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Abstract 
 

In today’s competitive markets, organizations are being placed in a position of having to 
innovate instead of maybe just considering to innovate. In other words, innovation has moved 
from being an option to think about doing to a requirement and need the organization must 
implement. Leaders in innovative organizations clearly establish an innovative expectation and 
are directly engaged in bringing new and valuable information to their organizations. This allows 
a fertile environment to be created allowing innovation to take root and blossom throughout the 
organization. It is important for leaders to promote innovation to their team members by both 
establishing an innovative vision and most importantly, by the actions they take to encourage 
team members to seek new and creative ideas. The organization’s innovative vision must be 
bold, challenging and inviting to set a distinct course and expectation for team members. 

 
Leaders need to work with their recruitment group to include innovative qualities as a 

part of the assessment process when screening and selecting potential candidates. Innovative 
leaders need to remove paradigms of “business as usual” and encourage their employees to 
challenge current methods with an inquisitive point of view regarding potential new products or 
services. Innovation needs to be a significant part of the organization’s business model to 
elevate the importance of innovation to all team members. Advice to new leaders is to begin 
their role with a significant amount of time and effort dedicated to innovation; develop an 
innovative culture within their assigned area; establish an environment in which failing is okay 
and not a career-ending move for their employees; and inspire their team to develop innovative 
processes to streamline the innovation vetting effort. 
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Webster defines innovate as “to bring in as new; to introduce as a novelty; as, to 
innovate a word or an act. To change or alter by introducing something new; to remodel; to 
revolutionize. To introduce novelties or changes”. As organizations were formed and grew, 
many were able to choose the degree of attention and resources they allocated to innovation by 
applying as little or as much as they desired. Those companies that are synonymous with 
innovation such as 3M, Apple and GE invested significantly in innovation while other companies 
limited their innovative initiatives. However, in today’s competitive markets, organizations are 
being placed in a position of having to innovate instead of maybe just considering innovating. In 
other words, innovation has moved from being an option to think about doing to a requirement 
and need the organization must implement to stay in business. 

 
This article presents the importance of organizations to innovate or face the dire straits 

of evaporating, meaning they may no longer be in operations and viable in the ever-changing 
and aggressive business markets of today. The article imparts ways leaders need to champion 
innovation in their organization, the encouragement leaders provide to employees to seek new 
ideas and concepts, specific organizational parameters to enhance innovation, and advice to 
new leaders regarding the establishment of an innovative culture.  

 

Leaders Role in Championing Innovation 

Organizations heralded as being innovative, consist of leaders who encourage their 
employees to be innovative seekers and sets the tone for innovation to flourish. Innovative 
leaders establish an organizational culture built on the importance and need to continuously 
improve and not be content or satisfied with the status quo of the company’s current products or 
services. Leaders in innovative organizations clearly establish an innovative expectation and are 
directly engaged in bringing new and valuable information to their organizations. This allows a 
fertile environment to be created allowing innovation to take root and blossom throughout the 
organization. Innovation is a vital element of being a leader. Steve Jobs, co-founder of Apple 
Inc. and a person constantly identified with innovation, states "Innovation distinguishes between 
a leader and a follower." 

 
It is important for leaders to promote innovation to their team members by both 

establishing an innovative vision and most importantly, by the actions they take to encourage 
team members to seek new and creative ideas. The organization’s innovative vision must be 
bold, challenging and inviting to set a distinct course and expectation for team members. The 
vision must be clearly communicated to all employees, so it becomes a mantra for themselves 
and the organization’s customers and shareholders. Jeffrey Phillips, author and leader of OVO 
Innovation, opines “innovation capability resides less in markets, strategies, technologies, or 
leadership than we typically suppose, and more specifically in factors that companies can 
control – culture, business attitudes and perspectives, focus, and intent.” These controllable 
factors are obtainable by any organization providing any product or service and it just takes 
leaders to grasp and champion innovation. 

 
A key role of leaders in bringing new and valuable information to their organizations is to 

be actively involved in establishing and ensuring resources are available to their team members. 
Leaders must be directly engaged in the innovation effort and not rely or wait for innovation to 
just happen. Leaders need to communicate to all team members the importance of innovation 
as being a vital element for the organization to stay relevant and sustainable for the long term.  
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Leaders need to emphasize to their team members innovation is everyone’s responsibility and 
not just the responsibility of the organization’s senior management, the board of directors or a 
small select group. Innovative leaders must remove barriers or obstacles that would prevent or 
hinder new or valuable information from being available in their organization. 

 
One of the most important factors a leader can provide to broaden innovation in their 

organization is to select and hire the right type of people. Those with an adventure to do more 
than what is assigned to them but to continuously seek better ways of doing things and pursue 
new ideas. Leaders need to work with their recruitment group to include innovative qualities as a 
part of the assessment process when screening and selecting potential candidates. Of course, it 
is also imperative a recruit must be able to perform the required duties of the job, but the 
organization would gain extra value if the new candidate also has innovative talents as well. 
Regarding innovation, the following quote from President Theodore Roosevelt can be enhanced 
to include the few words shown in italics, “The best executive is the one who has sense enough 
to pick good men with an innovative style to do what he wants to be done, and self-restraint 
enough to keep from meddling with them while they do it.” The additional words emphasize the 
importance of selecting not only a good person but the most optimum innovative person as well.  

 

Leaders Need to Encourage Employees to Seek New Ideas 

Innovative leaders need to remove paradigms of “business as usual” and encourage 
their employees to ask both the “why” and the “why not” questions regarding potential new 
products or services. Innovation threatens an organization by disrupting business as usual. 
When innovative ideas are pursued, this impacts the current leadership by potentially changing 
their expertise level and mode of operations. Many leaders have been promoted and advanced 
through an existing structure and the introduction of innovation may be perceived to impact their 
position as a valuable and knowledgeable leader. Innovation may remove their title of subject 
matter expert and eliminate the reliance the organization had on them. This change in leader 
perception will be an issue the organization will have to manage but should not restrict the effort 
of the organization to innovate. Innovative leaders need to allow and expect their employees to 
think differently and to aggressively seek other, nontraditional venues for information. It is from 
these other sources or different vantage points team members will uncover new ideas and 
concepts. The biases entrenched by an organization’s members, both the leaders and followers, 
prevent the introduction or pursuit of different information sources. The statement by economist 
John Maynard Keynes, “The difficulty is not so much in developing new ideas as in escaping 
from old ones,” clearly articulates the problem when organizations allow “business as usual” to 
restrict new ways of thinking. Business, as usual, provides so much comfort to existing leaders 
who fear and resist possible changes to the organization they in themselves become barriers in 
purposefully pursuing other sources of information which may lead to energizing and creative 
ideas. 

 
Leaders need to encourage their team members to actively hike on innovation trails to 

uncover uncharted paths of possibilities. Employees are not going to find new ideas and 
concepts doing the same old thing or referencing the same information. Team members have 
the most knowledge and are closest to the organization’s business operations which allow them 
to recommend improvements to the current suite of products or services. However, by 
introducing new and non-routine information, team members can also discover innovative ideas 
for entirely new products or services. Leaders are responsible for creating an open and inviting  
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environment for potential ideas or concepts for new products or services to be presented and 
discussed with other team members without condescending remarks or critical judgment. Steve 
Jobs described his role as a leader regarding these types of discussions “So when a good idea 
comes, you know, part of my job is to move it around, just see what different people think, get 
people talking about it, argue with people about it, get ideas moving among that group of 100 
people, get different people together to explore different aspects of it quietly, and, you know—
just explore things.” 

 
Leaders are to encourage team members to innovate internally to the organizations as 

well as external because improvements made to internal processes can be of significant value 
as well. Team members need to walk down the hall and watch how the organization’s current 
products or services are being assembled and used to uncover possible enhancements. The 
organization needs to understand and experience how their customers and other people do 
things with the current products or services. This uncovers potential improvements that can be 
made or how totally new products or services can be developed to make their customers more 
productive and efficient while remaining loyal to the organization. Leaders need to instill in their 
team members innovation awareness is 24/7, meaning they should be looking for opportunities 
always and in all places. Leaders need to establish an innovative urgency with their teammates, 
so the organization is in the best position to fulfill an opportunity when it is uncovered. Gary 
Hamel, Founder and Chairman of Strategos, states “What we need are companies that are 
capable of self-renewal, organizations that are capable of continually reinventing themselves 
and the industries in which they compete.”  

 

Leaders Need to Provide Information Resources 

For an organization to have a robust innovation process, a vital element is adequate and 
comprehensive sources of information and data. Information from different sources and non-
traditional places provides an organization with diverse ways of seeing things and looking 
further into the future in both their industry and other industries. Innovation needs to be a 
significant part of the organization’s business model to elevate the importance of innovation to 
all team members. By positioning innovation as an integral part of the organization’s business 
model this attracts senior management attention and provides required funding for contributing 
resources. With innovation being part of the business plan, this requires specific objectives be 
established and monitored. A key contributing factor to ensure the development of pipelines of 
information occurs is to establish specific innovative goals and metrics. Proctor and Gamble 
stated that at least 50% of its innovations in the coming years will be sourced from outside. 
When leaders set innovation goals this establishes accountability in the organization and team 
members can rally together to achieve the desired results. To achieve organizational goals, 
lower level practices need to be established within workgroups to maintain awareness and 
status. A leader can incorporate innovation status/review as a part of the scheduled agendas for 
their respective team/staff meetings. By making this a normal team activity this will contribute to 
maintaining awareness of the progress of innovation and keep team members actively engaged. 

 
Due to the limited number of work hours in each week, employees can be caught 

between making sure their regular assigned duties are accomplished and trying to achieve the 
expectation of being innovative. Leaders need to understand this dilemma and work with 
employees to reduce this pressure. There needs to an effort to “eliminate to innovate” regular 
business practices so employees can effectively deliver both elements. Just as previously  
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mentioned regarding including innovation as a regular discussion item, other less productive 
meetings or activities need to be eliminated to provide team members time to be innovative. 
Leaders need to provide time for team members to research innovative concepts along with 
making available new and different information resources. 
New Leaders – Make Innovation a Priority from the Start 

When an individual, who has not previously served in a leadership role, is appointed to 
an organizational leadership position, a natural tendency is for the new leader to prove their 
worth to their superiors. New leaders want to assure their managers they made the right choice 
in selecting them to a lead role in the organization. These initial efforts may limit the new 
leader’s focus to just being as efficient and frugal as possible without regard for innovation. 
Upon becoming a new leader, they can unknowingly spend all their energy and resources to 
prove their value, they concentrate primarily on delivering there assigned tasks in the most 
efficient manner. After making sure their group’s business operations are running smoothly their 
attention may turn to potential cost savings or increase production rates for the organization’s 
existing products and services. This can restrict a new leader’s attention to the innovative 
segment of their operations. A new leader must not get so caught up in achieving next quarter’s 
earnings they don’t take time to support and promote innovation. 

 
A word of advice to new leaders is to begin their role with a significant amount of time 

and effort dedicated to innovation. As new leaders form their leadership characteristics and 
traits, allowing innovation to hold a key tier position will form a substantial leadership behavior 
which can pay dividends throughout their career. New leaders should strive to include both the 
building block of efficiency and the building block of innovation in their leadership cornerstone 
on which to build the organization. It is important to not neglect innovation for the immediate 
return of efficiency. To meet short-term goals, companies have implemented processes to 
deliver more efficiency with little regard for innovation. Gary Hamel warns “most management 
processes are biased toward conservation rather than growth. They tend to put a premium on 
efficiency and undervalue experimentation aimed at exploring new competitive space.”  

 
Additional advice for new leaders is to develop an innovative culture within their 

assigned area. A group’s innovative culture can align with the organization’s overall innovative 
strategy if one exists or can be the catalyst by which the overall organization will include 
innovation in the business plan if one does not currently exist. New leaders can mold an 
environment which encourages employees to take risks and not be content on just performing 
their current task but to seek information and ideas outside the organization in other industries 
or markets. To encourage risk takers this requires the new leader to fully support their 
employees during the failures because they will occur. Employees should innovate “early and 
often” and pursue initiatives with the unwavering confidence their leader will support them even 
if it fails. Leaders must establish an environment in which failing is okay and not career ending. 
The team’s innovation motto should be “Failing is encouraged and not a problem, preference is 
to fail forward by learning something through the fall.” 

 
An innovation culture develops when a leader establishes an innovation expectation with 

their employees and creates an open venue by which employees can share new information, 
ideas or concepts with the other team members. Another innovation culture “fertilizer” is when 
the leader consistently and without hesitation, share their own innovative ideas to the team. An 
innovation culture grows when there are undivided attention and dedicated resources to 
innovation. The new leader needs to inspire and require their team to develop innovative  



Journal of Transformative Innovation 
Innovate or Evaporate 
    

 
Journal of Transformational Innovation, Vol. 3 Iss. 1, Spring 2018, pp. 05 - 10 
© 2018 Regent University School of Business & Leadership 

Page 10 

processes just as much as the current product or service processes have been developed. 
Innovative processes will guide and support employees to allow ideas to develop in an efficient 
and timely manner. An innovation process instills systematic methods for each new idea or 
concept to thoroughly be vetted and reviewed which provides consistency and saves the 
organization time. 

 

Innovate Don’t Evaporate 

As stated at the beginning of this article, an organization’s leaders set the tone and are 
responsible to ensure an environment exists which encourages, expects and promotes their 
team members to be innovative. Regardless if an individual has been in a leadership role for 
twenty years or twenty days, they must ensure the organization remains a viable entity today 
and, in the future, and being innovative contributes to this sustainability. All leaders must make 
innovation a normal part of their business and expect the same from their team members. An 
innovative culture must be alive and flourishing throughout the organization. All team members 
need to understand the importance and expectation to seek new and different sources of 
information so innovative ideas and concepts can be uncovered and pursued. Innovation is 
everyone’s responsibility from the Boardroom to the janitor closet and with this expectancy 
throughout the organization, new ideas for products and services will grow and not evaporate. 

 

 

About the Author 

David Ward, Jr. is a Nuclear Generation Senior Strategic Business Consultant with Duke 

Energy, the largest electric power holding company in the United States, headquartered in 

Charlotte, North Carolina. He received a Master’s degree in Business Administration from 

Winthrop University and a Master’s degree in Organizational Development from Pfeiffer 

University. David is currently a student in the Doctor of Strategic Leadership program at Regent 

University.  Please contact the author at daviwar@mail.regent.edu.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:daviwar@mail.regent.edu

