The role of leadership in developing the innovative manager

By: Elizabeth J. Sander and Arran Caza

Sander, E. J., & Caza, A. (2015). The role of leadership in developing the innovative manager. In
A. Wilkinson, K. Townsend, & G. Suder (Eds.), Handbook of Research on Managing Managers
(pp. 87-103). Cheltenham, UK: Edward Elgar.

This is a draft chapter/article. The final version is available in Handbook of Research on
Managing Managers edited by Adrian Wilkinson, Keith Townsend, and Gabriele Suder,
published in 2015, Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd. http://dx.doi.org/10.4337/9781783474295

The material cannot be used for any other purpose without further permission of the
publisher, and is for private use only.

Abstract:

Innovative managers, those who foster creativity in their teams, are increasingly important as
organisations are required to do more with less (Hamel, 2012) as work grows increasingly
complex, unpredictable and knowledge-based (Joo et al., 2013). To prosper in this dynamic
environment, organisations must adapt and innovate (Agars et al., 2008), and they depend on the
creativity of their employees to do so (George, 2007). This need for creativity makes the
innovative manager indispensable for many organisations, and therefore a key leadership
priority.
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Article:

Innovative managers, those who foster creativity in their teams, are increasingly important as
organisations are required to do more with less (Hamel, 2012) as work grows increasingly
complex, unpredictable and knowledge-based (Joo et al., 2013). To prosper in this dynamic
environment, organisations must adapt and innovate (Agars et al., 2008), and they depend on the
creativity of their employees to do so (George, 2007). This need for creativity makes the
innovative manager indispensable for many organisations, and therefore a key leadership
priority.

In this chapter, we review existing findings on the qualities and development of innovative
managers. We begin with an examination of innovation and how it is affected by differing
contexts and organisational conditions. Next, we summarise research on the sources of creativity
among employees in order to understand what innovative managers need to provide. Creativity is
influenced by a broad range of factors, but our focus here is on those factors suitable for
management intervention. We then discuss the three distinctive capacities that distinguish the
innovative manager. Finally, we outline the available findings on how leaders can develop and
support innovative managers. Table 1 summarises the key elements of the chapter and of
managing for innovation.
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Table 1. Summary of the elements involved in leading the management of innovation

Factors leading to individual
creativity in organisations

Qualities of innovative managers

Leadership strategies for the
development of innovative managers

Job characteristics

* Expectations & goals

* Developmental feedback
* Rewards

* Autonomy

Group composition

* Diverse knowledge, skills & expertise
* Diverse perspectives

* Creative role models

* Stakeholder representation

Organisational culture

* Psychological safety

* Information sharing

* Celebrating creative role models

Organisational strategy
* Innovation as an explicit target

* Resource allocation

Leadership (from innovative managers)

Technical expertise

* Planning

« Resource allocation
* Job design

* Motivation

* Feedback

* Role model

Creative thinking skills
» Comprehend project
* Evaluate & refine ideas

Transformational leadership skills
* Inspirational motivation

« Intellectual stimulation

« Idealised influence

« Individualised consideration

Selection
* Organisational selection
* Self-selection

Conducive environment
* Factors in individual creativity
* Transformational leadership

Training

* Technical education

* Divergent thinking

* Convergent thinking

* Charisma & leadership

Developmental experience

* General environment & work conditions
* Reflection

* Targeted experiences

Support
* Personal support
* Provision of skilled personnel

Understanding Innovation

Organisations seeking innovation rely on creativity from employees, as individual creativity is a
vital precursor of innovation (Stenmark et al., 2011). It is important to differentiate between
creativity and innovation, which are related but distinct (Anderson et al., 2004). Creativity is the
production of novel and useful ideas (Amabile et al., 1996), whereas innovation involves
implementing those creative ideas (West and Farr, 1992). In both cases, the novelty is relative to
the group in question, so that what is innovative in one organisation may not be in another
(Damanpour and Schneider, 2006).

A vivid example of how organisational leadership can foster innovation is provided by Google
Inc., which has implemented a range of tools and processes to encourage organisation-wide
creativity, including offering Google Cafes, which are designed to encourage interaction within
and across teams, and their '20% time' rule, which allows all employees to spend 20 per cent of
their work time on projects and ideas of their own choosing (He, 2013). These and similar
policies are consistent with the research findings we summarise below, and reflect a shift in
thinking away from the traditional view that creativity is the domain of select individuals or
departments (e.g. R&D) to the view that all employees should support creativity (Hamel, 2012).
Evidence suggests that leaders are best served by making innovation an organisation-wide

endeavour (Hamel, 2012).

Google's innovativeness is typically lauded (Nisen, 2013), on the assumption that innovation is
wholly beneficial, but, in fact, innovation may have both positive and negative consequences.




Innovation is not always a desirable goal. The context of innovation, including not just the new
idea, but also the people, organisations, industries, cultures and histories involved, may make
innovation less desirable (Inglehart et al., 1998; Janssen et al., 2004; Shane, 1995). Considering
the 'dark side' of innovation is beyond the scope of this chapter, however, which follows the
research that it summarises, all of which begins from the assumption that innovation is desired.
None the less, other perspectives have been offered (e.g. Baucus et al., 2008; Janssen et al.,
2004). Similarly, doubts have been raised about the nature and efficacy of leadership (e.g.
Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003), but we follow the research discussed here, which posits
leadership's efficacy.

Fostering Creativity Among Employees

Empirical evidence shows that individual creativity is influenced by a variety of organisational
elements, including autonomy, the opportunity to learn from role models, and a supportive
organisational culture. In particular, creativity is shaped by six factors: individual differences;
job characteristics; group composition; organisational culture; organisational strategy; and
leadership (Scott and Bruce, 1994). We summarise evidence concerning each factor below.

Individual Differences

The first factor, individual differences, has received the most attention in creativity research, and
evidence shows that personality, motivation and similar traits contribute to creativity (Mumford,
2003). However, except for their possible use in recruitment, most individual differences are not
readily subject to management influence, and so are outside the scope of this chapter. Instead,
our focus here is on those factors on which leaders can act.

Job Characteristics

The way that jobs are designed has a significant effect on employees' outcomes; the organisation
and description of tasks can shape creativity (George, 2007). Designing jobs with an expectation
that all employees can and should be creative has been found to increase creative behaviour
(Unsworth et al., 2005). For example, Shalley and Gilson (2004) found that when jobs provide
challenge and complexity, as opposed to simple, routinised work, employees are more likely to
increase their focus and persistence, resulting in consideration of broader and potentially more
creative alternatives. Further, setting specific creativity goals provides structure and direction in
pursuing ideas, which improves outcomes (Shalley and Gilson, 2004). As creativity is a time-
consuming and demanding activity (Gruber and Davis, 1988), access to sufficient time, material
resources and people has been shown to promote creativity (Katz and Allen, 1988). In one study
of engineers working on new technologies, uninterrupted time was found to be essential (Katz
and Allen, 1988). The use of evaluation systems that provide developmental feedback and the
use of specific performance rewards create an environment that supports creativity (George and
Zhou, 2007). For example, a study of the effect of different types of feedback found that
employees who received informational and supportive feedback achieved higher levels of
creativity than employees who were given controlling or punitive feedback (Zhou, 1998).
Finally, autonomy—freedom in how one works—also contributes to creativity (Amabile, 1998),



because freedom is necessary for the idea exploration involved in creativity (Shalley and Gilson,
2004).

Group Composition

While individuals may conceive creative ideas individually, developing and implementing those
ideas typically requires a group of people. The membership of that group has a significant
influence on its success (Paulus, 2000). Group members can encourage or inhibit creativity.
Diverse groups enhance creativity by offering a range of knowledge, skills, expertise and
perspectives to be used in generating and developing ideas (Mannix and Neale, 2005). For
example, McLeod and Lobel (1992) found that groups with greater ethnic diversity performed
better on a creative brainstorming task. The inclusion of diverse individuals can also provide
creative role models, which allow individuals to learn about being creative and increase their
confidence that they can contribute to creative outcomes (Perry-Smith and Shalley, 2003). Zhou
(2003) showed that individuals' creativity was improved by the presence of creative coworkers.
In addition, being part of a diverse group provides individuals with more awareness of
stakeholder needs, which fosters the development of solutions that are useful (Chiles et al.,
2010), which is an important part of creativity.

Organisational Culture

Generating and developing creative ideas is typically unpredictable and frustrating, requiring
tenacity to produce a worthwhile outcome (Mumford et al., 2002). As a result, the culture of the
organisation has an important role to play in supporting innovation. The term 'culture' has a
number of meanings (Denison, 1996), but the most important issue for creativity concerns
employees' beliefs about what is valued and appropriate in the organisation. In particular,
employees must believe that it is safe for them to be creative, to pursue ideas and take risks
without fear of negative consequences (Baer and Frese, 2003).

This feeling of psychological safety is crucial to creativity for three reasons. First, those who feel
safe show greater persistence when working on ideas (Frese et al., 1999), resulting in greater
creativity (Gist and Mitchell, 1992). Studies have shown that innovativeness is highest in
organisations where employees feel safe to undertake challenges and risks (Nystrom, 1990;
Abbey and Dickson, 1983). Second, a culture high in psychological safety has been shown to
increase the sharing and utilisation of knowledge through information exchange (Gong et al.,
2012), enhancing the effectiveness of diverse groups and providing employees with more
resources. In one study in a retail chain, Gong and colleagues (2012) found that information
increased trust, which in turn increased creativity. Third, psychological safety leads to the
development of a work environment where the pursuit of creativity is valued and observable,
providing role models and observational learning to enhance creativity (Amabile et al., 1996).

Organisational Strategy
Individuals' creative endeavours prosper when supported by an organisational strategy that

focuses on innovation as an outcome (Parnell et al., 2000), while offering enough flexibility to
accommodate its unpredictable nature (Mumford and Hunter, 2005). Having innovation as a



formal goal supports the culture of innovation; without such support, adequate resources are
unlikely to be allocated to creative efforts (Cameron and Caza, 2005; Isaksen et al., 2001). When
the organisation focuses on creativity, employees are more likely to communicate more openly,
seek ideas from others and experiment with new ways of doing things (Shalley and Gilson,
2004).

Leadership

Managers' own creativity and the quality of their interactions with employees are strongly
correlated with creativity and successful innovation (Tierney et al., 1999; West et al., 2003). For
example, a study in the restaurant sector found a significant influence from leaders' creative
behaviour on creativity climate and external assessments of organisational creativity (Mathisen
et al., 2012). Leadership is critical in both influencing employees to engage in creative actions,
and in ensuring those creative ideas develop (Mumford et al., 2002). Leaders can influence job
characteristics by setting goals, establishing expectations of creativity, and providing
developmental feedback. Furthermore, managers can affect the composition of project groups
and offer opportunities for employees to interact with diverse others. Managers enact
organisational strategy and can support a culture of psychological safety by role-modelling
creative behaviour, removing obstacles to the innovation process, and championing ideas.
Research shows that leaders may even be able to foster creativity by shaping individual
differences: leadership can increase employees' intrinsic motivation and confidence (Amabile et
al., 1996). As these examples show, it seems hard to overstate the importance of leadership in the
creative process. The required qualities of innovative managers are the focus of the next section.

Innovative Managers

Managerial support for creativity is crucial (Jung et al., 2003). A recent meta-analysis of 80
studies found consistent evidence of the positive relationship between leadership and creative
behaviour (Hammond et al., 2011). To provide the necessary leadership for employee creativity,
innovative managers need to be good managers in general, and must also have certain distinctive
qualities (Ligon et al., 2011 ). In addition to performing standard managerial functions,
innovative managers must supervise the innovation process from initiation, where ideas are first
generated, to implementation, where new processes or products are adopted (Axtell et al., 2000).
The nature of managing innovation therefore requires additional skills beyond those necessary
for general management, and demands that managers of creative efforts play distinctive roles.

Extensive research has established the qualities required for general management, such as
communication skills, planning and directing (Yukl, 1989). As such, we will not review these
qualities here, but instead keep our focus on the additional qualities associated with leading
innovative efforts. Evidence suggests that innovative managers benefit from three additional
skills beyond general management capacity: technical expertise; creative thinking skills; and
transformational leadership.

Technical Expertise



In routine situations, managers may effectively supervise employees without a deep
understanding of their work. The same is not true for innovation: innovative managers need
domain knowledge in the area of innovation (Ligon et al., 2011). In fact, leader expertise is the
best predictor of groups' innovation performance (Mumford et al., 2007). For example, Andrews
and Farris (1967) found that leaders' technical skills were better predictors of scientists' creative
performance than the ability to motivate, to maintain relationships or to provide autonomy.
Without sufficient expertise, managers cannot understand the work well enough to plan, allocate
resources or appropriately influence job characteristics (Yukl and Heaton, 2002). Expertise also
contributes to the manager's credibility among employees (Carmeli et al., 2013), which has
several important implications. Credible managers are more effective at implementing
organisational strategy and they increase employees' motivation (Mumford et al., 2007). Expert
managers provide better direction and feedback, and their credibility makes employees more
likely to attend to that feedback (Mumford, 2003). Also, credibility allows managers to serve as
role models, which supports feelings of psychological safety and provides opportunities for
learning (Mumford, 2003).

Creative Thinking Skills

Managers' ability to understand and participate in the creative process will influence their ability
to manage for innovation. Even when managers are not required personally to generate creative
ideas, their leadership depends on their ability to comprehend the overall project (O'Connor,
1998), as well as to evaluate and refine the ideas of others (Basadur et al., 2000). Managers'
personal creativity influences that of subordinates because managers must make sense of the
ideas and issues being presented and provide feedback that leads to successful development
(Basadur et al., 2000). Creative leaders have been found to directly influence creativity among
their employees through the provision of a supportive work climate, as well as acting as both a
role model and an inspiration (de Jong and Den Hartog, 2007; Jaussi and Dionne, 2003;
Mathisen et al., 2012).

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership comprises four separate but interdependent components:
inspirational motivation; intellectual stimulation; idealised influence; and individualised
consideration (Bass and Riggio, 2006). All these components can influence employee creativity
(Gumusluoglu and Ilsev, 2009; Sosik et al., 1998). Inspirational motivation refers to the leader's
ability to create compelling visions and communicate these effectively to followers (Bass and
Riggio, 2006). How leaders define and present the mission of the innovative project will
influence how followers think about it, and their level of engagement in the project (Mumford et
al., 2007). Effectively communicating a project vision motivates followers and enhances
creativity (Mumford et al., 2002). If followers are motivated by the project goal and see the value
in its success, they are more likely to provide the effort and persistence that creativity requires.

Intellectual stimulation concerns the leader's ability and willingness to question assumptions,
challenge the status quo and pursue novel solutions (Bass and Riggio, 2006). It is the
transformational leadership capacity most obviously related to creativity, as it involves
motivating and challenging followers to do things differently (Sosik et al., 1998). Through



intellectual stimulation, transformational leaders foster a culture of psychological safety by
allowing followers to experiment and by accepting their inevitable failures (Carmeli et al., 2013).

Idealised influence is the effect that leaders have through personal charisma, serving as role
models and motivating followers to be like them (Bass and Riggio, 2006). When leaders model
appropriate behaviours by engaging in collaboration, sharing knowledge freely, and applying
their own creative skills, they motivate followers to do the same, increasing creativity (Carmeli
et al., 2013). Leaders may have a particularly powerful effect when they role-model and support
information sharing. Sharing and combining information is a vital part of creativity (Mumford
and Hunter, 2005), but it is not something that most employees are inclined to do. Employees
may feel possessive of their knowledge, lack confidence in their ideas, or have concerns about
the consequences of sharing (Von Krogh, 2003), which is why information sharing is often so
poor (Storey and Barnett, 2000).

Individualised consideration involves the leader's role as a mentor and guardian for followers,
helping them to perform and giving them what they need as individuals (Bass and Riggio, 2006).
Providing followers with the specific support and resources they need contributes directly to
their creative performance (Mumford and Hunter, 2005). Individualised consideration may also
have a less direct but more powerful influence through mentoring. Mentors are strongly
associated with creative success through their ability to provide encouragement, support,
expertise and interpersonal contacts (Bennetts, 2004; Torrance, 1983).

Developing Innovative Managers

Having reviewed evidence about the distinctive qualities that innovative managers require, we
tum our attention to what the literature reveals about how senior leaders can develop and support
those qualities in managers. Consistent with recent models of leadership training (Mumford et
al., 2007; Mumford and Manley, 2003) and adult learning (Baltes, 1997; Schulz and
Heckhausen, 1996), we consider five aspects of managerial development: selecting innovative
managers; providing a conducive environment; providing specific training; facilitating
appropriate developmental experiences; and supporting managers' efforts.

Selection

In selecting potential innovative managers, two types of selection are relevant: organisational
selection and self-selection (Mumford et al., 2007). Clearly, it is important that organisations
select appropriate individuals for the role of innovative manager, but evidence shows that
organisational selection is probably not sufficient. Self-selection is an equally important matter.
Successful managers of innovation have been shown to view themselves simultaneously as
leaders, managers and entrepreneurs (de Jong and Den Hartog, 2007). Their expert identity and
affiliation with their profession is typically their greatest source of satisfaction (Mumford et al.,
2002). Ironically, the sort of creative technical expert that is most likely to be chosen as an
innovative manager may also be the most likely to shy away from the role. Evidence suggests
that innovative managers will be more successful when allowed to choose the role themselves,
rather than being commanded into it (Mumford et al., 2005).



Conducive Environment

Earlier, we noted that the organisational environment powerfully influences individual creativity,
and also that managers' creativity influences employee creativity and subsequent innovation. As
such, managers working in appropriate environments will be better able to lead innovation. For
example, just as employees need a feeling of psychological safety, so do managers (Cameron and
Caza, 2005). All the factors we discussed previously will thus have an additional effect through
their influence on managers' creativity. Moreover, the effect of these environmental factors may
go beyond managers' creativity to influence other important qualities. For example, the
experience of autonomy at work is an important antecedent of transformational leadership
behaviour (Trepanier et al., 2013).

In light of the previously mentioned issues concerning self-selection, senior leaders'
transformational leadership skills may also be particularly important. Since creative people
usually identify more with their work than with their organisation, they may see a managerial
role as taking time away from the creating they love (Ligon et al., 2011). Transformational
leadership (as described in the previous section) may overcome this resistance. Transformational
leaders provide the individual with the specific tools and support they need for challenging tasks,
they imbue the task at hand with meaning and purpose, and they help followers to shift towards
more collective or team-oriented thinking (Bass and Riggio, 2006). Innovative managers
facilitate their employees' creativity, and thus play an essential role in the collective creative
process. However, to fulfil and value this role, they must adopt a more collective perspective;
they must change their own thinking first (Caza and Quinn, 2007). Senior-level transformational
leadership may guide potential innovative managers towards this perspective.

Training

All the qualities required by innovative managers can be improved by specific training. The most
apparent of these is the ability of training to improve technical expertise, since it is most closely
associated with traditional education. In addition to formal training, technical expertise may also
be improved through appropriate development experiences, as described later.

However, managers' creative thinking skills can also be improved through training. Although
there is a commonly held belief that people need to be born creative, and while it is true that
individual traits make a substantial contribution to creativity (Mumford, 2003), it is also true that
creativity can be intentionally increased. In particular, creativity benefits from training in both
divergent and convergent thinking (Basadur et al., 1982). Divergent thinking refers to seeking
variety (Runco, 1991). It requires the ability to generate many ideas of a diverse nature without
applying judgements about their quality or feasibility, and is the most important predictor of
creative performance (Basadur et al., 2000). At the same time, innovative managers should also
be trained in evaluation, or convergent thinking (Runco, 1991). After many possibilities have
been generated, it is important to evaluate them and seek a preferred solution. In a study of 112
managers from a large international consumer goods company, Basadur and colleagues (2000)
found that training managers in the process of creativity increased both their divergent and
convergent thinking skills.



Training can also enhance innovative managers' transformational leadership. For example,
managers are better able to articulate the organisational vision and to align actions with it when
they are kept apprised of strategic intent (West et al., 2003). Similarly, training in
communication skills supports many aspects of transformational leadership (Fiol et al., 1999).
Moreover, in addition to benefits from training in the basic skills and information needed by
leaders, research also indicates that training can directly improve individuals' interpersonal
power and charisma. In particular, research has shown that teaching managers to make changes
in how they speak can increase their personal charisma (Antonakis et al., 2011).

Developmental Experience

Although formal training contributes to the development of innovative managers, those
managers' on-the-job experiences appear to be far more influential. Personal experience is
crucially important for adult learning in general (McCall, 2010), but seems particularly so for the
development of innovative managers because of the complexity and interdependence of the
abilities they need to develop (Ligon et al., 2011). All aspects of managers' organisational
experiences can shape their effectiveness as innovative managers. For example, their feelings of
autonomy at work will influence their creativity (Amabile, 1998) and their transformational
leadership (Trepanier et al., 2012). Similarly, the attitudes and behaviours of peers in the
organisation will influence a manager's capacity for leadership (Bommer et al., 2004).

Support

The final consideration, of providing support, is an important matter that is often overlooked in
practice and in the literature. The broad range of skills required of innovative managers may
mean that it is sometimes not possible for an otherwise good manager to develop them all. For
example, to champion employee creativity, innovative managers must overcome two distinct
types of resistance: resistance from ignorance of the innovation's potential and resistance from
the general tendency to resist change. Because the two types of resistance are different, they
require different responses (Hauschildt and Kirchmann, 2001), contributing to the great breadth
of qualities that an innovative manager requires (Howell and Boies, 2004). It has been argued
that some of the qualities required may oppose each other (Kotter, 2001), and so it may not be
possible for an innovative manager to display all the required qualities, particularly at early
career stages. As such, senior leaders should be prepared to support those areas where the
manager needs assistance (Mumford et al., 2002).

Conclusion and Future Directions

Employee creativity and the innovation it involves have become increasingly important in many
contexts, which has made the development of managers who can champion and nurture
innovation a key leadership priority. This chapter reviewed existing findings on the role and
function of leadership in developing such innovative managers. In particular, we discussed the
factors that influence employee creativity, the distinctive qualities that innovative managers
require to support those factors, and the role of senior leadership in developing such managers.
The result is a framework that can be used to understand innovative management and to
intervene in its development.



Another result of reviewing and integrating the available evidence is to highlight areas that
require further development. This chapter was structured in a three-level analysis: among
employees, we examined the antecedents of individual creativity; at the managerial level, we
examined the qualities required to support creative employees; and, finally, we considered what
is needed at the senior leadership level to develop innovative managers. The research evidence
on these matters becomes increasingly scarce as we move up those levels. That is, we know far
less about what it takes to develop an innovative manager than we do about what it takes to
foster employee creativity. None the less, each of the three levels offers important directions for
future research.

At the employee level, there is a large body of evidence on the influence of individual
differences, and a growing one on the effect of one's social environment. What remains to be
better understood is the role of the physical work environment (Shalley and Gilson, 2004).
Ceylan and colleagues (2008) suggested that many characteristics of the physical environment,
such as colours, lighting, construction materials and spatial arrangement, may influence
creativity. Consistent with these claims, preliminary evidence suggests that the design and layout
of the physical work environment can support or inhibit aspects of the creative process, including
creative thinking, interpersonal interaction and the transfer of knowledge (Martens, 2011).
However, the mechanisms of these effects remain to be explored (Davis et al., 2011).
Understanding the role of the physical environment in creativity is an important future direction
for research at the individual level.

At the level of the innovative manager, there is a similar need to better understand the
mechanisms by which creativity and innovation are fostered. While there is strong evidence on
the importance of the innovative manager's role in the creative process (Hammond et al., 2011),
it is far less clear exactly how that role is played, and in some cases there even appear to be
conflicting findings (Denti and Remlin, 2012). For example, the relationship between leadership
and employee empowerment in fostering creative outcomes is uncertain, with different studies
suggesting moderation, mediation or contingency results (Gumusluoglu and Ilsev, 2009; Pieterse
et al., 2010). More research and greater theoretical clarity are needed to understand the processes
by which managers influence employees' creativity.

In terms of understanding how best to develop innovative managers, there is little direct research
evidence, but it is certainly needed. In addition to being good managers in general, innovative
managers also need to be able to handle the multitude of activities and behaviours specific to the
innovation process, making theirs a uniquely demanding role. The current literature on
leadership development provides scant direction for fostering such managers. In fact, the
leadership development literature in general is only at an early stage (Caza and Rosch, 2013).
For example, although transformational leadership is one of the best-known and most established
models in leadership theory, even there, research has only just begun to examine environmental
and intervention-based antecedents (Bommer et al., 2004). Given the strong and growing need
for innovative managers, empirical research in this area is urgently required.
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