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Abstract: This article introduces the concept of transformational creativity, which is creativity that
is deployed to make a positive, meaningful, and potentially enduring difference to the world.
Transformational creativity is compared to transactional creativity, which is creativity deployed in
search of a reward, whether externally or internally generated. The article also discusses different
kinds of transactional and transformational creativity. For example, some transactional creativity is
inert, meaning that it never comes to fruition. Transformational creativity can be directed inward,
outward, or both ways. The article also discusses pseudo-transformational creativity, which is
offered by the creator as making the world a better place, when in fact its goal is to improve the
lot of the person who is pseudo-transformationally creative. Many charismatic leaders are pseudo-
transformational autocrats. It is concluded that, at this point in time, the world desperately needs the
work of transformationally creative individuals.

Keywords: creativity; transactional creativity; transformational creativity; pseudo-transformational
creativity

If one wishes to understand a construct, one way to do it is to consult experts in the
field in which the construct is embedded. In seeking to understand intelligence, creativity,
and wisdom, one scholar did just that [1]. Sternberg asked professors in the fields of art,
business, philosophy, and physics to rate behaviors that had been provided as relevant in
their respective professions for the characteristicness of the behaviors with reference to an
extremely intelligent, creative, or wise person.

The results for professors of philosophy were typical: The correlations were 0.56 for
intelligence with creativity, 0.42 for intelligence with wisdom, and 0.37 for creativity and
wisdom. For experts in all four fields as well as for laypersons, of the three correlations,
the correlation of ratings for wisdom and creativity was the lowest. Put another way,
intelligence and creativity, on the one hand, and intelligence and wisdom, on the other,
were both viewed as psychologically more similar than are creativity and wisdom.

These ratings perhaps make sense in terms of typical Westernized definitions of
intelligence, creativity, and wisdom. Intelligence typically is defined in terms of ability to
adapt, reason, and learn [2]. Creativity is usually defined in terms of the ability to produce
novel and useful ideas [3]. Wisdom is defined in terms of the ability to find a common
good, to balance interests, to balance intellectual and emotional responses, and to recognize
one’s intellectual and other limitations [4]. On these definitions, creativity is about coming
up with something new; wisdom is about gaining a balanced perspective on something
old (already existing); and intelligence is somewhere in-between.

Experts, like everyone else, are culturally embedded. Put another way, they are experts
within a cultural context. In the case of a physicist, their cultural embeddedness may matter
somewhat less. An atom is an atom, wherever one happens to live. Physicists in different
cultural settings might assign different levels of importance to understanding atoms, but
atoms remain atoms. However, when it comes to constructs like intelligence, creativity,
and wisdom, it is by no means clear that they are precisely the same thing in any culture,
and many psychologists believe they are not [5–10].
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If one wishes to consult experts, an alternative to asking designated experts is to rely
on the wisdom of the crowd [11,12], recognizing that crowds are not always wise (but
neither are experts). If one wishes to expand upon a traditional post-industrial Western
view, one possibility is to look beyond the usual university experts in the West. Some of
the best experts might be, as it turns out, hunters, gatherers, farmers, and fishermen living
in rural Kenya.

Investigators surveyed rural Kenyans on their conceptions of intelligence [13]. They
found that the rural Kenyan conception involves four constructs. Rieko is very close to
what conventional Western intelligence tests measure, especially knowledge and analytical
cognitive skills. Luoro, in contrast, involves practical skills, including respect for others.
Paro involves initiative and trying new things and is similar in many respects to creativity.
Winjo involves understanding the various elements and their interrelations in complex
situations and is similar to wisdom. These elements form the basis for a broad Western
theory of adaptive intelligence [14].

In Kenya, creativity is also perceived more broadly than it is in the West. In particular,
it involves imagination but also an ethical element [15]. Such views are widespread across
the African continent [16,17]. In other words, whereas creativity in the post-industrialized
West focuses on novelty and usefulness, creativity in Africa and parts of Asia seems to
involve not only doing something novel and useful, but also doing something that is
actually good for the world.

Why might we even want to look to this broader conception of creativity today, or at
least when this article is being written in mid-2021? Why might a conception of wisdom
that integrates creativity with elements of wisdom actually be itself an example of wisdom
in the psychological field? As we all know, the world is facing enormous challenges
from many different sides (see [14]). Air pollution is a deadly danger and has been
associated with more than 4 million deaths per year, as well as with severe and debilitating
respiratory illnesses as well as other illnesses [18]. Global climate change is wreaking
havoc around the world and is likely only to get worse, causing floods, severe hurricanes,
and warming temperatures that will make some parts of the world unlivable that are
currently inhabitable [19–21]. Countless deaths and perhaps a million species extinctions
can and will continue to be attributed to it. Then there is COVID-19, which has killed over
4 million people as of mid-2021. Many of the deaths could not have been prevented, but
cynical politicians around the world are using the pandemic to advance their own political,
personal, or economic agendas. At the time this essay is being written, the Governor of
Florida in the United States seems to be taking every step possible to make the pandemic
worse to gain credibility with “conservative” loyalists and anti-vaccine advocates, despite
his state having one of the highest rates of COVID-19 in the country [22]. Florida is now
the epicenter of the pandemic in the United States, and the governor appears to be more
concerned with political symbolism and his own political advancement than with people
dying [23]. The list of problems goes on, but it is not likely to become shorter because
so many leaders are often acting in ways that exacerbate rather than solve the problems,
such as promoting a view of whether to get vaccinated against COVID-19 as a choice that
exercises the individual’s “personal freedom.” It may be, but it is a personal choice that
affects others when an ill person breathes on others, infecting and possibly killing them.
Is this choice really so different from drunk driving? Should people be allowed to drive
drunk as a matter of “personal freedom,” without regard to the consequences of those
inadvertently run over by the drunk driver’s car?

What would an African perspective on creativity, as described, look like in post-
industrialized Western society? Or anywhere, really? I believe a clue can be found in a
recently proposed concept of transformational giftedness [24–26]. The basic idea of the
concept, building on the concepts of transformational and transactional leadership, is that
giftedness can be divided into two main kinds—transactional and transformational [27–29].
Within each of these kinds of giftedness, there are subtypes, as explained below.
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The basic idea is that transactionally gifted individuals are motivated by exchange:
They are identified as gifted, and in exchange, they give something back, such as high
grades, admission to prestigious universities, employment at prestigious firms, receipt
of awards, or whatever, so that whatever criteria were used to identify them thus can be
viewed as valid. Transformationally gifted individuals, in contrast, are motivated by the
desire to make a positive, meaningful, and potentially enduring difference to the world:
They hope, through their creativity, to make the world a better place. Transformationally
gifted individuals may also be transactionally gifted—to some extent, they have to be, to
get things done—but their main motivation is transformational. The distinction thus can
be viewed, to some extent, as a matter of how an individual deploys his or her gifts.

Why is such a distinction even useful? It is useful because, at the present time, what
the world appears to lack is not sufficient individuals with high IQ, but rather, sufficient
individuals with high enough IQs—but not necessarily the highest ones—who want to
use their gifts and talents to make the world a better place. On the contrary, many appear
to be helping the world move in the opposite direction. In many countries of the world—
China, the USSR, Hungary, Poland, Myanmar, and elsewhere—there are partially or fully
autocratic governments that firmly control their countries. In other countries, such as the
US and Brazil, there are would-be autocrats either in power or waiting in the wings who
would like to achieve total control but have not yet gotten there. They use their gifts to
maximize achievement of their own goals and care little or not at all about the people for
whom they are responsible.

These problems have been the subject of scrutiny for a long time, especially by Nicholas
Maxwell [30–33], who has recognized that civilization itself is on a collision course with
nature and with itself. Universities, according to Maxwell, seem to have been largely
oblivious to the challenges that confront the world, and continue following a dated model
of research and education that, however much it may once have seemed plausible, simply
no longer is responsive to current world challenges. Maxwell’s thinking should lead us
to reexamine what universities as well as primary and secondary schools are modeling in
their behavior.

1. What Is Transformational Creativity?

The rural Kenyan view of creativity—as producing some good for the world—is
attractive in view of current realities, but it is unlikely that Westerners are going to change
their definition of creativity any time soon. The definition of creativity as involving novelty
and usefulness/effectiveness has become too entrenched in Western thinking. Moreover,
Western researchers of creativity have found a way to deal with antisocial uses of creativity
by labeling such uses exemplars of negative or dark creativity. The opposite, in this work,
has sometimes been referred to as positive or light creativity [34–38].

The view of positive creativity seems like an attractive way of focusing people on
prosocial uses of creativity [39]. However, the term is more problematical than it first
appears to be. For example, one source defines positive creativity as the generation of
an idea that is both novel and useful or effective in some way, but that also serves a
constructive function [40]. Similar definitions can be found elsewhere [41,42]. The problem,
I suggest, is in the last clause: Constructive for whom? Suppose that a would-be autocrat
attempts to steal an election, as has happened throughout the world, including in the
United States [43]. Was the creativity involved in stealing or attempting to steal an election
positively or negatively creative, whether by pressuring the Department of Justice (US) or
by allowing only “approved” candidates to run for office (in Hong Kong, Iran, Russia, and
many other places)? The attempt may have been negative with respect to the people of the
country who get a government they do not want, but it may have been viewed as positive
by those who wanted an autocratic government, which, although a minority, may be quite
a few people.

Thus, positive, neutral, and negative creativity are always relative to the standard
of some group. The Kenyan definition of creativity seems to transcend such relativistic
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attempts and to focus instead on a common good. This view of creativity used for a
common good brings us into the territory of wisdom—the use of skills and knowledge
for a common good [44,45]. Just as transformational giftedness involves directing one’s
gifts, in general, toward a common good, so can we define transformational creativity as
directing one’s creativity, in particular, toward a common good. Thus, stealing an election
may serve the purposes of some people, but it does not serve the common good. Most
people do not want an election stolen and they are not benefited by its being stolen. On the
contrary, they experience a loss when the election is stolen from them.

Transformational creativity differs from positive creativity, at least as defined above,
in that it is not merely positive for one individual or one group or another, but good for
people (and the world, including nonhuman animals and, arguably, plants) in general. It is
creativity used to make the world a better place. It differs from ordinary creativity. Someone
working for a tech company who devises novel and useful algorithms for convincing people
to click more or spend more time on various websites may be creative, and even positively
creative with respect to the tech company’s bottom line, but they are not transformationally
creative according to this definition.

A challenging question is that of who determines the common good. Obviously, there
is no individual who resides outside a sociocultural context who can make such a judgment
in a way that is free of a sociocultural perspective and, possibly, of bias. Rather, people
need to ask challenging questions that sometimes have answers that are difficult to obtain:
(a) Who benefits from a course of action, and how great are the benefits? (b) Who loses
from a course of action, and how great are the losses? (c) Who is unaffected by a course of
action? (d) What is an optimally fair and just assessment of the relative costs and benefits?

There are no objective answers to such questions, but the greater problem, I would
argue, is not that people cannot achieve fairness and justice; it is that they do not even try.
When one surveys major conflicts around the world in the present and past, such as that
between Israelis and Palestinians, or between colonists and Native Americans in American
history, to what extent has each side made any serious effort to take the needs of the other
side into account? The greatest difficulty in attaining a common good is simply the lack
of effort. In the United States, for example, the historical treatment of Native Americans
scarcely can be chalked up to anyone’s real conception of a common good.

People often are tribal in their instincts, and often their tribalism prevents them even
from considering in any fair way the interests of other people. China wants to extend its
hegemony to Taiwan: Its question is how to do it. It may see Taiwan as part of China, but
increasingly, it sees other countries’ lands as part of China [46]. Empires have always tried
to expand, going back to ancient Rome and farther. There is nothing new under the sun
when it comes to colonization, a lesson my own country, the United States, apparently has
yet to learn. It has a history of colonialism extending all the way from the distant past to
the present (e.g., in Puerto Rico).

2. Kinds of Creativity

Using the framework of transactional and transformational creativity, one can view
various kinds of creativity, following the kinds of giftedness (see [25]). These are summa-
rized in Table 1. Consider each kind and how it plays out on the world stage.

Unidentified Creativity—Type 1

Much of the creativity in the world is unidentified, which may mean that it is waiting to
be identified. For example, the creativity of Van Gogh in his paintings was amazing, but for
the most part, discovered only after Van Gogh died. Gregor Mendel’s creativity in working
out the mechanisms of inheritance was largely unknown before his death. Of course,
we have no way of knowing how much creativity, including potentially Big-C (world-
changing) creativity [47], is out there. The world is without doubt full of extraordinary
ideas few of us know about.
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There also may be people, not just products, with unidentified creativity. These people,
living in conditions that never give them a chance to exhibit their creativity, are lost precious
human resources. They may grow up in societies that suppress creativity, may have been
imprisoned because of their creativity, or may have done creative things that, quite simply,
they did not know how to promote, or did not even try to promote.

Table 1. Deployment of giftedness: Four categories of utilization of gifts *.

Kind of Creativity Category Identification Definition

Unidentified Type 1 The individual is never identified as creative despite their
creative potential

Transactional Creativity The individual is expected to perform in a creative way in
exchange for being identified or employed

Inert Creativity Type 2
The individual fails to act creatively even though they
were identified as creative or hired because they were

deemed to be creative

Fully Transactional Creativity Type 3 The individual gives back creatively in exchange for
having been identified as, or employed to be creative

Transformational Creativity The individual seeks to make positive, meaningful
creative change for a common good

Self-Transformational Creativity Type 4 The individual transforms themselves creatively but does
not seek to transform others

Other-Transformational Creativity Type 5 The individual creatively transforms others but
not themselves

Fully Transformational (Self + Other
Utilized) Creativity Type 6 The individual creatively transforms both themselves

and others

Pseudo-Transformational Creativity
The individual pretends to produce creative

transformation while seeking only to use their creativity
to advance themselves

Self-Destructive Pseudo-Transformational
Creativity Type 7 The individual, in seeking creatively to advance

themselves, destroys themselves in the process

Other-Destructive Pseudo-Transformational
Creativity Type 8 The individual, in seeking creatively to advance

themselves, destroys others in the process

Fully Destructive Pseudo-Transformational
Creativity Type 9 The individual, in seeking creatively to advance

themselves, destroys themselves and others

* This table is adapted and modified from Table 1 in [25]: Sternberg, R.J. (2021). Identification for utilization, not merely possession, of gifts:
What matters is not gifts but rather deployment of gifts. Gifted Education International, DOI: 10.1177/02614294211013345.

3. Transactional Creativity

Transactional creativity, as mentioned earlier, is creativity that is exhibited primarily
as an exchange. The individual is motivated by a reward [48–51]. The reward might be
extrinsic—money, awards, fame; or it might be intrinsic—the feeling of a job well done.
In the latter case, the transaction is essentially with oneself. Creativity is often driven by
intrinsic motivation; but intrinsic motivation, on this view, can be transactional. One is not
necessarily trying to make the world a better place. On the contrary, some people seem to
take pleasure and feel a sense of intrinsic accomplishment in making the world worse, such
as, at the extreme, a torturer in the Spanish Inquisition (or, unfortunately, today) who takes
pleasure in using creativity to devise novel and, to the torturer, useful ways to harm others.

3.1. Inert Creativity—Type 2

Inert creativity is a promise unkept. Perhaps someone performs well on a test of
creativity, such as the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (TTCT) [52,53], but then proves
not to be creative in their work. Or someone is hired for their creativity but cannot bring it
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to bear upon the particular tasks for which they were hired. Their creativity is inert—it is
not activated. For example, if someone is hired to create advertisements for a new product,
and the advertisements fail to excite interest or to increase revenue, the creator’s creativity
was inert, at least in this instance.

Such instances are probably common, and not just with creativity. So many people do
well on standardized tests of intellectual skills, only to flub when it comes to dealing with
life. The problem is that tests are only modest predictors. There is a substantial difference,
for example, between finding unusual uses of a paper clip [54] and being creative in life.
Conventional assessments of creativity simply cannot replicate the emotional stakes and
the magnitude and scope of real-world problems that challenge people’s creativity [55].

3.2. Fully Transactional Creativity—Type 3

Fully transactional creativity is successful creativity, in the sense that one is identified
as creative and then gives back the creativity that is expected, by others, by oneself, or
by both. It goes beyond standard measurements of creativity. When people are hired for
creative jobs, the deal is transactional. The people may enjoy being creative—but it is still
transactional. What matters in terms of the present taxonomy is not the motivation for the
creativity, but rather, the deployment of the creativity.

For example, the creative employees in most tech firms use their creativity in ways
that they find challenging and meaningful and that improve the bottom lines of their
organizations. However, whether the work they do improves society is often an open
question and is typically not a main motivation for what they do. Much of the work may
be positively creative in some ways (some people profit from it—for example, in acquiring
surveillance devices) and negatively creative in other ways (other people lose from it by
being placed under surveillance, often without their knowledge).

4. Transformational Creativity

Transformational creativity is creativity deployed to make the world a better place—to
make a positive, meaningful, and potentially enduring difference to the world. People who
are transformationally creative often also are transactionally creative—they have paying
jobs, like most other people, and they care about their work. What differentiates them as
transformationally creative is that they go beyond transaction—they use their creativity to
affect positive change that seeks a common good. They are creative in the Kenyan sense.

4.1. Self-Transformational Creativity—Type 4

Self-transformational creativity is deployed when one uses one’s creativity to improve
and enrich one’s own life, but when the creativity does not necessarily affect others.
For example, someone might creatively compose music or perform music but have only
themselves as an audience. Their work might seem to be little-c (see [47]), but it also might
be potentially Pro-c in the sense that it is equally creative to that of talented professionals
in the field. The individual just chooses to keep the work to themselves.

Retired people, for example, often take up a hobby that they have had, such as playing
music or writing fiction, and then turn new attention to these hobbies, working their
hardest to produce creative products. However, at that point in their lives, they might not
feel a need for a large audience, or even for any audience beyond themselves. Their work
may greatly enrich their own lives and make a positive and meaningful addition to their
lives without affecting the lives of others.

4.2. Other-Transformational Creativity—Type 5

Other-transformational creativity is transformational for others but not for oneself.
The writings of Sylvia Plath, Virginia Woolf, David Foster Wallace, Ernest Hemingway, and
Anne Sexton transformed the lives of many, but it did not save the authors from misery
or, ultimately, from committing suicide. Creative people sometimes have mental-health
challenges that make their own lives miserable [56]. Other-transformational creativity is
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not necessarily associated with poor mental health. The creativity of Mahatma Gandhi and
Nelson Mandela in statesmanship made the lives of millions of others much better, but
their own lives were highly challenging.

4.3. Fully Transformational Creativity—Type 6

Fully transformationally creative individuals benefit both others and themselves
through their creativity. They manage to contribute to others without sacrificing or inadver-
tently destroying their own lives. It is always difficult to pinpoint whose life is happy and
whose is not because one never knows what is going on beneath the surface. Moreover,
everyone’s life has challenges. However, helping others does not have to mean sacrificing
one’s own life. Fully transformationally creative people find fulfillment both for themselves
and for others.

5. Pseudo-Transformational Creativity

Pseudo-transformational creativity is presented as improving the world when in fact
it is destructive to the common good. Pseudo-transformationally creative individuals find
ways to make the world worse under the guise of making it better.

5.1. Self-Destructive Pseudo-Transformational Creativity—Type 7

These individuals pretend to be creative for a good cause but end up destroying
themselves through their pretense of doing good. Makers of ingenious explosive devices
that are used by suicide bombers occasionally blow themselves up in the process of creating
their destructive devices. They may not even have succeeded in harming any person
besides themselves. They often claim to be intent on saving the world for some religion
or ideology but in fact are only causing harm, ultimately, in these cases, to themselves.
During the insurrection at the Capitol building in January 2021, a number of individuals
bragged on social media about the creative ways they had found to breach the Capitol
building. Those who have been discovered have repaid themselves with infamy, fines,
imprisonment, and in at least one case, death.

5.2. Other-Destructive Pseudo-Transformational Creativity—Type 8

Other-destructive pseudo-transformationally creative individuals cause harm to oth-
ers. For example, I would suggest that at least some of the individuals in social-media
enterprises have become other-destructively pseudo-transformationally creative. While
claiming to provide a valuable service to humanity, they instead have devised ways of
addicting people to their social media and to the often harmful and false propaganda—the
“fake news”—that emanates from it.

In tech, as in leadership, people often are slow to recognize other-destructive pseudo-
transformational creativity. Former US president Donald Trump tried multiple novel and,
to him, potentially useful ways of trying to stay in power [57]. Fortunately, they all failed.

To this day, as is often the case, many people do not recognize other-destructive
pseudo-transformational creativity when it stares them in the face. That is, indeed, what
pseudo-transformational creativity is about—disguising one’s ill intentions behind a cloak
of righteousness. It is scarcely a new game. There always have been people who fall for it,
and presumably, there always will be.

5.3. Fully Destructive Pseudo-Transformational Creativity—Type 9

Fully destructive pseudo-transformational creativity hurts everyone. It is a form of
dark creativity see [34–38]. It is the creativity of, say, Andrew Fastow, who helped to bring
down Enron through a series of ingenious but illegal financial machinations, or of Bernie
Madoff, who cleverly but perniciously brought financial chicanery through a pyramid
scheme to new depths. The individuals find ingenious ways of pretending to do right,
while harming others and ultimately themselves. Both Hitler and Mussolini met violent
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deaths. Charismatic leaders always deserve a second look: Is their charisma a way of
producing positive social change, or of hiding negative changes?

6. Conclusions

What, exactly, is transformational creativity? It is, I believe, what links together
creativity and wisdom. It is creativity applied positively to the common good in a way
that recognizes that the reason we don’t solve problems often is because we are solving the
wrong problem! Transformational creativity is not just about transformational solutions,
but also about transformations of misdefined problems to recognize what the problems
are we really need to solve. For example, the problem of poverty can be addressed in the
short term by financial help; but in the long term, it only can be solved by providing the
education, resources, and in some cases, professional socialization that will enable people to
become meaningfully employed. That is, a long-term solution requires a different definition
of the problem from a short-term fix. Transformational creativity has the positive ethical
purpose that is found in wisdom, but that often is missing from ordinary creativity. It is
creativity that fits the ethical and other constraints that inhere in a wide variety of everyday
family, local, national, and international situations [58]. Always, however, the opportunity
to be transformationally creative, and the ways in which one can be transformationally
creative, depend on the cultural and temporal contexts in which one lives.

Obviously, not everyone who is creative in a society will be transformationally creative.
There is plenty of room for those who are simply transactionally creative. However, it
can be a serious problem if transformational creativity is sparse or absent. For much of
the history of the United States, for example, creativity seemed little to be rewarded or
even studied. In recent years, as society has come to realize how important creativity is
to the flourishing of society, the appreciation of creativity has risen. Today, creativity is
valued and studied widely (see [3,41]). Its importance is largely recognized. However, the
definition of creativity in the West, unlike in the Kenyan sample (see [15]), does not include
a positive moral or ethical purpose. At the same time, we need to recognize that in Kenya,
the West, or anyplace else, there is no single definition of creativity that fits all folk (implicit)
theories or explicit theories. People, wherever they live, regardless of time or place, often
adapt constructs to meet the challenges in their lives. What promoters of creativity did
not realize when promoting creativity training and development is that creativity so often
can be used for ill purposes—to create devices that increase air pollution, global warming,
illegal surveillance, and more. I suggest the time has come to recognize that what we need
to develop in young people is not merely creativity, but rather, transformational creativity.
We have the opportunity. We need to avail ourselves of it.
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