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educational systems shape leadership for innovation. It examines the practices of ten secondary
school principals in France's centralized system and the decentralized United States. Based on
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leveraging social intelligence and informal influence for incremental innovation. The American
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Leading Innovation: A Comparative Study of School Principalship in France and the
United States

In a world marked by accelerating societal and technological change, the need for educational
innovation is often felt as pressing. Schools are increasingly expected to equip students with the
competencies to be active, productive citizens who can contribute positively and thrive in a
complex and unpredictable world (Gaudelli, 2016; Jaumont & Lazar 2025; Osler, 2016).
Consequently, school leadership has been increasingly identified as a critical driver of educational
improvement through its impact on student learning (Day et al., 2011; Gurr & Drysdale, 2021;
Heck & Hallinger, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2008). This impact has been
consistently confirmed, with a major recent synthesis of two decades of research finding that
principal effectiveness is a key and indispensable factor in school outcomes (Grissom, Egalite, &
Lindsay, 2021).

In this context, leadership for innovation is characterized by the ability to motivate and inspire
educators to embrace change, thereby significantly enhancing educational outcomes (Hall & Hord,
2011; Leithwood et al., 2019). Such leadership is foundational in developing an organization's
innovation capacity, as it supports initiatives that cultivate innovative attitudes among staff and
encourage collaborative efforts to implement new practices (Fullan, 2016; Northouse, 2021). To
that end, leaders must adapt and respond to a constantly changing environment (Gurr & Drysdale,
2020). They need a clear vision, the flexibility to adjust strategies, the willingness to invest in their
people, and the ability to build collaborative cultures (Gurr, 2015). They must think systemically
and be future-oriented (Gurr et al., 2025).

While there is a growing body of research on educational leadership, much of it has been conducted
within single-country contexts (Dimmock, 2019). As the reviewer noted, much of this exists within
Western and Anglo-Saxon countries. This study contributes to the literature not by contrasting a
Western with a non-Western context, but by challenging the assumption of a monolithic "Western"
model of leadership. By comparing two distinct "Western" nations—France and the United
States—it illuminates how different administrative traditions (centralized vs. decentralized) and
divergent socio-cultural values within the West create fundamentally different contexts for
leadership and innovation. Apart from a few notable exceptions, the cultural factor is modestly
emphasized in explaining leadership practices (Hallinger, 2005), even as more studies look at
leadership across cultural contexts (e.g., Gurr, 2014).

Consequently, our understanding of how leadership for innovation is enacted in different cultural
and systemic contexts remains limited. This paper addresses this gap by comparing school
leadership for innovation in France and the United States. These two nations offer a compelling
comparison. The French educational system is highly centralized, with a strong state presence in
curriculum, assessment, and teacher employment, rooted in a Republican tradition of equality. This
centralized structure creates specific leadership challenges, as principals must navigate a system
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in which teachers can contest their pedagogical legitimacy and their role is often perceived as
primarily administrative (Murier, Progin, & Ria, 2025; Normand, 2021).

In contrast, the U.S. system is highly decentralized, with significant autonomy granted to states,
districts, and schools, fostering a culture of local initiative, competition, and significant inequality.
This local autonomy emphasizes the principal's responsibility to address community-specific
needs, including the growing demand for culturally responsive leadership and social justice to
address persistent equity gaps (Khalifa, 2018; Lowenhaupt, 2021), particularly prior to 2025.
Moreover, the intense focus on accountability has pushed U.S. principals to become better
instructional leaders (City, Elmore, Fiarman & Teitel, 2009) while the decentralized, collaborative
expectation has also made the U.S. a fertile ground for the development and study of distributed
leadership practices (Spillane, 2012). All in all, in the U.S. context, the sheer number of these
demands has been noted as a significant challenge, often preventing principals from focusing on
sustained, long-term change (Fullan, 2014).

This paper delves into the comparative practices of secondary school principals in these two
countries and explores how they navigate their respective systems regarding educational
innovation. The central research question is: How do the national cultures and educational systems
in France and the United States shape the practices of school principals in leading innovation?
To answer this question, this paper draws on two key theoretical frameworks. First, we use Crossan
et al.’s (1999) multi-dimensional framework of organizational innovation—focusing on the four
interconnected processes of intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and institutionalizing (the "4Is").
Second, we employ Hofstede's (1980, 1991) cultural dimensions theory to analyze the influence
of national culture. While we recognize the validity of the critiques of Hofstede's work
(Baskerville, 2003; McSweeney, 2002), we use his framework not as a definitive measure but as
a heuristic to interpret cross-cultural differences in leadership. This paper combines a comparative,
multiple-case study design with these frameworks to provide a nuanced understanding of the
complex relationship between leadership, innovation, culture, and system.

Literature Review

This review is organized into two sections. The first section examines innovation in organizations,
leadership for innovation, and the critical role of context. The second section introduces the study's
two theoretical frameworks.

Leadership, Innovation, and the Importance of Context

In an organization, the capacity for innovation is widely regarded as a fundamental component of
success and a primary source of sustained competitive advantage (Drucker, 1985; Tidd & Bessant,
2018). A key distinction exists between radical innovation (fundamental transformation) and
incremental innovation (gradual enhancements) (Benner & Tushman, 2002; Ghezzi et al., 2023).
While radical innovation offers significant advantages, it is often risky and resource-intensive
(Obal et al., 2016). In education, radical change is difficult, as leaders often lack the authority to
drive such shifts (Chesbrough, 2007, as cited in Ghezzi et al., 2023). Therefore, this paper focuses
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on incremental innovation, which involves small-scale improvements to existing processes and
practices (Chou & Chou, 2011).

The principal's role in fostering such innovation is a central theme in leadership literature. Research
indicates that effective leadership is crucial for creating innovative schools (Fullan, 2016;
Leithwood et al., 2019; Robinson et al., 2008). This involves a combination of practices (Day et
al., 2020; Gurr, 2015) and specific "adjectival" leadership styles (Leithwood et al., 2006). For
instance, instructional leadership, through mission clarity and resource management, empowers
teachers to experiment (Hallinger, 2005; Hallinger & Wang, 2015). This proliferation of styles
often centers on the tension between the 'managerial imperative'—the essential day-to-day
administration of the school—and the practice of leadership, which involves vision and influence
(Cuban, 1988).

Transformational leadership, with its emphasis on vision and intellectual stimulation, is often
associated with innovation (Afsar & Umrani, 2019). Transformational leaders can foster a climate
of trust and psychological safety in which teachers feel empowered to take risks (Javed et al.,
2017). Distributed leadership, which involves sharing leadership responsibilities (Harris, 2008,
2012; Spillane et al., 2004), can also increase innovation. Recent scholarship confirms that when
leadership is distributed, teachers feel greater ownership and commitment, leading to greater
engagement in innovative practices (Biiylikgoze et al., 2022; Erdogan et al., 2024; Lin, 2022).
Adaptive leadership (Heifetz et al., 2009) is also crucial for navigating the complex, often
technical, challenges of educational change (Mallillin, 2022).

A key takeaway is that leadership for innovation is about creating a school-wide culture adapted
to its specific context. A growing body of research underscores this crucial role of context (Day &
Leithwood, 2007; Gurr, 2023; Hallinger, 2018; Ylimaki & Jacobson, 2011). The idea of a "one-
size-fits-all" model has been increasingly challenged (Day et al., 2020), as successful leaders adapt
their practices to their specific circumstances (Gurr, 2015). However, despite this consensus, few
studies have examined leadership across cultures (Fisher, 2021; Miller, 2018; Tang et al., 2011),
and even fewer have explored how socio-cultural factors shape innovation in K-12 contexts
(Erdogan et al., 2024).

Theoretical Frameworks

This study uses two frameworks to analyze the impact of national culture on leadership practices
that foster innovation.

Crossan et al.’s Framework of Organizational Innovation

Crossan et al.’s (1999) framework offers a dynamic perspective on the innovation process,
transcending a linear model to capture the sequential, complex relationships among individuals,
groups, and the organization. It consists of four multi-level processes. First Intuiting. This
individual-level process is the pre-conscious recognition of patterns or new possibilities, such as a
teacher's hunch or idea about a new pedagogical approach. This phase represents the "spark" of
innovation, an emergent insight that has not yet been articulated or explained to others. During the
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Interpreting phase, the social and verbal process occurs in which an individual's intuition is
translated into shared meaning through dialogue and sense-making within a group. It is the critical
bridge from a personal idea to a collective concept, where the group begins to co-own the potential
innovation. Integrating—the third phase—occurs when a shared understanding is reached and
coordinated collective action is in place, requiring the group's commitment to begin
implementation. Leadership at this stage is key to aligning team efforts, fostering experimentation,
and building new, shared practices. Finally, institutionalizing is the organization-wide process of
embedding the innovation into the formal systems, policies, and procedures of the school. This
final phase ensures the innovation's long-term sustainability, making it the "new normal" that can
outlast the individuals who first introduced it.

Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory

To analyze the influence of national culture, this study uses Hofstede's framework (1980, 1991,
2001). Based on a large-scale study, Hofstede identified, through variables, different dimensions
of national culture to compare societies. While criticized for its static view of culture (Baskerville,
2003; McSweeney, 2002), it remains an influential heuristic for interpreting cross-cultural
differences in organizational practices (Bissar, 2018; Erdogan et al., 2024; Kole, 2025). The four
initial cultural dimensions identified by Geert Hofstede (1980) and scored on a 100-point scale are
key concepts that have been used for many years to understand cultural differences between
countries.

The first of these concepts, power distance, measures the degree to which members of a society
accept that power is distributed unequally. A high power distance indicates that power inequalities
are accepted and expected, whereas a low power distance signifies that power inequalities are
minimized and equality is valued. The uncertainty avoidance dimension reflects the degree to
which members of a culture feel threatened by uncertainty or ambiguity and try to avoid it by
establishing strict rules and clear structures. National cultures where people display high
uncertainty avoidance tend, on average, to prefer stricter rules and be less tolerant of behaviors
and ideas identified as deviant. Conversely, people in low-uncertainty-avoidance cultures are more
open to change and risk-taking. Third, the individualism-collectivism dimension measures the
degree to which individuals are integrated into groups. Individualistic cultures prioritize personal
goals, while collectivist cultures emphasize group cohesion, cohesiveness, and loyalty.

Finally, the fourth initial dimension, originally called masculinity versus femininity, was renamed
"performance orientation versus quality-of-life orientation" (motivation towards achievement and
success) by Geert Hofstede and his collaborators (2010) to better reflect the dimension's underlying
values. This change was made to clarify that this dimension does not refer solely to gender roles,
but also to cultural priorities regarding performance and quality of life. Within this framework,
masculinity became a performance-oriented identity marked by competitiveness, ambition, and
the acquisition of material goods. Societies with a high-performance orientation emphasize
measurable success and individual achievements. Conversely, the quality-of-life orientation values
quality of life, relationships, and solidarity. Societies with a high-quality-of-life orientation
prioritize collective well-being, equality, and social harmony.
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Methodology

This study employed a qualitative, comparative case study approach to provide an in-depth,
contextualized understanding of leadership and innovation in French and American secondary
public schools.

Research Design

The comparative case study design was chosen for its ability to illuminate how different systemic
and cultural contexts shape a complex phenomenon (Yin, 2018). By selecting two contrasting
systems—France (centralized, state-driven) and the United States (decentralized, locally-
governed)—we could analyze the divergence in leadership practices. This design moves beyond
single-context descriptions to build a more robust, theory-generating understanding of the
interplay between leadership and context.

Context and Participant Selection

Within each country, we selected a specific region: the Académie de Toulouse in France and
Eastern Massachusetts in the United States. This provided a more focused scope while capturing
diversity within each national system. Participants were selected using a deliberate sampling
strategy to ensure a range of experiences. We interviewed ten secondary school principals (five
from each country). All participants led public, comprehensive secondary schools (colleges or
lycées in France, high schools in the U.S.).

Data for this study were collected between September 2024 and June 2025, both in the United
States and France. This period is marked in both countries by significant changes, particularly in
the U.S., where it bridges the major sociopolitical shifts beginning in 2025. The descriptions of
the U.S. system (e.g., local autonomy) reflect the context at the time of data collection. They may
not fully capture more recent state-level political pressures, such as those related to diversity,
equity, and inclusion initiatives.

Table 1 provides an anonymized overview of the participants and their contexts.

f]z)lrticipant Country Region lffia:lrcsi;;l School Context

FR-P1 France Toulouse 8 Urban, diverse student body
FR-P2 France Toulouse 12 Rural, smaller school
FR-P3 France Toulouse 4 Suburban, high-performing
FR-P4 France Toulouse 15 Urban, facing challenges
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FR-P5 France Toulouse 6 Suburban, mixed demographics
US-P1 USA  Massachusetts 7 sggﬁﬁrﬁg affluent, high-
US-P2 USA Massachusetts 18 Urban, diverse, Title I school
US-P3 USA Massachusetts 5 Suburban, mixed-income

US-P4 USA Massachusetts 11 Regional, serving multiple towns
US-P5 USA Massachusetts 9 Urban charter school

Data Collection and Data Analysis

To collect data and learn about the principals' practices and experiences regarding innovation, we
used semi-structured interviews, which enabled consistent data collection while allowing
flexibility to explore emergent themes. The researcher developed the interview protocol based on
the research questions, theoretical frameworks, and experience of conversations with French and
American principals. It focused on principals' practices and perceptions of their roles, the
managerial levers available to them, and specific examples of innovation they had led. We
conducted each of the ten interviews via videoconference, lasting 60—90 minutes, and they were
recorded and transcribed verbatim.

We followed a systematic process of thematic analysis to interpret the data, adhering to the five-
step recursive framework established by Braun and Clarke (2006). Following verbatim
transcription and an initial phase of data immersion, we utilized a hybrid coding approach that
balanced a-priori theoretical constructs with emergent localized insights. Therefore, we first
familiarized ourselves with the data through repeated readings of the transcripts. Second, we
conducted the hybrid coding process. The deductive coding phase was anchored in our two primary
theoretical frameworks to identify cross-national patterns and important concepts. Specifically,
we mapped data to the four stages of Crossan et al.’s (1999) framework—intuiting, interpreting,
integrating, and institutionalizing —and to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, primarily power
distance, uncertainty avoidance, and individualism. These codes allowed us to categorize how
systemic structures, such as France's centralized hierarchy versus the United States' decentralized
autonomy, influenced the innovation cycle. We looked for themes we already expected to find
based on the theoretical frameworks. These groups became the main themes for the study.

To ensure the analysis captured the nuanced reality of school leadership, we simultaneously
employed inductive, "bottom-up" coding. During this third phase, we developed the inductive
codes from the data. This left space for unexpected themes that emerged directly from what the
principals said (such as "building trust"). This allowed for the identification of critical themes that
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fell outside the initial theoretical scope. Key inductive codes included "building trust"—identified
as a vital resource for French principals who lack formal hiring authority —and "tinkering"
(bidouiller), representing the informal strategies used to navigate rigid budget constraints.
Similarly, codes such as "start-up mentality" and "chief storyteller" emerged from the U.S. data to
describe the proactive and visionary nature of the American principal's role. Fourth, these codes
were collated and organized into refined themes that formed our main analytical categories.
Finally, through a constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), we moved iteratively
between the French and American datasets to refine these codes into broader analytical categories.
This comparative analysis of the themes led to the development of the "Pragmatic Pilot" and
"Organizational Architect" archetypes as our central findings.

Results

The analysis revealed two distinct models of innovation leadership, shaped by their respective
socio-cultural and systemic contexts. While the dominant finding is the emergence of two distinct
archetypes, it is important to note intersecting themes. Principals in both contexts expressed a deep
commitment to student equity, navigated complex bureaucratic constraints, and felt the weight of
accountability. However, the way they perceived and navigated these challenges diverged
significantly. We identify two primary leadership archetypes: the French "Pragmatic Pilot" and the
American "Organizational Architect." This section presents these findings, structured around the
leadership archetypes and the key managerial levers available to them.

The French "Pragmatic Pilot": Operating in a Centralized System with Social Flexibility

French principals consistently portrayed themselves as fonctionnaires (state representatives,
Normand, 2021) operating within a highly structured, hierarchical system. Their formal authority
is limited, particularly in human resources, as teachers are state-assigned civil servants. This reality
forces a reliance on building trust and navigating complex human dynamics, as Principal F1
explained, "on travaille avec des équipes qu'on n'a pas recrutées... on est obligé de fonctionner
avec eux" ("we work with teams we didn't recruit... we have to work with them").

This lack of control means French principals cannot rely on formal authority to build a team
aligned with their vision. Instead, they must use social intelligence, persuasion, and negotiation.
This approach aligns with research emphasizing that in any school system, but particularly one
where formal authority is constrained, trust is the central resource leaders must cultivate to achieve
collective goals (Tschannen-Moran, 2004). This leadership relies on informal influence rather than
formal power, often resembling participative and distributed leadership. Principal F3 highlighted
the challenge of leading long-serving teachers who view principals as transient figures (as
principals often change schools every 3-5 years): "vous ne faites que passer" ("'you are just passing
through"). To be effective, she explained, she has to lead "sans étre supérieure hiérarchique"
("without being a hierarchical superior"), by making the need for change emerge organically from
the group.

This "Pragmatic Pilot" style fosters a patient, incremental, and bottom-up approach to innovation.
Rather than imposing a top-down vision, principals look for "interstices" (Principal F2)—small
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openings in the system—to plant seeds of change. Principal F3 described her "quiet, informal
piloting": “I go to see one or two teachers with whom I feel... it goes down better... and I tell them
I would like us to try this... Moreover, when it's good, well, there are a lot of informal discussions
in... the teachers' lounge... and when it works, well, after... I'll say, well, here we are, we're happy
with that, it's not bad, we'll continue it.” This quote illustrates the socially intensive and consensus-
building nature of innovation in the French context. It is a slow, delicate process reliant on the
principal's credibility and ability to build a coalition of willing teachers.

The American '"Organizational Architect": Fostering Innovation through Vision and
Structure

In contrast, American principals embodied an "Organizational Architect" role. They saw
themselves as visionaries and strategic planners for their schools, with significant (though not
unlimited) autonomy. Principal US3 described himself as his school's "chief storyteller,"
responsible for articulating a compelling vision. Principal US5 spoke of the need for a "start-up
mentality," where you "identify a problem, you hustle, you find the resources, and you build the
solution."

This proactive and structural approach is enabled by the managerial levers American principals
possess, particularly in staffing and budget. Unlike their French counterparts, American principals
can actively shape their organizations. Principal US1 stated, "Visionary leadership is key; you
need to articulate a compelling vision for the school and inspire others to work towards it." This
vision is then executed through structural decisions. When Principal USI identified an “equity
gap,” she formed a task force to analyze data and develop an action plan. Principal US2, a veteran,
described his role as a coach who must "put the right people in the right positions... and foster a
sense of 'team'." U.S. principals enjoy high autonomy to design and build systems to achieve their
strategic goals within their local contexts.

Managerial Levers and Innovation Resources
The differences in leadership styles reflect the different managerial levers at their disposal.
Staffing and Human Resources

This is the most critical point of divergence. As mentioned, French principals have virtually no
say in teacher assignment. They must work with the team they are given, which can be a challenge
when the team is "tres stable, trop stable" ("very stable, too stable") (Principal F3). Their focus is
on motivating existing staff.

American principals, however, view staffing as a key tool for change. They generally have
significant authority in hiring. Principal US3 stated that every "hiring decision... is viewed through
that lens" of the school's mission, while Principal US1 looks for staff who "embody these values."
This is not to say that American principals can build a team from scratch; like their French
counterparts, they often inherit most of their staff. However, their ability to select new hires when
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openings occur and to manage performance (e.g., "help that teacher transition out," as Principal
US4 noted) provides a significant lever for cultural change unavailable to French principals.

Budget and Resources

Financial autonomy also differs. French principals manage state-allocated budgets (dotation
globale horaire, or DGH). While they can be creative, their flexibility is limited. Their role is
primarily administrative and compliance oriented. Principal F5 had to "bidouiller" ("tinker") to
fund teacher training, hindering large-scale innovation. American principals have more flexibility
in resource acquisition, which is both a source of power and pressure. Principal US2 described his
budget process as one requiring him to be a "politician, a statistician, and a salesman." Principal
US3 spoke of the need to "write grants and re-allocate funds... to create the position" for a new
project. While they operate within district procedures, this entrepreneurial aspect gives them more
flexibility to fund priority innovations.

Strategy and Vision

In France, strategic direction is set at the national level. Principals are primarily responsible for
implementing national reforms, such as the recent "choc des savoirs" (a controversial 2023
reform). Their skill lies in adapting these top-down mandates. Principal F1's negotiation of
implementing ability grouping is an example. He framed the reform to resonate with his staff's
shared value of supporting struggling students, so they could "savoir lire, écrire, compter" ("know
how to read, write, count"). In the U.S., while principals also implement district- or state-level
mandates, they more often initiate school-level strategy. Initiatives like Principal US4's "Advisory
Program" are homegrown innovations, developed in response to local needs, often identified
through data analysis. The American principal's work is generative; they are expected to create a
unique value proposition for their school.

Discussion

The findings reveal two distinct models of innovation leadership embedded in their national
contexts. This section discusses these findings by first connecting them to the innovation process
(Crossan et al., 1999) and cultural theory (Hofstede, 1980), then to their implications.

The 4 Is: Mapping the Processes of Innovation

Differences in leadership and levers yield distinct innovation processes, as mapped by Crossan et
al.'s (1999) 41 framework. The intuiting and interpreting (idea generation) phases are approached
differently. In the French system, innovation often arises from an internal problem, a mandate, or
a crisis. Principal F4's experience of turning around a school "en crise" ("in crisis") is a powerful
example. The "interpreting" phase involved finding a unifying theme—sustainable development—
to give a fragmented team a new shared purpose. Similarly, Principal F5 used controversy over a
national reform as a lever. She challenged her resistant staff: "OK, vous étes... contre, OK
maintenant... qu'est ce qu'on propose?" ("OK, you are against it, OK now... what do we
propose?"). This pushed them from a reactive stance to a solution-focused one.
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In the U.S. system, intuiting is often a proactive, data-driven process. Principal US1’s equity
initiative began not with a crisis, but with data analysis: "Our data showed a persistent equity gap."
Principal US2 uses state assessment data to "disaggregate... and find real, actionable trends." The
"interpreting" phase is less about finding a unifying value and more about building a compelling,
data-backed case for change.

The processes of integrating and institutionalizing also differ. In France, integration relies on
informal influence and voluntarism. Principal F4's "concentric circles" strategy—starting with a
small group of willing teachers and hoping their success radiates outwards—is a classic example.
This informal, consensus-building approach is essential because formal mandates can be perceived
as infringing on teachers' high professional autonomy and triggering resistance. As Principal F2
noted, if you are too direct, "les profs se sentent toujours un peu agressés" ("the teachers always
feel a bit attacked"). The biggest challenge is institutionalizing change, as innovations dependent
on a few individuals may not outlast their tenure.

In the U.S., integration and institutionalization are more formalized. When Principal USI1
implemented her equity initiative, she created a formal "teacher-led committee," provided
"extensive professional development," and built "dedicated 'flex time' into the school day. When
Principal US5 launched an advisory program, it became a non-negotiable part of the daily
schedule. American principals have more power to alter the school's architecture to ensure
innovations endure. This highlights a central trade-off in leadership for innovation. The
'Organizational Architect's' structural approach (e.g., new committees, dedicated schedules) allows
for faster, more decisive implementation, but it can also be brittle. If the leader who initiated or
supported the change leaves, or if budget cuts eliminate the 'flex time,' the innovation can collapse
pretty quickly. Conversely, the 'Pragmatic Pilot's' slow, consensus-based method is arduous and
often fragile at the start. However, an innovation successfully institutionalized through this
process—by becoming embedded in the collective professional culture rather than merely a new
structure—may prove more resilient to future leadership changes.

Interpreting Leadership Models through Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions
Hofstede's (2001) dimensions help explain these divergent yet logical approaches.
Power Distance

France scores high on power distance, reflected in its centralized, hierarchical system. The
principal has a high formal sfatus as a state representative. This is the central paradox of the French
system: the principal has a high hierarchical status but faces a constant 'legitimacy challenge'
regarding pedagogy (Murier et al., 2025). They must navigate the tension between serving as the
state's executor and fostering local autonomy, a paradox deeply embedded in their professional
identity (Bisson-Vaivre, Martin, & Tournier, 2025). The principal’s status is indeed
counterbalanced by the high professional status and autonomy of teachers, who are also state
employees. This creates a dynamic where principals must use influence and mediation rather than
direct authority. The "Pragmatic Pilot" style is a direct response to this context. Conversely, the
U.S. scores low on power distance, reflected in the decentralized system. The "Organizational
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Architect" model, in which the principal is an autonomous, visionary leader with local authority,
embodies this low-power-distance culture. It is crucial to note, however, that the 'Organizational
Architect's' authority is not absolute. While low on the national power-distance scale, American
principals are often highly constrained by local power structures, including district-level
bureaucracy, school boards, union contracts, and political pressure from community groups (Dahl,
1961; Moe, 2011). This creates a different type of constraint—one that is localized and political
rather than national and administrative (Wirt & Kirst, 2009).

Individualism vs. Collectivism

The U.S. is among the most individualistic cultures, reflected in its emphasis on personal initiative,
entrepreneurialism, and visionary leadership. The "Organizational Architect" is an individual who
takes charge and builds a vision. This individualistic stance is perfectly illustrated by the American
principals' view of staffing as a primary tool for change: the leader, as an individual, actively
shapes the organization to fit their vision by selecting "mission-fit" employees. France, while still
individualistic, is more collectivist than the U.S. This is reflected in the "Pragmatic Pilot's"
emphasis on consensus-building, social harmony, and the collective good, often centered on shared
values of equality or social justice. Therefore, the Pilot’s leadership is expressed through the
collective; they must patiently persuade and build a coalition of the willing, working within the
existing group's social fabric rather than acting upon it as an external architect.

Uncertainty Avoidance

France scores high on uncertainty avoidance, preferring clear rules and procedures. This is
mirrored in the regulated French system (national curriculum, inspectorates, standardized
baccalaureate). The French principals' cautious, incremental, consensus-driven approach to
innovation is a response to this culture; they make low-risk changes within the established order.
The U.S. scores low on uncertainty avoidance, indicating a higher tolerance for ambiguity and
risk. This is reflected in the flexible American system, which emphasizes local innovation and
school choice. The principals' proactive, entrepreneurial approach manifests this cultural trait. This
high uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede) directly explains the primary challenge in the
institutionalizing phase (41) for the French principal. In a system designed to maximize
predictability, any innovation is, by definition, a high-risk variable. The 'Pragmatic Pilot's'
incremental, consensus-driven approach might therefore not be just a matter of style; it seems to
be a necessary strategy to reduce this perceived uncertainty for the collective, making change
possible, albeit slowly.

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research

This study underscores, as research often does, that leadership efficacy is not a universal construct,
but a practice deeply situated within specific cultural and systemic contexts. Simply importing
policies (e.g., U.S.-style structural autonomy) into a French context (with its high uncertainty-
avoidance culture) is therefore unlikely to succeed. The findings offer distinct, actionable
implications for leadership development and policy by identifying the specific bottlenecks each
archetype faces within the 41 innovation process.
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For practice and leadership development, it is important to target the 41 Bottlenecks. Leadership
preparation programs must be culturally responsive, moving beyond generic skills to address the
specific challenges of each national context. For the French "Pragmatic Pilot", the primary
challenge is moving from integrating (group buy-in) to institutionalizing (systemic permanence).
Training for French principals should focus on navigating this bottleneck. Given their high-
uncertainty-avoidance culture, principals need skills in mediation, negotiation, and distributed
leadership, not as general competencies, but as specific tools to build the deep, resilient consensus
required to make an innovation "stick." The goal is to equip them to formalize the informal, turning
a successful, voluntary experiment into a new, stable, and permanent part of the school's practice.
For the U.S. principals, the primary challenge is often the inverse. "Architects" excel at intuiting
(data analysis) and institutionalizing (creating new schedules, roles, or programs). However, their
individualistic, top-down speed can cause them to fail at the interpreting and integrating stages,
resulting in low buy-in and brittle reforms. Their development must therefore focus on building
genuine, sustained dialogue and psychological safety. Training should equip them with the
relational skills of the "Pilot," ensuring their vision is truly co-constructed with staff rather than a
structure imposed upon them.

For policy, it is important to provide principals with the right levers for innovation. Policy must
be designed to mitigate the primary constraints that each archetype faces. In France, policymakers
seeking to foster innovation must address the institutionalizing bottleneck. This requires granting
principals meaningful, targeted autonomy where it matters most: in staffing, team formation, and
professional development budgets. Without the formal levers to protect, reward, and embed a
successful innovation, change will remain fragmented and overly dependent on the energy and
social capital of individual "Pilots." In the U.S., policymakers must address the systemic instability
that distracts principals from deep, long-term work. The heavy reliance on local property taxes
creates resource inequities that can consume principals' time with fundraising and budget politics.
Furthermore, the intense, localized pressures from community groups and school boards can force
a reactive, short-term focus. A more stable and equitable funding system is a key policy lever, as
it would free principals to focus on the problematic, relational work of interpreting and integrating
change.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has limitations. As a qualitative study, the sample size (n=10) is small and not intended
for generalization. The findings are specific to two regions and may not represent the full diversity
of each nation. The study also relies on principals' self-reported practices. This comparison does
not suggest one model is superior but rather that each is a logical adaptation to its environment.
Future research should expand on these findings. A larger-scale, mixed-methods study could test
whether these leadership archetypes are widespread. Observational research could compare
principals stated practices with their actual, in-practice behaviors. Furthermore, future studies
should include the perspectives of teachers and students to provide a 360-degree view of leadership
and innovation.
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Conclusion

From this comparative study, two distinct models of leadership for innovation have emerged: the
French principal can be considered a "Pragmatic Pilot," while the American principal can be seen
as an "Organizational Architect." These models are not matters of personal style but are deeply
embedded in the socio-cultural and systemic contexts of the two countries. The levers for
innovation, and the processes through which new ideas are born and sustained, differ
fundamentally. The French model, emphasizing consensus, protects a national vision of equality
and a firm social contract with educators. The American model, emphasizing visionary leadership,
enables greater agility and local responsiveness. Despite their different approaches, the principals
in both countries share a common commitment to educating young people, equipping students
with the competencies necessary for success in life, and supporting their teachers. This study
demonstrates the value of a comparative, cultural lens. It highlights the need for more cross-
cultural research on leadership. It underscores that, for practitioners, effective leadership requires
a deep understanding of one's context and the ability to adapt practices accordingly.
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