

Gérard Caballero   École hôtelière de Lausanne, Lausanne    

Thomas Marie   École hôtelière de Lausanne, Lausanne   
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TABLE 2 

Data Collection 

Source What and Who When Why 

In-depth 

interviews 

18 in-depth interviews with world-class chefs 

lasting between one 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). 

Interviews 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;  

After the 

interviews 

Triangulate facts 

and 

observations; 

enhance validity 

of insights; 

contextualize 

observations in 

http://www.sternefresser.de/
http://www.lesgrandestablesdumonde.com/
http://www.jre.net/en/page/1
http://www.savoirvivre.de/
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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; 

terms of chefs’ 

actual creations. 
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