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This article reviews a systems model of leadership. Accord-
ing to the model, effective leadership is a synthesis of
wisdom, creativity, and intelligence (WICS). It is in large
part a decision about how to marshal and deploy these
resources. One needs creativity to generate ideas, aca-
demic (analytical) intelligence to evaluate whether the
ideas are good, practical intelligence to implement the
ideas and persuade others of their worth, and wisdom to
balance the interests of all stakeholders and to ensure that
the actions of the leader seek a common good. The article
relates the current model to other extant models of lead-
ership.
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Asystems model views leadership as a matter of
how one formulates, makes, and acts on decisions
(Sternberg, 2003a, 2003b, 2004, in press; Stern-

berg & Vroom, 2002). According to one such model, WICS
(Sternberg, 2003a, 2003b), the three key components of
leadership are wisdom, intelligence, and creativity, synthe-
sized. The basic idea is that one needs these three compo-
nents working together to be a highly effective leader.

One is not born a leader. In the framework of WICS,
one can speak of traits of leadership (Bird, 1940; Mann,
1959; Stogdill, 1948; Zaccaro, 2007, this issue; Zaccaro,
Kemp, & Bader, 2004), but, properly, they should be
viewed as modifiable, flexible, and dynamic rather than as
fixed, rigid, and static. Because the attributes discussed in
this article with regard to WICS are viewed as modifiable,
the term trait, which is generally associated only with
nonmodifiable or weakly modifiable characteristics, is not
used.

Wisdom, intelligence, and creativity are, to some
extent, modifiable forms of developing expertise (Stern-
berg, 1998a, 1999b) that one can decide to use in lead-
ership decisions. How one uses them depends in large
part on the situations in which one finds oneself (see
Vroom & Jago, 2007, this issue) and how these situa-
tions interact with one’s own skills (Avolio, 2007, this
issue; Vroom & Jago, 2007). The environment strongly
influences the extent to which one is able to use and
develop whatever genetic potentials one has (Grigorenko
& Sternberg, 2001; Sternberg & Grigorenko, 1997,
2001).

Leadership involves both skills and dispositions (i.e.,
attitudes). The skills are developing expertise on the basis
of how well one can execute certain functions of leader-
ship. An example of a skill is one’s knowing how to
construct a decision tree listing possible options and their
consequences. The dispositions are developing expertise on
the basis of how one thinks about these functions. An
example of a disposition is one’s attitude that it is worth-
while to generate a decision tree in the first place. The
dispositions are at least as important as the skills. One
needs creative skills and dispositions to generate fresh and
good ideas for leadership, intellectual skills and disposi-
tions to decide whether they are good ideas as well as to
implement the ideas and convince others of the value of the
ideas, and wisdom-related skills and dispositions to assess
the long- as well as short-term impacts of these ideas on
other individuals and institutions as well as oneself. In the
discussion that follows, I consider the elements of creativ-
ity, intelligence, and wisdom, in that order.

Creativity

Creativity refers to the skills and dispositions needed for
generating ideas and products that are (a) relatively novel,
(b) high in quality, and (c) appropriate for the task at hand
(Sternberg & Lubart, 1995). Skills influence the quality of
creative thought, dispositions, and the desire to engage in
creativity in the first place. Creativity is important for
leadership (Mumford & Connelly, 1991). It is the compo-
nent whereby one generates the ideas that others will fol-
low. A leader who lacks creativity may get along and get
others to go along. But he or she may get others to go along
with inferior or stale ideas.

WICS claims that creative skills and attitudes are
related to leadership success. Experimental and correla-
tional research projects show that an aspect of creative
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intelligence and of creativity, divergent thinking, is indeed
positively correlated with leadership success (Baehr, 1992;
Mumford & Connelly, 1991; Mumford, Scott, Gaddis, &
Strange, 2002). Case study research also suggests close ties
between creative thinking and leadership success (Csik-
szentmihalyi, 1996; Gardner, 1993, 1995; Gruber, 1981),
as does historiometric research (Simonton, 1988, 1994) and
organizational research (Amabile, 1999).

Types of Creative Leadership
Creative leadership can take different forms (Sternberg,
1999c; Sternberg, Kaufman, & Pretz, 2003). Some of these
forms accept current ways of doing things, others do not;
still another attempts to integrate different current prac-
tices. The forms of leadership apply not just to managerial
leadership but rather to any kind of leadership at all. What
are these forms of leadership?

Conceptual replication. This type of leader-
ship is an attempt to show that a field or organization is in
the right place at the right time. The leader therefore
attempts to maintain it in that place. The leader keeps the
organization where it is rather than moving it. The view of
the leader is that the organization is where it needs to be.
The leader’s role is to keep it there. This is a limiting case
of creative leadership, requiring the leader only to apply in
new circumstances techniques that have been used before.
For example, a scholar may build a career largely on
replicating the work of others or even of him- or herself.

Redefinition. This type of leadership is an at-
tempt to show that a field or organization is in the right
place but not for the reason(s) that others, including previ-
ous leaders, think it is. The current status of the organiza-
tion thus is seen from a different point of view. Redefiners
often end up taking credit for ideas of others because they

find a better reason to implement others’ ideas or say they
do. An example of a redefinition was the discovery that
aspirin not only is a pain reliever but also can decrease the
probability of a repetition of a heart attack in coronary
patients.

Forward incrementation. This type of leader-
ship is an attempt to lead a field or an organization forward
in the direction it already is going. Most leadership is
probably forward incrementation. In such leadership, one
takes on the helm with the idea of advancing the leadership
program of whomever one has succeeded. The promise is
of progress through continuity. Creativity through forward
incrementation is likely the kind that is most easily recog-
nized and appreciated as creativity. Because it extends
existing notions, it is seen as creative. Because it does not
threaten the assumptions of such notions, it is not rejected
as useless or even harmful. An example is a new leader of
a technology company who embraces an existing product
line and keeps upgrading without radically changing the
products.

Advance forward incrementation. This
type of leadership is an attempt to move an organization
forward in the direction it is already going but by moving
beyond where others are ready for it to go. The leader
moves followers in an accelerated way beyond the ex-
pected rate of forward progression. Advance forward in-
crementations often are not successful at the time they are
attempted. Followers in fields and organizations are not
ready to go where the leader wants to lead, or significant
portions of them may not wish to go to that point. In that
case, they form an organized and sometimes successful
source of resistance. An example was the invention of the
Xerox Star system, which was in many ways the prototype
for the Apple Macintosh but which was invented before
users were ready for it and before Xerox managers were
properly able to see the system’s potential.

Redirection. This type of leadership is an attempt
to redirect an organization, field, or product line from
where it is headed toward a different direction. Redirective
leaders need to match their style of leadership to their
environmental circumstances to succeed (Sternberg &
Vroom, 2002). If they do not have the luck to have match-
ing environmental circumstances, their best intentions may
go awry. An example is Lou Gerstner’s redirection of IBM
from a company that specializes in mainframe computers to
a company that specializes in services.

Reconstruction and redirection. This type
of creative leadership is an attempt to move a field, an
organization, or a product line back to where it once was (a
reconstruction of the past) so that it may move onward
from that point but in a direction different from the one it
took previously. An example is the recent renewed inter-
est by some in psychoanalysis and their ensuing attempts
to argue that this set of techniques was on the right track
after all.

Reinitiation. This type of leadership is an attempt
to move a field, an organization, or a product line to a
different and as yet unreached starting point and then to
move forward from that point. The leader takes followers
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from a new starting point in a direction that is different
from that the field, organization, or product line previously
has pursued. An example is the transition from horse and
buggy transportation in cities to transportation by taxi cabs.
The goal is still locomotion, but the fundamental mecha-
nism of the combustion engine is different from that of the
horse.

Synthesis. In this type of creative leadership, the
creator integrates two ideas that previously were seen as
unrelated or even as opposed. What formerly were viewed
as distinct ideas now are viewed as related and capable of
being unified. Integration is a key means by which progress
is attained in the sciences. It represents neither an accep-
tance nor a rejection of existing paradigms. Rather, it
represents a merger of them. An example is the invention
of the seaplane, which combines elements of both a boat
and an airplane.

Extensive examples of these kinds of leadership and
how they differ can be found in Sternberg, Kaufman, and
Pretz, 2003.

Leadership as a Confluence of Skills and
Dispositions
A confluence model of creativity (Amabile, 1996; Stern-
berg & Lubart, 1995, 1996) suggests that creative people
show a variety of characteristics. These characteristics rep-
resent, in part, decisions and ways of making these deci-
sions (Sternberg, 2000a). In other words, to a large extent,
people decide to be creative. They exhibit a creative atti-
tude toward leadership. For example, when they have a
problem they cannot solve, they ask themselves whether
there is some alternative way of defining the problem that
is more conducive to solution. Of course, the creativity of
the actual decisions depends not just on the disposition to
be creative but also on the ability with which one formu-
lates those decisions.

What are the elements of a creative attitude toward
leadership? Research on creativity suggests a number of
elements (see Sternberg, 1999a). These elements involve
both skills in actually executing them and the dispositions
to wish to execute them in the first place.

1. Problem redefinition. Creative leaders do not define
a problem the way everyone else does, simply because
everyone else defines the problem that way. They decide on
the exact nature of the problem using their own judgment.
Most important, they are willing to defy the crowd in
defining a problem differently from the way others do
(Getzels & Csikszentmihalyi, 1976; Sternberg, 2002a;
Sternberg & Lubart, 1995).

2. Problem and idea analysis. They are willing to
analyze whether their solution to the problem is the best
one possible (Weisberg, 1993).

3. Selling their solution. They realize that creative
ideas do not sell themselves. Rather, creators have to de-
cide to persuade others of the value of their ideas. Then
they need to decide to put an effort into doing so (Simon-
ton, 1994).

4. Recognizing how knowledge can both help and
hinder creative thinking. They realize that knowledge can

hinder as well as facilitate creative thinking (see also Ad-
elson, 1984; Frensch & Sternberg, 1989; Sternberg, 1985).
Sometimes leaders become entrenched and susceptible to
tunnel vision, letting their expertise hinder rather than
facilitate their exercise of leadership.

5. Willingness to take sensible risks. They recognize
that they must decide to take sensible risks, which can lead
them to success but also can lead them, from time to time,
to fail (Barron, 1988; Lubart & Sternberg, 1995).

6. Willingness to surmount obstacles. They are willing
to surmount the obstacles that confront anyone who decides
to defy the crowd. Such obstacles result when those who
accept paradigms confront those who do not (Kuhn, 1970;
Sternberg & Lubart, 1995).

7. Belief in one’s ability to accomplish the task at
hand. This belief is sometimes referred to as self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1996). The leader believes that he or she is able
to do the job at hand. Without that belief, when the leader
feels that he or she is not succeeding in a job, he or she is
more susceptible to giving up.

8. Willingness to tolerate ambiguity. The leaders rec-
ognize that there may be long periods of uncertainty during
which they cannot be certain that they are doing the right
thing or that what they are doing will have the outcome
they hope for (Barron, 1988).

9. Willingness to find extrinsic rewards for the things
one is intrinsically motivated to do. Creative leaders almost
always are intrinsically motivated for the work they do
(Amabile, 1983, 1996). Creative leaders find environments
in which they receive extrinsic rewards for the things they
like to do anyway.

10. Continuing to grow intellectually rather than to
stagnate. Effective leaders do not get stuck in their patterns
of leadership. Their leadership evolves as they accumulate
experience and expertise. They learn from experience
rather than simply letting its lessons pass them by (Mum-
ford, Marks, Connelly, Zaccaro, & Reiter-Palmon, 2000;
Sternberg & Lubart, 1995).

Three additional important skills in creativity are se-
lective encoding, selective comparison, and selective com-
bination (Sternberg, 1985; Sternberg & Davidson, 1983).
Consider each in turn.

Selective encoding involves distinguishing irrelevant
from relevant information in one’s field of experience.
Everyone is barraged with much more information than can
possibly be handled. An important task confronting every-
one is to select the information that is important for one’s
purposes and to filter out the information that is not im-
portant. Selective encoding is the process by which this
filtering is done. Consider, for example, a particularly
significant example of selective encoding in science, the
unusual means by which Sir Alexander Fleming discovered
penicillin. Fleming was performing an experiment that
involved growing bacteria in a petri dish, which is a little
glass or plastic dish that contains a gelatin in which bacteria
grow easily. Unfortunately, from some points of view, the
culture was spoiled: A mold grew within the culture and
killed the bacteria. A lesser scientist would have bemoaned
the failure of the experiment and promised to do a better
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job next time. Fleming, however, noticed that the mold had
killed the bacteria and thereby provided the basis for his
discovery of the important antibiotic penicillin.

Insights of selective comparison involve novel relat-
ing of new information to old information. Creative anal-
ogies fall into the domain of selective comparison. In
important problems, people almost always need to bring
old knowledge to bear on the solution of new problems and
to relate new knowledge to old knowledge. Insights of
selective comparison are the basis for this relating. A
famous example of an insight of selective comparison is
Kekulé’s discovery of the structure of the benzene ring.
Kekulé had been seeking this structure for some time but
without success. One night, he dreamed that he was watch-
ing a snake dancing around and around. Finally, the snake
bit its tail. When Kekulé arose, he realized that the image
of the snake biting its tail formed the geometric shape for
the structure of the benzene ring.

Insights of selective combination involve taking selec-
tively encoded information and combining it in a novel but
productive way. Often it is not enough just to identify the
important information for solving a problem: One must
also figure out how to put it together. Consider a famous
example of what might be called a selective-combination
insight, the formulation of the theory of evolution. The
information on which Darwin drew to formulate this theory
had been available to him and others for a long time. What
had eluded Darwin and his contemporaries was how this
information could be combined so as to account for ob-
served changes in species. Darwin finally saw how to
combine the available information and thus was born his
theory of natural selection.

The relative importance of each of the various skills
and dispositions involved in creativity depends in part on
the kind of creative leadership that is exhibited. For exam-
ple, problem redefinition is more important in the more
radical forms of creative leadership (such as redirection and
reinitiation) than in the less radical forms (such as concep-
tual replication and forward incrementation). Once a prob-
lem is redefined, though, one needs to analyze whether the
redefinition is a good one. Successful intelligence is a basis
for such analysis.

(Successful) Intelligence
Is intelligence always a good thing for leadership? If the
conventional intelligence of a leader is too much higher
than that of the people he or she leads, the leader may not
connect with those people and become ineffective (Simon-
ton, 1984; Williams & Sternberg, 1988). Intelligence, as
conceived of here, is not just intelligence in its conven-
tional narrow sense—some kind of general factor (g; Dem-
etriou, 2002; Jensen, 1998, 2002; Spearman, 1927; see
essays in Sternberg, 2000b; Sternberg & Grigorenko, 2002)
or as IQ (Binet & Simon, 1905; Kaufman, 2000; Wechsler,
1939). Rather, it is conceived more broadly in terms of
successful intelligence (Sternberg, 1997, 1999d, 2002b).
Successful intelligence is defined as the skills and disposi-
tions needed to succeed in life, given one’s own conception
of success, within one’s sociocultural environment (Stern-

berg, 1997). Two particular aspects of the theory are espe-
cially relevant: academic (analytical) and practical intelli-
gence (see also Neisser, 1979; Sternberg et al., 2000).

It is clear how intelligence would have aspects of skill.
But how would it have aspects of a disposition? The main
way is through the decision to apply it. Many leaders know
better but do things they should not do anyway. Their
minds tell them what they should be doing, but their
motives—for power, for fame, for money, for sex, or
whatever—lead them in different directions. Leaders often
fail not because they are not smart enough but because they
choose not to use the intelligence they have.

Academic Intelligence
Academic or analytical intelligence refers to the memory
and analytical skills and dispositions that in combination
largely constitute the conventional notion of intelligence—
the skills and dispositions needed to not only recall and
recognize but also to analyze, evaluate, and judge informa-
tion. Academic intelligence can be important outside the
academy, in that analysis of various kinds is useful in many
different kinds of job and family pursuits as well as in
school.

These skills and dispositions matter for leadership.
Leaders need to be able to retrieve information that is
relevant to leadership decisions (memory) and to analyze
and evaluate different courses of action, whether proposed
by themselves or by others (analysis). But a good analyst is
not necessarily a good leader.

WICS argues that there is a relation between intelli-
gence as traditionally defined and leadership effectiveness.
There does indeed seem to be a moderate correlation be-
tween intelligence and leadership effectiveness (Stogdill,
1948; see also Morrow & Stern, 1990; Riggio, Murphy, &
Pirozzolo, 2002; Spreitzer, McCall, & Mahoney, 1997).
This positive correlation appears in both laboratory and
field studies and appears to be robust (Zaccaro et al., 2004).
The correlation may be moderated by levels of stress and
experience (Fiedler, 1978, 2002).

Practical Intelligence
The longtime primary emphasis on academic intelligence
(IQ) in the literature relating intelligence to leadership
perhaps has been unfortunate. Indeed, as mentioned above,
recent theorists also have been emphasizing other aspects
of intelligence, such as emotional intelligence (e.g., Ca-
ruso, Mayer, & Salovey, 2002; Goleman, 1998a, 1998b) or
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1995), in their theories.

In my work with my colleagues, we have emphasized
practical intelligence (Hedlund et al., 2003; Sternberg et al.,
2000; Sternberg & Hedlund, 2002), which has a somewhat
different focus from that of emotional intelligence. Practi-
cal intelligence is a part of successful intelligence. Practical
intelligence is the set of skills and dispositions used to
solve everyday problems by applying knowledge gained
from experience to purposefully adapt to, shape, and select
environments. It thus involves changing oneself to suit the
environment (adaptation), changing the environment to suit
oneself (shaping), or finding a new environment within
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which to work (selection). One uses these skills to (a)
manage oneself, (b) manage others, and (c) manage tasks.

Research suggests a relationship between practical
intelligence and leadership (Hedlund et al., 2003). One
aspect of practical intelligence is emotional intelligence.
This aspect deals in particular with emotionally laden prac-
tical interactions. Research also suggests that emotional
intelligence is a positive predictor of leadership (Caruso et
al., 2002; Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002; Sosik &
Megerian, 1999; see also Zaccaro et al., 2004).

Different combinations of intellectual skills engender
different types of leadership. Leaders vary in their memory
skills, analytical skills, and practical skills. A leader who is
particularly strong in memory skills but not in the other
kinds of skills may have vast amounts of knowledge at his
or her disposal but be unable to use the knowledge effec-
tively. A leader who is particularly strong in analytical
skills as well as memory skills may be able to retrieve
information and analyze it effectively but unable to con-
vince others that his or her analysis is correct. A leader who
is strong in memory, analytical, and practical skills is most
likely to be effective in influencing others. But, of course,
there exist leaders who are strong in practical skills but not
in memory and analytical skills (Sternberg, 1997; Stern-
berg et al., 2000). In conventional terms, they are shrewd
but not smart. They may be effective in getting others to go
along with them, but they may end up leading these others
down garden paths.

An important part of practical intelligence is tacit
knowledge, or having the procedural knowledge to handle
everyday life situations that typically is not formally taught
in schools or other institutions. The acquisition and use of
tacit knowledge require both dispositions and skills. The
disposition is in heeding one’s experience as a source of
tacit knowledge. It involves the realization that what is
important for leadership is not experience per se but what
one learns from it. The skill involves how well one acquires
and uses this knowledge. Much of this skill is in watching
and listening to one’s stakeholders and then using what one
has learned from such observations. But tacit knowledge
can be used for a common good or merely one’s own good.
Wisdom helps ensure that it is used for the former rather
than the latter.

Wisdom
There is no lack of leaders who, however creative and
intelligent they may be, are unwise. Stalin was no doubt
creative and smart, but he was not wise according to the
definition presented here. Wisdom is defined here as the
use of successful intelligence, creativity, and knowledge as
mediated by values to (a) seek to reach a common good (b)
by balancing intrapersonal (one’s own), interpersonal (oth-
ers’), and extrapersonal (organizational, institutional,
and/or spiritual) interests (c) over the short and long term to
(d) adapt to, shape, and select environments (Sternberg,
1998b, 2003b). Wisdom is in large part a decision to use
one’s intelligence, creativity, and knowledge for a common
good. Thus, wisdom involves not only skills in the use of

these elements but also the disposition to use them for the
common good.

Leaders need wisdom. Staudinger, Smith, and Baltes
(1992) showed that leading human services professionals
outperformed a control group on wisdom-related tasks.
Baltes, Staudinger, Maercker, and Smith (1995) found that
older individuals nominated for their leading wisdom per-
formed as well as did clinical psychologists on wisdom-
related tasks and better than younger individuals. The char-
acteristics that Baltes and his colleagues (e.g., Baltes &
Staudinger, 2000) have described as characterizing wise
individuals are very similar to those that have been iden-
tified in successful leaders. Wisdom is reflected in these
five components: (a) rich factual knowledge (general and
specific knowledge about the conditions of life and its
variations), (b) rich procedural knowledge (general and
specific knowledge about strategies of judgment and advice
concerning matters of life), (c) life span contextualism
(knowledge about the contexts of life and their temporal
[developmental] relationships), (d) relativism (knowledge
about differences in values, goals, and priorities), and (e)
uncertainty (knowledge about the relative indeterminacy
and unpredictability of life and ways to manage).

Wise leaders skillfully balance the interests of all
stakeholders, including their own interests, those of their
followers, and those of the organization for which they are
responsible. They also recognize that they need to align the
interests of their group or organization with those of others
groups or organizations because no group operates within a
vacuum. Wise leaders realize that what may appear to be a
prudent course of action over the short term does not
necessarily appear so over the long term.

Leaders who have been less than fully successful often
have been so because they have ignored one or another set
of interests. For example, Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton
both engaged in notable cover-ups. As a result, they not
only failed to fulfill the interests of the country they led but
also failed to fulfill their own interests, in that both were
impeached by the House of Representatives. Their cover-
ups ended up bogging down their administrations in scan-
dals. The positive accomplishments they had hoped to
make were consequently reduced. As another example,
Freud was a great leader in the fields of psychiatry and
psychology. But his insistence that his followers (disciples)
conform quite exactly to his own system of psychoanalysis
led him to lose those disciples and the support they might
have continued to lend to his efforts. He was an expert in
interpersonal interests in the abstract but not as applied to
his own life. Napoleon lost sight of the extrapersonal
interests that would have been best for his own country. His
disastrous invasion of Russia, which appears to have been
motivated more by hubris than by France’s need to have
Russia in its empire, partially destroyed his reputation as a
successful military leader and paved the way for his later
downfall.

Intelligence and creativity do not guarantee wisdom.
Those leaders who are notably wise—for example, Abra-
ham Lincoln, Nelson Mandela, Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Mahatma Gandhi, Winston Churchill, Mother Teresa—
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leave an indelible mark on the people they lead and, po-
tentially, on history. Wise leaders are usually charismatic.
But charismatic leaders are not necessarily wise, as Hitler,
Stalin, and many other charismatic leaders have demon-
strated.

Unsuccessful leaders often show certain stereotyped
fallacies in their thinking that reveal a lack of wisdom and,
in extreme cases, foolishness. That is, they may be smart
but foolish. Consider six such flaws (Sternberg, 2002a,
2002b). The first, the unrealistic-optimism fallacy, occurs
when they think they are so smart and effective that they
can do whatever they want. The second, the egocentrism
fallacy, occurs when successful leaders start to think that
they are the only ones that matter, not the people who rely
on them for leadership. The third, the omniscience fallacy,
occurs when leaders think that they know everything and
lose sight of the limitations of their own knowledge. The
fourth, the omnipotence fallacy, occurs when leaders think
that they are all-powerful and can do whatever they want.
The fifth, the invulnerability fallacy, occurs when leaders
think that they can get away with anything because they are
too clever to be caught and, even if they are caught, that
they can get away with what they have done because of
who they imagine themselves to be. The sixth, the moral
disengagement fallacy, occurs when a leader ceases to view
his or her leadership in moral terms but rather only in terms
of what is expedient (cf. Bandura, 1999). Had leaders of
companies such as Enron, WorldCom, and Arthur
Andersen not fallen prey to such fallacies, their companies
and stakeholders might have been spared the tragedies to
which they were subjected.

Synthesis
Truly good leadership is relatively rare because it requires
a synthesis of all of the elements described above. Leaders
may have some of the elements but, lacking others, fail to
fulfill their own aspirations and those of others. A leader
who lacks adequate creativity may maintain an organiza-
tion or be a presence in a field but is unlikely to be able to
propel either into the future. Because of the rate at which
the world is changing, an organization lacking creative
leadership is unlikely to be prepared to face the challenges
rapid change entails. It is possible that in the past, creativity
was an optional feature of leadership. In today’s world,
with its staggering rate of change, it is no longer optional.
Organizations that do not transform themselves risk stag-
nating and dying. A leader who lacks adequate analytical
intelligence may come up with original ideas but then may
be as likely to follow up on one of his or her bad ideas as
on one of the good ones. No one, no matter how creative,
always has good ideas. Analytical intelligence is essential
to distinguish the wheat from the chaff. A leader may be
creative and analytically intelligent but, in the absence of
adequate practical intelligence, may fail in executing his or
her ideas or in persuading others of their value. This type of
leader is frustrated and frustrating, because either things do
not get done or they get done but without the leader’s
followers, who could not be persuaded to get on the band-
wagon. Finally, a leader may be creative and intelligent

both analytically and practically, but, in the absence of
wisdom, he or she may do things that benefit only him- or
herself or the leader’s preferred in-group.

Consider an example of the synthesis of the compo-
nents of WICS. In the 1950s, the main way in which
students were admitted to prestigious colleges was through
their family wealth and social connections. Religious quo-
tas were a fixture of some of the colleges, and women were
not eligible for admission to many of them. A young dean
of admissions at Yale University (during the years 1965–
1969) recognized that times had changed and that the
university was in a crisis, adhering to old ways in the face
of a new world. R. Inslee Clark, Jr., in his brief tenure as
dean, transformed the main basis for admissions from
social connections to academic excellence, oversaw the
removal of religious quotas from the admissions process,
and fought to introduce coeducation to a university that had
until then been a bastion of male dominance. Women were
first admitted in 1969. Given the prevailing sentiments at
the time against all of these moves, Clark demonstrated
creativity in seeing a new vision of Yale that defied the old
one; academic intelligence in recognizing that his ideas
were good, whatever many alumni and others might have
said; practical intelligence in actually implementing the
ideas and persuading many (although certainly not all)
others of the worth of his ideas; and wisdom in doing what
eventually would be almost universally recognized as hav-
ing been for the common good.

Many leaders will not have developed sufficient levels
of all of these aspects of leadership to lead in the most
effective manner possible. That is why teams are so im-
portant to leaders. They enable leaders to compensate for
weaknesses. Others on such teams may have the skills and
dispositions the leader does not have in sufficient amounts.
By capitalizing on their strengths, the leader can compen-
sate for his or her own weaknesses.

Relation of Systems Models to Other
Models
The idea of a systems model is that it incorporates some
aspects of other models. Thus, it is not surprising that other
validated models of leadership overlap with the various
aspects of WICS. WICS is not fully integrative of all these
models but, rather, draws on some of their elements. Con-
sider several different kinds of models in turn.

For example, Zaccaro et al. (2004) have proposed a
model of attributes of leaders. The model comprises three
distal attributes: personality, cognitive abilities, and mo-
tives and values, all three of which are viewed as overlap-
ping with each other. The model also involves three prox-
imal attributes: social-appraisal skills, problem-solving
skills, and expertise or tacit knowledge. Cognitive abilities
overlap highly with what I have referred to as successful
intelligence, particularly the academic intellectual skills.
Personality and motivation, as noted above, are part of
creativity. And values are essential to wisdom. Social-
appraisal skills and tacit knowledge are integral parts of
practical intelligence in WICS. Problem-solving skills are
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part of intelligence. So WICS includes all of the elements
of the Zaccaro et al. (2004) model and also has some other
elements. It parses the elements in a somewhat different
way from that of Zaccaro and his colleagues, however.

Behavioral theories are associated with mid-20th-cen-
tury approaches developed at the University of Michigan
and Ohio State University (e.g., Likert, 1961; Shartle,
1951). A typical view was that leadership involved two
kinds of behaviors, those that were mission oriented and
that led to productivity and those that were person oriented
and that were sensitive to people’s feelings. Leaders could
initiate structure changes and show consideration to a
greater or lesser degree (see, e.g., Blake & Mouton, 1964;
Hersey & Blanchard, 1969; Stogdill & Coons, 1957). In
WICS, both of these kinds of behaviors are aspects of
practical intelligence—in particular, managing tasks and
managing others. WICS also adds a third kind of behavior,
namely, managing oneself. WICS emphasizes not just the
behaviors but also the cognitions underlying and producing
the behaviors. This kind of self-modification has been
considered by researchers with a cognitive–behavioral ori-
entation, such as Bandura (1969, 1996) and Taylor, Pham,
Rivkin, and Armor (1998).

Contingency models of leadership assume that there is
an interaction between a leader’s traits and the situation in
which he or she finds him- or herself (e.g., Fiedler, 1978,
2002; Fiedler & Link, 1994; House, 1971, 1996; Vroom &
Jago, 1988; Vroom & Yetton, 1973; Yukl, 1998). There is
some evidence that when a leader’s cognitive skills are
substantially greater than those of his or her followers,
those higher levels of cognitive skills may actually work
against the leader’s effectiveness (Simonton, 1994; Wil-
liams & Sternberg, 1988).

WICS is contingency based in the sense that the
optimality of actions depends on the situation in which the
leader finds him- or herself. What is intelligent in one
situation is not necessarily intelligent in another situation.
Moreover, creativity is largely situationally determined. A
course of action that was creative some years ago (e.g., an
advance forward incrementation) might be at a later time
only mildly creative (e.g., a small forward incrementation).
Similarly, a wise course of action depends on who the
stakeholders are, what their needs are, the environmental
pressure under which they are operating, the state of the
organization at the time, and so on.

Transformational approaches to leadership can be
seen as originating in the work of Burns (1978), although
they have been greatly developed since then (Avolio &
Bass, 1995; Bass, 1985, 1998, 2002; Bass & Avolio, 1994;
Bass, Avolio, & Atwater, 1996; Sashkin, 2004). Burns
suggested that there are essentially two ways of performing
leadership functions, transactional and transformational. In
WICS, transactional leaders emphasize the adaptive func-
tion of practical intelligence. They modify their behavior to
adapt to the environment. Transformational leaders empha-
size the shaping function of practical intelligence. They
modify the environment to suit their image of what it
should be.

Situational approaches to leadership similarly empha-
size the importance of situations in leadership (Ayman,
2004). Research has given some support to the situational
view (Howells & Becker, 1962; Leavitt, 1951; Shartle,
1951). Situations clearly matter for leaders. Situational
variables are incorporated into WICS in three different
ways. First, recall that the contextual subtheory of WICS is
wholly situationally determined. What is considered to be
intelligent in one culture may not be considered to be
intelligent in another (Sternberg, 2004). Second, one of the
six facets of the investment model of creativity (Sternberg
& Lubart, 1995) is the situation: People can be creative
only to the extent that the situation allows them to be. A
person might have all the internal attributes for creativity,
but in the absence of a supportive environment, these
attributes might never manifest themselves. Or they might
manifest themselves in a way that results in the person’s
imprisonment or worse. Third, wisdom is always imple-
mented in context, because the course of action that bal-
ances intrapersonal, interpersonal, and extrapersonal inter-
ests so as to achieve a common good can only be
understood in the context in which the action takes place.

In sum, a systems view can provide a way of under-
standing leadership as a set of decision processes embod-
ying wisdom, intelligence, and creativity, as well as other
higher cognitive processes. One uses creativity to generate
ideas, intelligence to analyze and implement the ideas, and
wisdom to ensure that they represent a good common good.

Conclusion
WICS incorporates elements of many previous models of
leadership. An effective leader needs creative skills and
dispositions to come up with ideas, academic skills and
dispositions to decide whether they are good ideas, practi-
cal skills and dispositions to make the ideas work and
convince others of the value of the ideas, and wisdom-
based skills and dispositions to ensure that the ideas are in
the service of the common good rather than just the good of
the leader or perhaps some clique of family members or
followers. A leader lacking in creativity will be unable to
deal with novel and difficult situations, such as a new and
unexpected source of hostility. A leader lacking in aca-
demic intelligence will not be able to decide whether his or
her ideas are viable, and a leader lacking in practical
intelligence will be unable to implement his or her ideas
effectively. An unwise leader may succeed in implement-
ing ideas but end up implementing ideas that are contrary
to the best interests of the people he or she leads.
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