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Abstract: 


Creative leadership aims to lead organizations creatively through times of disruption and the innovation 
economy. In this exploratory longitudinal  paper, we investigate the long-term impacts of a creative lead-
er development (CLD) program on its graduates’ creative minds and career evolution. The paper tracks 
how, over almost a decade, the mindsets-oriented CLD program Genius Journey (GJ) has impacted 
graduates’ creative leader confidence, competence, and career progression. We also explore what meth-
odological contents and pedagogical features graduates still recall and have applied in their careers. 


Part 1 discusses the relevance of CLD and the challenges of doing it effectively. The second part briefly 
outlines different CLD approaches portrayed in the literature. After introducing our chosen research 
design in part 3, we present the empirical findings of the GJ program’s long-term impacts on busi-
nesspeople in part 4. The final part outlines subsequent research directions and the implications of our 
findings for CLD practitioners.
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1	 Introduction: The appeal for effective creative leader development programs. What happened?


1.1	 Research background and relevance


In various recent practitioners’ surveys (e.g., IBM, 2010; World Economic Forum, 2015), C-level executives 
highlighted the pivotal importance of creativity as a crucial leadership trait to respond to the challenges of the 
modern VUCA world (volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity) with new solutions (von Stamm, 2017) and 
successfully lead their organizations in times of the innovation economy (e.g., Canton, 2007) aka creative eco-
nomy (Howkins, 2001). In the IBM (2010) study, CEOs expressed an urgent need for organizations to develop 
more top talents and executives into creative leaders. 


Interestingly, a subsequent IBM (2011) study found that two out of three Chief Human Resources Officers 
of the world’s leading organizations admitted being nonplussed for how to develop creative leaders effectively 
(as mandated by their CEOs). The study authors suggested that most organizations failed to develop creative 
leaders because they continued to rely on traditional leadership development programs using conventional 
methodological and pedagogical formats that are not particularly creative. The IBM authors stressed that to de-
velop creative leaders effectively, the respective creative leader development (“CLD”) programs must employ 
a creative methodology and pedagogy, not a traditional, long-established one. 


1.2	 Research subject, problem and objectives


In response to the call above for new training formats for creative leadership development, the first author of 
this paper purpose-designed a new creative leader development method named Genius Journey (“GJ,” Reis, 
2015). The said program sets out to enable learners to acquire the creative success mindsets (attitudes and action 
routines) of outstanding creative leaders and to gradually expand their creative confidence, competence, and 
consciousness levels (Reis, 2015, 2020b, 2021). The program employs a journey metaphor as an experiential 
pedagogical device to teach candidates the said mindsets both effectively and creatively (Reis, 2015, 2021).


Our latest paper expands an ongoing CLD research program designed to investigate the effectiveness and 
creativeness of the GJ program, and continues the following research trajectory (see also Figure 1): 


Figure 1  Overview of earlier and the present research publications in the Genius Journey program


• A second conceptual paper (Reis & Hunt, 2017) details out the experiential pedagogy (structure, tools, and 
activities) employed in this new CLD program.
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• In  a first empirical paper (Reis et al. (2018)), learners rated the GJ program’s methodology and pedagogy 
in quantitative terms and confirmed in general terms the effectiveness and creativity of the chosen ap-
proach. 


• In two subsequent empirical papers, Reis et al. (2020a and 2020b) investigated how learners experience 
their inner heroes' journeys while undergoing the GJ program and evaluated the value, effectiveness and 
creativity of the GJ methodology and pedagogy at the conclusion of the program.


With our new longitudinal study, we want to investigate to what extent the beneficial creative mindset shifts in 
GJ program graduates (as identified in our earlier studies) have endured over time and positively impacted their 
career paths.


1.3	 Research-guiding questions


This study aims to develop the overriding research question (RQ): 


What are the long-term impacts of a proven  creative leadership development program on its graduates’ creative 3

leader mindset acquisition and professional career progression?  


We investigated this overarching RQ a set of five subordinated research questions as follows:


1. With roughly a decade elapsed since undergoing the CL program, what do program graduates still re-
member of a) the GJ method of CLD (in general and with regards to the GJ mindsets)? b) the pedago-
gical tools, activities and special experiences from the GJ program?


2. To what extent has the course contributed to the acquisition of a lasting creative leader mindset?


3. How has the program influenced the graduates’ career choices and progression? What creative leader 
mindsets have most helped the graduates in their career progression? To what extent has the course 
contributed to the acquisition of a lasting creative leader mindset?


4. To what extent have the course graduates experienced: a) subsequent professional successes that they 
attribute to the GJ mindsets?  b) creative flow states?  c) a moment of breakthrough creativity?


5. Almost a decade later, how do program graduates rate the a) effectiveness and b) creativity of both the 
methodology and pedagogy of the GJ program to developing creative leaders?


As far as we know, our research is the first to study the long-term impacts of a CLD program.


2	 Developing creative leaders: A literature review on methodologies and pedagogy


Creative leadership (CL) is a developing domain within management studies that intersects the domains of indi-
vidual creativity, innovation, and leadership. One of its niche domains is creative leader development (CLD), 
which blends educational theories with the literature on creative leadership. Various perspectives have been ad-
opted in the pertinent CLD literature. A number of scholars (e.g., Basadur, 2004; Pucco et al., 2011; Williams & 
Foti, 2011) suggests to employ classic creative process methods and creative thinking strategies to develop cre-
ative leaders. Similarly, Mumford et al. (2007) recommend an CLD approach focusing on capabilities needed to 
lead creative work efforts. Conversely, Sternberg et al. (2004) connect the subject matter to different strategic 
action programs. Parush & Koivunen (2014) advocate using art-based leadership development workshops for 
CLD. Antes and Schuelke (2011) argue for using technological tools (simulations, e-mentoring, and social me-
dia, among others) to build up creative leadership capacity. 
Finally, van Velsor et al. (2010) approach CLD more as an extension of accepted leadership styles.


In line with Hughes et al. (2018), we champion a mindsets-based approach of CLD. The first author of this 
paper has created a CLD program named Genius Journey (GJ) with a novel, well-structured methodology (Reis, 
2015) and a supporting experiential pedagogy (Reis, 2017). The GJ method helps creative leader candidates to 
achieve a creative mindset shift by adopting ten creativity-empowering mindsets (attitudes and action routines 
that distinguish creative leaders from more conventional ones) and disengaging from ten creativity-limiting 
mindsets (Reis, 2015). 


 Proven: In our earlier research confirmed  by the learners to be effective, creative, and transformational thanks to both its methodology 3

and pedagogy.
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The GJ method has its theoretical foundations in psychological studies on traits of genius (e.g., Feist, 1999, 
Sternberg, 1999), biographies of creative leaders (e.g., Branson, 1998; Isaacson, 2007, 2011), semi-biographical 
training programs on creative leaders (e.g., Gelb, 1998, 2002 and 2007; Thorpe, 2000), and training programs to 
enhance individual creativity (e.g., Ray, 1986; Cameron, 1992), among others. 


In his GJ model, Reis (2015, 2020b) proposes a specific sequential order based on a hierarchy of expanding 
consciousness levels for the acquisition of the conducive mindsets. To cultivate the creative success mindsets of 
creative leaders in candidates in a genuinely creative format, the GJ method uses the creative device of a jour-
ney metaphor. Moreover, the first author developed an experiential creative leadership development program 
aligned with Kolb’s (1984, 2015) experiential learning cycle theory as well as Campbell's (1949)  monomyth 
model to pedagogically animate the GJ method. 


3	 Research design and methodology


This heuristic-exploratory, longitudinal study follows a mixed quantitative and qualitative research design. We 
collected data from graduates of a CLD program in February and March 2023 using an online survey. Our sur-
vey used a set of 6-point Likert scales to determine the former program graduates’ relative agreement to state-
ments capturing their recall of key course contents and pedagogical parameters and the long-term impacts of the 
program on their careers, creativity, and CL mindset development.


Overall, we successfully contacted 92 former participants of a course in Creative Leadership via email, so-
cial media, and telephone. The said program was an elective course in a master’s in management program at a 
leading university in Thailand. In total, we collected 55 usable survey responses (n: 55).  The corresponding 4

response rate of 60% is high, particularly considering the time passed since the graduates completed the CL 
course program. This time span varied from 7.5 to 10.5 years, with the mean time passed being 9 years and 2 
months. A detailed description of the sample’s demographics and related career-specific distributions can be 
found in Appendix 1.


Our data analysis is twofold: We employed descriptive statistics to analyze the quantitative data in this study. 
(Note: We also analyzed existing relationships between variables using multivariate statistical procedures and 
intend to report these findings in a separate paper). To process the qualitative answers from the survey, we fol-
lowed a double-layered coding approach: On the one hand, we extracted key themes aligning with the GJ meth-
odological structure (i.e., its destination stops and related mindsets) and the GJ pedagogical tools. On the other 
hand, we identified comments that addressed the research questions directly.  


4 	 Findings: Tracking the long-term impacts of a CLD program on its graduates


4.1.	 Investigating the long-term recollection of the Genius Journey methodology and pedagogy


Our first research question aimed to investigate what methodological contents, pedagogical tools, activities, and 
extraordinary experiences from the GJ program are still present in the minds of the course graduates with 
roughly a decade passed since undergoing the CL course. Although almost all respondents are non-native Eng-
lish speakers, we report the qualitative data in the original verbatim to preserve a respondent’s authentic voice. 


LT recall of the GJ methodology and related CL mindsets

With regards to the overall method, graduates still recall the GJ program’s overall structure (“Systematic 

process of the Genius Journey method”), approach (i.e., to replace disempowering STOP mindsets with creative 
START mindsets of genius: “Whenever I started to have any stop journey in my mind. I will have to reset my 
mind with the start journey and keep follow the path of genius journey”) and purpose (develop into a creative 
leader by applying “The focus of each Genius stop that finally bringing to Eureka moment”). 


When asked to recollect the taught contents in detail, a few former learners admitted going blank (“Unfortu-
nately I don't remember the details, although I recall the picture. I would love to revisit all of it!”). Fortunately, 
however, most learners can still recall content details, often related to those GJ mindsets constituting their 
greatest obstacles en route to developing a CL mindset. As Figure 2 illustrates, while all mindsets were relevant 
and recalled by some learners, clearly, there were more sticky “mindset hotspots” that were mentioned more 

   Only 41 respondents answered all quantitative questions. We kept the remaining 14 responses in the dataset due to the value of their 4

qualitative f feedback.
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frequently, indicating they represented the most significant challenges in learners’ mindset transformation jour-
neys. Often, these learnings also were anchored by a related GJ excursion.


Overall, the first author of this paper (and creator of the GJ method and related CLD course program) was 
positively surprised about how many details, in general, the learners still collectively recalled as a cohort. The 
findings also suggest that all GJ mindsets are critical as individuals have to surmount different personal block-
ages inhibiting their creativity. Due to scope limitations, we present how CL graduates recall the contents of 
each single GJ destination stop and related GJ mindset in their own words in Appendix 2, thereby given evid-
ence of the collective content recollection of the cohorts.





Figure 2  Number of comments and references related to the different GJ Stops and related CL mindsets 


LT recall of the experiential, creative GJ pedagogy employed to develop CL


Many learners expressed appreciation for the unique experiential pedagogy used to develop CL (such as “it was 
always very playful, lots of examples,” “The class is really fun and interactive,” and “All of the course was sur-
prising me because I have to do some things I never get into it”). One graduate commented, “It was very fun 
and interesting learning methods to learn and easy to get the key takeaways.” Another noted, “It was a very 
entertaining course and different because of the set up too, it was more casual but it really made us to think 
about ourselves and push the barriers.” Interestingly, one graduate observed that “each experience we had dur-
ing the course was experienced as a group but felt extremely personal and self-centered in a way.” Another 
graduate recalled the experiential nature of the course:


“I remember the whole course as one big special experience, different to other courses in business school 
(way more interesting!) with you as a very special lecturer.”


A few learners also implicitly acknowledged the creative value and transformational nature of the “Genius 
Journey” metaphor as a pedagogical construct (“Just have fun and enjoy the journey!”). Here, the GJ excur-
sions are the key element of the GJ pedagogy to animate the central pedagogical device of the creative journey 
metaphor. These GJ field trips bring the related GJ mindsets and exercises to life, thus supporting CL candidates 
to anchor the GJ tenets to be learned. Figure 3 depicts the frequency of mentioning of the various out-of-
classroom tours, which one graduate characterized as “going out and doing something crazy.” To comply with 
the given scope for this paper, we summarized personal accounts detailing the strong impact of the various GJ 
excursions on individual learners in Appendix 2.


The 88 Genius Exercises are another essential pedagogical component of the GJ program. Highlighting their 
high value, one graduate commented: “All the homework that I got is most surprising - it’s not the same as aca-
demic. It’s new to me.” Another added: “They have to do the homework to truly get benefits from the course.” 
Learners also recalled specific genius exercises that stuck in their minds, such as the “power pose,” “thought 
experiments,” “mind mapping,” the impact of “body language” on one’s thoughts, and “Exercise when things 
get stuck in your mind, it does help.”
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Figure 3  Number of comments and references related to the different GJ Excursions 


The Genius Exercises are summed up in an GJ Exercise Book that, together with the comprehensive GJ 
Handout, constitute the main written course materials supporting the acquisition of the GJ mindsets. Interest-
ingly, they are still actively used today, as an award-winning Thai Digital Marketer reported: “Yes, I have lot of 
materials from Creative Leadership to fulfill my creativity for my marketing skill.” Another graduate recom-
mended, “To keep the material and take notes as it could be very useful at some points in your career. I wish I 
could redo some exercises that I can't find anymore.” Likewise, another graduate from Denmark sent the first 
author this social media chat message: “I've responded to the survey, and it actually made me think how much I 
would love to refresh the learnings from the course. I have lost the workbook we used back then - is there any 
way to get it again?“


Other pedagogical tools used in the GJ program that graduates recalled include “Journaling” in a notebook, 
the open-ended “Puzzle quizzes” that “Making you think outside the box,” and the genius talisman given to 
each learner by the course instructor (“I still keep the relaxing ball. It helped me relaxing my mind after work”).  


One final aspect of the pedagogical experience flagged up by former learners is that instructors delivering 
the program need to be an authentic creative leader themselves.“The passion of Dr. D was contagious, so every 
stop had its own relevance and impact,” noted one Spanish graduate, and another Belgium graduate named as 
her most memorable experience of the course: “The teacher.”


4.2.	 Investigating the long-term impact of the Genius Journey program on creative leadership development


Our second research question inquired to what extent the CL course contributed to the acquisition of an endur-
ing creative leader mindset. Therefore, we investigated how the GJ program affected in the long-term course 
graduates’ build-up of creative confidence and creative competence, their ability to access advanced levels of 
creativity (residing beyond the realm of their conscious mind), and the acquisition of leadership qualities. 
Moreover, we probed to what extent the graduates feel confident and competent in being authentic creative 
leaders and if the required GJ mindsets endure in their minds. We collected feedback on these parameters using 
quantitative measures (see Figure 4) and qualitative inquiry.

Long-term creativity impact (creative confidence, creative competence and advanced creativity):


By definition, creative leaders must be creative. By the end of the course program, the majority of learners 
asserted that the GJ program has allowed them to develop creative confidence (self-belief in one’s creativity) 
and creative competence (knowledge and skills in the fields of creativity and innovation) through lots of creative 
activities, puzzles, and homework assignments (Reis et al. (2020b). With in average 9 years 2 months passed, 
the respondents confirm the enduring effect of their creativity empowerment: More than 6 out of 10 graduates 
(strongly) agree that the GJ program has enhanced their creative confidence (mean: 4.76) and their creative 
competence (4.79) and also enabled them to connect to advanced states of creativity where big ideas originate 
(mean: 4.57).


One former learner commented that, “the course give me mindset to create more idea and bring the idea to 
solve the challenge i have in my real work.” The co-founder of a sustainable Thai garment start-up expressed 
that confidence and competence in her creativity is an everyday CL job requirement: “My company is using 
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waste as a resource so every project requires some understand and creativity to deal with the limitation of ma-
terials.” 




Figure 4  Long-term impact of the Genius Journey on graduates’ creativity and creative leader capacity


One award-winning Thai graduate explained in detail how he used GJ contents to live creative confidence 
and competence in his marketing role:  


“Yes I think I have. I use T-shape learning method to checkup and for self-learning. I learn new things 
and connect it together to do something new to my surrounding. Then I become one of 40Under40 2021: 
Proven leaders with ample potential in APAC marcomms by CampaignAsia.”


Long-term impact on leadership quality developments: 

 Apart from developing creativity, the CL course also aimed to instill essential leadership qualities that learners 
can use regularly during their career. Here, 73.8% of graduates (strongly) affirmed that this aim was achieved 
(mean: 4.86). For example, one former learner stated:


“Most of times I have to work with many kinds of people and have so many process about work to finish 
in each projects. If I have to in charge of Project Manager, I need to be the leader and guiding and idea to 
team, the genius journey would be more helpful to run my project.”


Long-term creative leadership development impact (CL confidence, CL competence, enduring CL mindset ac-
quisition) 

One essential aspect of any training program is to what extent the desired build-up of know-how lasts. So, we 
also investigated to what extent the graduates expressed confidence and competence in their ability to be and act 
in the capacity of a creative leader. Two in three graduates voiced strong agreement that the GJ program has 
given them the confidence (mean: 4.74) and competence (mean: 4.69) to be a genuine creative leader. This res-
ult can be explained by 73.8% of respondents also (strongly) agreeing that the GJ program has endowed them 
with the success mindset of a creative leader in an enduring way (mean: 4.84). 

For example, one course graduate sums up his lasting CL mindset as follows: “Thinking outside the box and 
intuitively. Inspiring others around me. Being a natural leader. This does not come from my position/title, but 
from my inner strength.” Another one affirms the validity of GJ’s mindset-oriented approach of CLD: “Mindset 
is a powerful tool, it can take wherever you want to be. We all need to be equipped with Creative Leadership 
Mindset.” Finally, one of the German graduates summed-up his lasting CL mindset as follows:


“During my career, I was told by several managers that I have a talent for being a (natural) leader and for 
positively impacting people around me. Further, I was told several times that I am exceptionally good at 
compartmentalizing. I can easily focus on only what matters (mindfully). Further, I recently changed 
industries and successfully joined the real estate (finance) industry as a new starter, because I wanted to 
learn something new and prove myself. Since then, I am being admired by my colleagues for having 
been so open minded and courageous.”


7

http://www.ispim.org


This paper was presented at the XXXIV ISPIM Innovation Conference, Ljubljana, Slovenia on 4-7 June 2023.  
The publication is available to ISPIM members at www.ispim.org.

4.3.	 Long-term career impact (creative career choice, career progression)

In the following, we discuss the impact of the GJ program on graduates’ careers against the backdrop of their 
present career background as outlined in Appendix 1 and the quantitative results depicted in Figure 5. Interest-
ingly, our quantitative data confirm a strong career impact of the CL course. Half of the program graduates 
(strongly) agreed that the GJ course program directed them towards more creative career choices, with another 
38% rather agreeing (mean 4.55). Likewise, 57.2% of graduates voiced (strong) agreement that the course posit-
ively impacted their career progression (with another 33.3% stating they rather agree (mean 4.6). Moreover, 
73.8% of respondent (strongly) affirmed that the GJ program taught them essential creative success mindsets 
that have been valuable for their professional career evolution (21.6% rather agreed; mean: 4.88).





 Figure 5  Long-term impact of the CL course on graduates’ career and life evolution 


Feedback on the career implications in the qualitative survey responses fall into three broad categories:

• When asked if the CL course influenced their career choices and helped their career progression over the 

past decade, 60% affirmed it affected both (“Yes”, “I believe yes”). 

• Quite a few learners emphasized that the course inspired them to work in a career that they feel passionate 

about (GJ Mindset 5). Working now as Senior Manager Media & Brand Activation in a Danish MNC, one 
Italian graduate commented: "Absolutely yes. It helped me picking the industry that I could see myself work-
ing in the most (travel), by realizing I couldn't have picked a job without being truly passionate about the 
industry.” A German course graduate also confirmed the strong impact of the CL course on his early career:  
“Yes, especially during the first 5 years of my career, where I worked in startups.” Yet another Thai gradu-
ate shared:


“Believe it or not this is the single course that had an impact on my career! Do you remember the little 
ball "know how to wow" that you gave us at the end of the course? It the object I brought to the inter-
view when I was asked to bring an object to represent me and has been on my desk since day one!”


• Many former learners said the CL course helped them to approach their job roles and responsibilities more 
creatively and effectively. “Yes the course directly help my career and my progression as I need to be creat-
ive in my role,” shared a Senior Marketing Manager working in a MNC in Thailand. One Economist at a 
Thai Think Tank commented, “I used some of theory to maintain my team.” One Thai graduate now works 
as Regional Marketing Manager in an MNC in Singapore, which she attributes to GJ mindsets acquired: 


“The Creative Leadership course influenced me in both personal and professional. Especially, my per-
spective about fear. It helps to make me decide to take on the role that previously I don't feel I may not 
qualify and also move to another country to work.”


The former learners also confirmed that the GJ program was positively transformational for their career and life 
(mean 4.76). Interestingly, the highest mean score (5.1) flagged up when probing for the life benefits of the GJ 
method. A whopping four out of five program graduates (strongly) agreed that the creative success mindsets  
taught in the GJ program have been beneficial for their personal lives (with a further 19% rather agreeing). One 
GJ graduate recommends that future learners,“Open minded to take this course, you will found something that 
will shape your life better. Not only for the work but also your life.” Three other former learners commented on 
the GJ program’s life benefits in greater detail:


“I have, it was the time to decide to take the job at Aviation base and moved out of Bangkok. There were 
lots of worries at the time if I could adjust with everything as It meant new people, new environment. 
Finally, when things were settled, It was the life I wished for.’ —Thai female, now Learning and Devel-
opment Manager
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“It was the part that I aware deep down inside my mind, to know myself and know that creativity is all 
around me. I just need to keep practicing my mind until it became habit and it did.” —Thai female, now 
Marketing Manager at LuxuryGoods MNC


“Probably the idea of wanting to leave a life in my own terms. I deeply analyzed all the components of 
my life, as a sort of SWOT analysis, and realized I needed to change something. I wanted to work for fun 
and be free, not to work for money and be a slave. This allowed me to come up with an idea of ideal 
scenario and then put a plan in place to achieve it i.e., getting a remote role and directly contributing to 
something bigger than selling products.” —Spanish Male,  Senior Strategy Consultant in Travel Industry


4.4.	 LT creative success experiences (professional success, flow states, breakthrough ideas)


We also probed to what extent the graduates linked specific (creative) success experiences they enjoyed since 
program completion to the genius mindsets and practices acquired in the GJ program (see Figure 6). Half of the 
former participants (strongly) attributed a major professional success (e.g., promotion, prestigious assignment, 
award, innovative product launches) to the acquired genius mindsets. One Thai Digital Marketer earned a nom-
ination to CampaignAsia’s “40 Under 40 2021: Proven leaders with ample potential in APAC marcomms” list. 
He attributed his success to one creative GJ mindset: “I use T-shape learning method to checkup and for self-
learning. I learn new things and connect it together to do something new to my surrounding.” 


Another Thai graduate who also works in digital marketing linked “a successful campaign that brought over 
1.3 M USD revenue for the company” to “this kind of mindset to be creative with the asset” and “test and try, 
fail and learn.” Now leading the Thai subsidiary of an MNC in animal health, one former learner reported using 
the GJ mindsets to “link all the stakeholders together” when “I launched my ex-company product” in Thailand. 
One American former GJ traveler shared, “I regularly represent companies on large stages and have the skills 
and especially mindset to do so without fear.” Last but not least, a Thai graduate co-founded a sustainable textile 
start-up which turns fabric waste into new textiles. In 2022, the German channel DW TV featured her and her 
company Moreloop in a documentary as a sustainability best practice venture.


Figure 6  Long-term impact of the GJ program on success experiences of graduates


One of the end goals of the GJ program is to equip graduates with creative mindsets that can induce the ex-
perience of flow (which Csikszentmihalyi (1990) labeled as the ‘state of optimal experience’). More than six out 
of ten learners (strongly) concurred that they experience states of creative flow (or “being in the zone”). For 
example, one female Italian graduate stated: “That creative project was a constant creative flow.” A Danish 
graduate who went on to become the Global Program Manager for Google Funding reported that “when work-
ing on big sales pitches, suddenly everything just made sense, and by being customer-centric, the whole narrat-
ive becomes clear.” A German graduate shared how he even reaches flow states in a finance career: “Yes, con-
stantly when working on financial analyses and forecasts. It feels easy for me to reach this state.” Yet another 
former Thai graduate who has advanced to be the Regional Head Integration Services of a Pharma MNC de-
scribed her flow experience as follows: “Yes, sometimes, I just forget the time and keep continue to think and 
work.” Another learner shared a flow-like experience in greater detail:


“It wasn't a state of creative flow per-se but it felt like being in the zone. After a tough period at work I 
was very stressed, and felt burnt-out, unfortunately we still had a very important audit that we needed to 
do well, then it would be New Year holiday. I somehow talked to myself and put myself in a focus mode, 
and during the 2 days-audit everything worked out, I could find solutions to all obstacles, everything 
clicked. We passed the audit with very good results.”


The ultimate goal (and final destination of the Genius Journey) is to increase the likelihood of program 
graduates experiencing a moment of creative breakthrough. Surprisingly, 75.6% of former learners affirmed 
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having experienced a creative breakthrough (mean: 4.51). 12.2% of graduates even strongly agree, suggesting 
they indeed experienced a Eureka moment. One American graduate describes how his transformational “Eureka 
moment completely changed the way I looked at how I wanted my career to progress.” One Spanish graduate 
shares how his courage to opt for the path less traveled was rewarded with subsequent Eureka-experiences:


“Yes. When I decided to leave a comfortable corporate job at a large firm to pursue the idea of doing 
something meaningful and help communities through tourism through a very small firm. It was a risky 
decision, but overcoming fear was key. Since then, I had many 'Eureka' moments that made me very 
happy.’


The ’40 under 40 marcomm leader’ reported that “Most of the breakthrough idea happen in business pro-
cess. Quite so technical, but it help me a lot for self confident and also inspiring other people with my success.”


On the other hand, two former learners from Germany acknowledged that they have not yet had a true 
Eureka moment. “I did not experience „the“ moment. Certainly there were many situations when I recap to the 
Genius Journey,” commented one, while the other one stated: “Unfortunately not (yet)! This is mainly due to 
the fact that the applicability of creativity in my (finance) jobs so far is unfortunately very limited.” 


4.5.	 Investigating the long-term effectiveness and creativeness of the Genius Journey program


In the earlier sections of this chapter, the respondents shared their vivid recollections of the CL course and the 
substantial long-term impact it had on the evolution of their careers and lives and their creative leadership capa-
city. Given these results, it is little wonder that the vast majority of CL graduates confirm the high effectiveness 
and creativity of both the GJ method (78.6% echo strong agreement; mean: 5.02) and the experiential pedago-
gical approach in which the CLD program is delivered (83.4% do (strongly) agree here; mean: 5.07). Figure 7  
illustrates the respective data. 


A French female graduate who nowadays works for an MNC as Area Sales Manager EMEA sums up the 
powerful long-term impact of the GJ method and pedagogy of CLD:


“I didn't think creativity could be taught, for me it was a quality that one has or not but I found interest-
ing that we can all work on it and improve it. Today my colleagues refers to me as the creative one but i 
never pictured myself as creative at all.”


Another graduate affirmed:


“I successfully founded a company, likely also motivated in the learnings of this course.”


Even though these findings confirm the long-term effectiveness and creativity of the GJ program, quite a 
few former learners suggested that they would like to retake or refresh it. “I would love to revisit all of it!” 
stated one Danish graduate, and one American graduate recommended future candidates, “Enjoy and immerse 
into the course to its fullest and repeat it a few years later again.”


Figure 7  Long-term effectiveness and creativity of the Genius Journey method and experiential pedagogy 
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5	 Discussion


Conclusion: Creative leaders can be developed with an enduring impact using a mindsets-based approach 
coupled with an experiential pedagogy


Three of our earlier studies (Reis et al. (2018, 2020a and 2020b) suggested that the course graduates deemed the 
Genius Journey method of CLD with its experiential pedagogy both to be an effective and creative CLD ap-
proach. Our present findings confirm the method’s effectiveness, creativity and enduring personal transforma-
tional effect not only in the short run, but also long-term with a time lag of almost a decade. Thereby, graduates 
of the CL program affirmed both in quantitative and qualitative terms:

• the viability of GJ’s mindset-based approach of CLD.

• the importance of animating the CLD methodology with a corresponding experiential pedagogy.

• that creative leaders are not born, but can be developed by sending candidates on the Genius Journey.

• a strong and lasting impact of the CL course on graduates’ career choice and progression, which also re-

flects in the vertical upward mobility and horizontal flexibility of many active creative leaders.

Our findings also suggest that there seems to be indeed a hierarchy of creative mindsets and an optimal se-
quence of mindset acquisition (Reis, 2015), which other CLD methods overlook as they suggest that creative 
mindsets can be developed in parallel (e.g., Gelb, 1998 and 2003; Thorpe, 1998).

While we intend to explore this phenomenon further in a subsequent qualitative research study with standout 
graduates, our present findings also offers initial evidence that the GJ method delivers on its ultimate goal — 
allowing more CL to come up with breakthrough ideas. Comments from some graduates indicate that they in-
deed experienced a Eureka moment of personal breakthrough creativity.  

The GJ stops that had some especially evocative excursions had a good recall of contents, too. So linking the 
desired learnings of a particular CLD session (i.e., in the case of the GJ program, the acquisition of a particular 
creativity-supporting GJ mindset) to the essential spirit and attraction of an excursion is a strategy recommended 
to achieve greater insights and long-term stickiness of contents.


Recommendations for future research

The findings of our explorative empirical paper into the long-term impacts of the Genius Journey program of 

CLD on learners open the door for more comprehensive future research investigations. We intend to deepen the 
insights from the present paper in a subsequent qualitative study where we will interview those program gradu-
ates who reported extraordinary career progressions and successes (awards, nominations, Eurekas). Moreover, 
we also intend to report in a separate quantitative research paper the relationships between variables that we 
observed when using multivariate statistical procedures on the dataset.


Recommendations for CLD program designers and educators

“Education is not the filling of a bucket, but the lighting of a fire.” In line with William Butler Yeats’ adage, 

our findings underline the importance of using an experiential approach in line with Kolb’s (2000) learning 
cycle as well as a variety of creative pedagogical tools (memorable out-of-class excursions, exercises for both 
mind and body, puzzles, notebook journaling, etc.). Furthermore, our findings underline the importance of run-
ning a CLD program with a course instructor who genuinely lives and breathes creative leadership themself.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. 	 General demographical and career-specific distributions of the sample


In this section, we introduce data outlining the demographical background and career-related specifics of the 
sample (see also Figure 8):

• Gender: The 55 respondents we included in the sample were equally split between male and female course 

graduates. 

• Age: The age of the responding former CLD course graduates ranges between 30 to 43 years, with a mean 

of 35.2 years. 

• Nationality and residence: The majority of respondents are Thai nationals (68.1%), with the rest coming 

from Europe (one in four learners) as well as Singapore, Brazil, and the US (one participant each). Four 
respondents currently work and reside in a country other than their home country.


• Organisational types: Almost two in five CL graduates currently pursue careers in a Multinational Corpora-
tion (MNC), and another 13% in a Large Local Corporation (LLC). Slightly more than one in four respond-
ents work in a family business or SME, while 11.1% of the former learners joined a start-up and scale-up 
venture, often as (co-)founders. 


• Hierarchy level: 37.4% of the course graduates hold senior executive positions, 47.3% work in Middle 
Management or as Senior Functional Specialist and only 15.4% are still in lower-level roles.


• Career mobility and agility: The GJ course graduates had, on average, 2.3 vertical career jumps (= promo-
tions) and 1.8 horizontal career moves (= new industry, business function, country) over an average of 9.2 
years since taking the course. These numbers indicate the group's relatively higher upward mobility and 
horizontal agility compared to an overall work population. 


• Industry: The sample covers 25 different industries spanning technology (17%), consumer goods (9.4%), 
creative industries (such as advertising, PR, and other creative agencies; 7.5%) to conservative industries 
such as banking & finance (7.5%), energy & utilities, and the government sector. Overall, roughly 6 out of 
ten pursue their careers in more agile, dynamic industries that require higher levels of creativity, while 3 out 
of ten sought employment in more static, systemic industries that are more efficiency-focused (with refer-
ence to the dilemma of innovation management (Reis, 2023)).  


• Functional job responsibility: The sample covered 19 functional roles in business, whereby most respond-
ents worked in marketing/advertising (17.0%), sales (13.2%), education/training (9.4%), General Manage-
ment, and Project Management (both 7.5%). Again, six out of ten CL graduates work in functional roles 
that are more creativity- rather than efficiency-driven.


• Corporate lifecycle stages: 52% of the course graduates work in a company in one of the dynamic, creative 
company lifecycle phases (Creation, Growth, Re-creation), while 48% joined organizations in more static 
and analytical phases (Solidifying, Systems). This balanced mix is noteworthy as most organizations reside 
in the company lifecycle's latter phases (Fall & Winter).
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Figure 8  Demographic and career-specific sample distributions


0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
38.9%

13%

27.8%

11.1%
7.4%1.9% Others

Creative Agency
Government Organization
Start-up / Scale Up Venture
SME or Family Business
Large Local Corporation (LLC)
Multinational Corporation (MNC)

Nationalities 
Distribution

50%

50 %

Gender 
Distribution N=43

St
ud

y 
Co

ho
rt

s

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

0 2 4 6 8 10 12

Average

Average Time Passed since the course: 9 Y 1.5 M

Years Passed

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%
19.2%

18.2%

36.4%

10.9%
7.3%
5.5%3.6%

General Staff
Functional Specialist
Lower Management
Senior Functional Specialist
Middle Management
Senior Management
Owner/Executive/C-Level 

Hierarchical Career Level

-1

0

1

2

3

4

5

-1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Average

AverageVertical Career Jumps

  Horizontal Career Moves

>5  

Career Mobility & Agility

CREATION

GROWTH

SOLIDIFYING
SYSTEMS

RE-CREATION

Lifecycle Phase

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

33.3%35.2%13.0%16.7%1.9%

Creation (Spring) Growth (Summer) Solidifying (Autumn)
Systemic (Winter) Re-Creation (Spring 2)

Static & Analytical

Dynamic & Creative

Dynamic & Creative

Corporate Life Cycle Phase of Current OrganizationCareer in Organizational Type

Functional Career RolesCareer in Industry Type

Efficient / Static
9.4%

Both
30.2% Creative / Dynamic

60.4%

Creative / Dynamic
Both
Efficient / Static

Efficient / Static
22.6%

Both
20.8%

Creative / Dynamic
56.6%

Creative / Dynamic
Both
Efficient / Static

Technology 17.0% 
Consumer Goods 9.7% 

Creative Ind. 7.5% 
Education 5.7% 

Others  20.5%

Banking & Finance 7.5% 
Energy & Utilities 5.7% 
Others  9.8%

Marketing/Advert. 17.0% 
Sales 13.2% 

Education/Train. 9.4% 
Management 7.5% 

Others  13.3%

Finance 5.7% 
Analyst  3.8%

Project Mgmt 7.5% 
IT 5.7% 
HR 3.8% 
Others  13.7%

14

http://www.ispim.org


This paper was presented at the XXXIV ISPIM Innovation Conference, Ljubljana, Slovenia on 4-7 June 2023.  
The publication is available to ISPIM members at www.ispim.org.

Appendix 2.	 Qualitative feedback on the GJ stops and related experiential excursions

In this section, we present the CL graduates qualitative recollections of the various GJ stops and related out-of-
class course excursions. The said comments expand on the discussion in Part 4.1 and are reported here in order 
to keep within the scope of an ISPIM paper. 


LT recollection of the GJ mindsets and how they impacted CL graduates

Unsurprisingly, GJ Stop 1 was the biggest initial hurdle for most graduates who learned to “Stop my doubts, 
worries and fear” and replace it with “Persistence action courage belief.” One former learner noted the pivotal 
importance of this first destination stop: “For me, the 1st stop is very important. In real life, everything is al-
ways difficult at the beginning but You must not be afraid to start. Because if you don't start, you will never go 
forward or be successful.” Another echoed this sentiment: “For me step #1 is the most important, you have to 
throw off your fear and start to be creative. And also told yourself that you can be creative.” So, as another 
learner added: “Be fearless and you can find something incredible.”


After having mastered the lesson “Do not be afraid to start something new,” the learners moved to GJ Stop 
2, where they learned how to overcome their worst enemy (“Ego that we must be changed”) and “finding my 
inner self” and “Being self-confident and authentic.” As one learner put it: “It is better to be yourself and speak 
up than to put a mask on.”


Quite a few graduates also recalled the empowering mindsets at the interconnected GJ Stops 3 and 4 (“being 
open & curious, being positive and playful”) and to “Stop being judgmental and closed-minded” as well as 
negative and serious.  Interestingly, some former learners also commented on the “importance of body lan-
guage,” thus signalling they captured how the body-mind connection impacts one’s thoughts on this level. 


Many learners elaborated on the crucial importance for a CL of “not working just for the money” and in-
stead “Find your passion and what you love to do” (GJ Stop 5). One learner commented: “Passion/Purpose, it 
was valuable because it helped me later in life realizing I couldn’t have been good at any job unless I did some-
thing within an industry/for a company that reflects my personal values and passions/interests.” Another former 
learner from Germany admitted that he is still searching:


“I also remember very well the lessons about "working only for money" and "do what you love", be-
cause so far I still don't fully love what I'm doing (professionally) and I seem to work (only) for money - 
so I better start thinking about the course more (haha!)”


Most graduates have vivid recollections on the creativity-related GJ Stops 6 and 7. Stop 6 alerts CL candid-
ates “That an exclusively rational mind limits your full potential” and to engage in integrated “whole-mind 
thinking” instead. Many learners commented they recalled “All the thinking out of the box” and doing creative 
activities such as “brainstorming and mind maps” or “use X-IDEA.” One former learner from Belgium 
stated: “With this course, I realized that analytics is not the only important thing! And this is helping me on my 
day to day work.” Likewise, a German manager now working in a financial field agreed: “That it’s very import-
ant to not only use your rational mind at work, because this would limit oneself. Having learned about thinking 
unconventionally and outside the box still sticks in my mind today.”


GJ Stop 7 is about “stop being an expert, which came surprising to me” and starting being a “T-shaped per-
son” (i.e., someone combining deep domain expertise with a broad general knowledge, skills, and experience 
repertoire) who “collect and connect the dots” to arrive at original creative solutions. One Thai graduate shared 
that “Being a T shape person can really helps you get far in your career.” Another MNC Country Manager from 
Thailand noted that “Most of the time I use X-IDEA to brainstorm but use the T to frame my work.” Further-
more, a Functional Manager in a Thai Pharmaceutical MNC regarded this aspect as personally impactful: “For 
me, it would be the “T shape” person. I was a Ph.D. in Science and we were thought [taught] to be excel in spe-
cific field. This aspect is kind of opposite but interesting for me.”


Fewer learners referenced the interconnected GJ Stops 8 and 9, which remind CL candidates of “Being focus 
and mindful and be flexible” instead of being habitual, static, and mindless.


While overall mentioned less frequently, one Spanish Strategy Consultant identified “Stop number 10” (i.e. 
balance focused doing with relaxed being) as the most relevant mindset for him (he also reported experiencing 
flow states regularly); this stop also had significance for one Thai Senior HR Manager who recalled she needs to 
avoid “doing things in disharmony and stress.” One Italian graduate also highlights the importance of balance 
and taking a break as follows: 


“I remember being advised by Dr.D to sometimes make sure to take a break from routine and do some-
thing different, even a small thing throughout the day. That really sticked to my mind and even now 
when I feel overwhelmed I adopt that suggestion.”
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LT recollection of the GJ mindset-related out-of-class excursions

As expected, and by design, the first GJ excursion was the most sticky one in the mind of former learners: the 
visit to a realistic yet staged Haunted House that helped the learners to confront and overcome their doubts, wor-
ries, and fears (“the haunting house I’ll never forget!”). Two graduates recall the experience and its impact on 
them in vivid detail:


”OVERCOME THE FEARS" - I would say this word has changed my life completely. You know what I 
was the one who never thinking about going to haunted house because I was really scared of unexpected 
things coming to approach me. After that they I realized that it was nothing. In my real life, I was scared 
of making mistakes and failures that a reason why my previous part of life wasn't that colorful and suc-
cessful. After that day, I have changed my mindset. And everything are getting better. I have been trying 
to do many things including having my own business. Well, just face it first - not fear first. Thank you so 
much.” —Thai entrepreneur and pastry chef


“We went to the haunting house discussing on the topic of Fear. It impacted me that I usually had the 
thought of fear to start the journey. Actually, most of the fear comes from our own thought in the head 
rather that being there for real. From that experience, I tended to have more courage to trial and error and 
if I failed, I merely learned from it.” —Thai Learning & Development Manager


A highly effective excursion was also the second trip where the learners toured a luxury shopping mall with 
a self-made paper bag mask, symbolizing the masks behind which many people hide their true selves. (Later, we 
also visited a wax works museum). “I like the mask one,” noted one former learner on his favorite tour, and 
another one commented that “Going out wearing a paper bag and being unidentified” gave them “more cour-
age to do things.” One German graduate stated that the experience made him realize, “Most people are just in-
terested in themselves. There is nothing to be scared of.”


A female graduate from Italy shared how the ascent of the Golden Mount (an excursion related to GJ Stop 5) 
made a deep, transformational impression on her:


"Climbing on top of a Buddhist monastery in Bangkok, as for some reason for me was a big moment for 
self reflection and made me realise how lucky I was to be in that specific place, in that specific moment. 
despite some other things in my life weren't going as planned. I also think it was nice I could enjoy it as 
a self-reflective moment despite we were in a group sharing that experience.”


Another excursion to the Garden of Change stayed on the minds of quite a few learners, too. It gave each 
learner a chance to “step out of my comfort zone” physically, encouraged them to “Exercise regularly,” and 
become aware of the changing nature and interconnectedness of everything alive. The tour also invited the co-
hort to learn to “exercise our mindfulness” and cultivate present-moment awareness and multi-sensory percep-
tion through doing usual things in unusual ways (“walked with bare feet” and “hugged the tree”).


A final sticky highlight of the course was the Genius Hall of Fame. Here, each learner portrayed the life and 
achievement of one genius leader they had researched in parallel throughout the course. One learner commented 
that he enjoyed “The time I study profile of Benjamin Franklin.” Another graduate stated it “makes me inspired 
a lot from the person who I chose to present,” and yet another added: “I love when I show my leader that I want 
to be like them.”


“Researching on a leader” allowed each learner to reconcile the journey of their chosen creative leader with 
their struggles, as one graduate noted: “The final creative leader presentations were an insightful exercise that 
forced us to look ourselves in the mirror and understand who represented the creative values we wanted to 
achieve someday.” Even more importantly, all the “inspirational speeches” allowed the entire cohort to notice 
that all featured creative top achievers lived by most or all of the GJ mindsets taught in the CL course. One 
graduate accentuated this aspect explicitly: “When we did the essay about the creative leader portrait, all of the 
leaders presented in class had the characteristics for being genius and creative leaders per Genius Leader.”
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