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ABSTRACT

In South Africa, businesses in the private sector continue to face a persistent and globally
perceived innovation gap that undermines competitiveness, adaptability, and at a macro level
long-term economic growth and sustainability. Despite growing recognition of innovation as a
driver of growth, many South African organisations struggle to integrate effective innovation
management into their strategic operations. This study investigates the role of leadership in
bridging this innovation gap by exploring how transformational and participative leadership
styles influence three key areas of innovation management: innovation adoption, fostering a

culture of innovation, and ensuring innovation sustainability.

The research follows a qualitative, exploratory design, drawing on semi-structured interviews
with senior business leaders operating in innovation-driven industries across South Africa.
Participants were purposively selected based on their leadership experience and active
involvement in strategic innovation initiatives. The study is centred around Rogers’ Diffusion
of Innovations Theory and Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture, which together provide
insights and a theoretical framework for understanding some elements of leadership’s impact

on organisational innovation practices.

Findings reveal that both leadership styles contribute significantly to the speed, effectiveness,
and sustainability of innovation efforts. Transformational leaders promote vision-driven
adoption and strategic alignment, while participative leaders cultivate inclusive innovation
cultures that empower employees and enhance innovation adoption. However, a critical gap
exists in formal innovation succession planning across most organisations regardless of

leadership style at the helm.

The study concludes that leadership is a pivotal lever in embedding innovation into
organisational DNA. By aligning leadership development with structured innovation
governance and orientated towards transformational and participative leadership practices,
South African businesses can enhance their resilience, drive economic transformation, and

position themselves more competitively in the global innovation landscape.
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1 CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Innovation is a critical driver of business success and economic resilience, yet South African
businesses face a persistent innovation gap that hinders competitiveness and long-term growth.
While innovation is widely acknowledged as essential for sustainability, the effective
management of innovation remains a significant challenge in many South African
organisations. A 2015 survey revealed that 80% of private sector executives emphasised the
importance of innovation management for growth and competitive advantage (Legrand &
Weiss, 2011). However, fewer than 30% expressed satisfaction with their organisation’s
innovation capabilities (Legrand & Weiss, 2011). Dells Innovation Index (2023) reinforces this
concern, indicating that only 26% of South African businesses are recognised as innovation
leaders or adopters (Gibson, 2023). This gap highlights a misalignment between the perceived

importance of innovation and its practical implementation in business strategies.

Leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping innovation management, and influences
organisational culture, decision-making, and the adoption of new technologies.
Transformational and participative leadership styles have been widely studied in relation to
innovation, with research suggesting that these approaches foster an environment conducive to
creativity, adaptability, and sustainable innovation (Afsar & Umrani, 2020). However, the
effectiveness of these leadership styles in bridging the innovation gap in South Africa’s unique

socio-economic and business landscape remains underexplored.

This study investigates how transformational and participative leadership styles influence
innovation management, with a particular focus on innovation adoption, fostering a culture of
innovation, and ensuring innovation sustainability. They have been specifically identified as
the two leadership styles that have a correlated positive influence on innovation management
(Ossai, 2021). This study employs a qualitative exploratory approach, drawing insights from
semi-structured interviews with 12 business leaders across diverse industries, with a focus on
technology and innovation-driven sectors. Participants were selected based on leadership

experience, industry expertise, and direct involvement in innovation management.
This study examines three key pillars of innovation management:

Innovation Adoption — Assessing how leadership styles influence the speed and effectiveness

of adopting new ideas and technologies.

Fostering a Culture of Innovation — Exploring how leadership strategies shape a work

environment that encourages creativity, risk-taking, and continual improvement.




Innovation Sustainability — Investigating leadership’s role in ensuring long-term innovation

continuity through structured planning, knowledge transfer, and executive sponsorship.

By examining these leadership influences, this study aims to provide practical insights for
business leaders, policymakers, and academics. It highlights the critical need for leadership
development programmes that focus on transformational and participative leadership styles,
which can enable organisations to embed innovation into their core strategies. Furthermore, the
study explores how leadership-driven innovation management can contribute to addressing
South Africa’s macro-economic challenges, such as economic stagnation, unemployment, and
global competitiveness. The findings of this study contribute to the existing body of knowledge
by offering empirical insights into the role of leadership in bridging South Africa’s innovation
gap. By integrating leadership strategies with effective innovation management practices,
organisations can enhance their adaptability, resilience, and long-term competitiveness in an

increasingly dynamic business landscape.
1.1 Statement of Purpose

This study has been structured to provide insights for business leaders, policymakers, and
academics, as it highlights the need for leadership development programmes focusing on
transformational and participative leadership styles, alongside insights for embedding

innovation into organisational DNA.
1.2 Background to the “Innovation Gap”

In the South African business landscape, innovation management is not a new concept, and the
ability to innovate consistently and manage this innovation effectively is what sets
organisations apart by providing competitive advantages and fostering long-term growth. This
need for innovation management not only drives companies to adapt and evolve in response to
rapidly changing local and global market conditions, but also mandates continued re-evaluation
of internal leadership strategies and their direct impact on and support of innovation
management practices. Leadership is undeniably critical to business transformation, as leaders
set the direction for change, mobilise the required resources, and ensure alignment across the
organisation, an approach which also applies to innovation management (Baker & Hoidn,

2023).

Historically, the study of organisational leadership has evolved from classical theories focusing
on “great man” characteristics to more complex paradigms that recognise the situational,
transformational, and democratic dynamics of leading an organisation. (Bass & Avolio, 1994,

Chapter 3, pp. 45—67) Concurrently, innovation management has emerged as a distinct area of

2




study, spurred by initial research on innovation itself, such as Schumpeter’s Theory of
Economic Development (1934) and Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations (2003), and has since
become a broad and subjective area of study. In South Africa, studies on innovation
management have expanded over the last decade, and more so as the innovation gap has been
emphasised in business analysis. Herbst and Barnard (2016) explain that the concepts of
innovation and innovation management, although different, contain residual ambiguity, with
many organisations having limited competencies in innovation management. However, these
two concepts are vastly different in purpose, with innovation aiming to improve or elevate

products or services as a proxy of research and development (R&D) to create value.

In the context of this study, innovation can be considered the “why” (why we seek change and
improvement), while innovation management aims to create a structured environment that
facilitates and manages continual innovation in all areas of the business, whether it involves
people, processes, products, strategies, culture, or resources. Therefore, in the context of this
study, innovation management can be considered the “how” (how we systematically achieve
and sustain innovation). The following definitions of innovation and innovation management

support Herbst and Barnard’s findings:
Definition of Innovation — The Oslo Manual

“The implementation of a new or significantly improved product (goods or services) or process,
a new marketing method, or a new organizational method in business practices, workplace
organization, or external relations” (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2005,

Chapter 1, p. 15)
Definition of Innovation Management — Harvard Business Review

“The systematic planning, organizing, managing, and controlling of innovation activities and

resources within an organization” (Harvard Business Review, 2022).

One objective of this study is underpinned by the modern challenges, specifically of innovation
management, that organisations in the South African private sector face in their business
practices. Leadership styles that can effectively manage innovation can provide a blueprint for
organisational resilience and adaptability. The importance of business innovation is directly
linked to individual business goals and needs. Boyles (2022) identifies this as a fundamental
aspect impacting organisational growth, competitive advantage, new opportunities, and
creativity across product, process, people, and strategy, and further emphasises that innovation

and the positive outcomes thereof have a direct impact on macro-economic factors.




The influence of leadership on innovation management focuses on three core pillars identified
as key concepts in innovation management frameworks. These pillars include Innovation
adoption, Culture of innovation and Innovation succession, which have been discussed across
literature such as Rogers Diffusion of innovation theory, 2003 and Schein’s Model of

Organisational Culture.
Innovation Adoption

The process by which organisations and its employees accept and implement new ideas is
significantly influenced by leadership, as leaders advocate to strategically integrate new
technologies and methodologies into business practice (Rogers, 2003). The pace and

effectiveness of adoption can be said to vary across different leadership styles.
Culture of Innovation

Similarly, an organisational culture of innovation that fosters creativity and continual
improvement is deeply embedded in leadership strategies that promote openness, flexibility,
and empowerment (Schein, 2010). Leaders who establish a strong vision and inclusive culture

enhance the sustainability of innovation.
Innovation Succession

The ability to sustain and evolve innovation practices depends on leadership that not only
initiates innovation, but also institutionalises it within organisational structures. Effective
leadership ensures that innovation practices endure leadership transitions and market shifts,

which reinforces long-term organisational adaptability and competitiveness.
1.3  Problem Statement

South Africa faces a persistent innovation gap that hinders business competitiveness and long-
term economic sustainability. While prior research has explored macro-economic barriers to
innovation, such as regulatory constraints, funding limitations, and socio-political instability,
little attention has been given to the role of leadership in shaping innovation management in
private sector organisations. Existing studies focus on innovation policies and external market
forces rather than the internal organisational and leadership dynamics that influence innovation
adoption, culture, and sustainability. Despite global research suggesting that transformational
and participative leadership styles foster innovation, there remains limited empirical evidence

on their effectiveness within South Africa’s unique business environment.

This study seeks to address this gap by examining how transformational and participative

leadership styles influence innovation management in South African businesses, with a specific




focus on three key pillars: innovation adoption, fostering an innovation culture, and ensuring
innovation sustainability. Transformational and participative leadership styles are the
leadership styles most associated with a positive influence on innovation and innovation
management within an organisation (Afsar & Umrani, 2020). Unlike broader studies on general
innovation challenges, this study provides a focused analysis of leadership’s role in shaping

innovation processes within private sector organisations.

By offering empirical insights into the relationship between leadership and innovation
management, this study aims to contribute to both academic discourse and practical leadership
strategies that can enhance South Africa’s innovation capacity and bridge the existing

innovation gap.
1.4  Significance of the Study

The rationale for investigating the impact of transformational and participative leadership
styles on innovation management in South African businesses stems from the observed key
challenges businesses face in closing their innovation gap and bolstering innovation
management practices. This study aims to enhance clarity and guide policy in relation to the
influence of leadership on innovation management, as leadership plays a pivotal role in shaping
organisational capabilities in innovation, which is fundamental to surviving in South Africa’s
tough business environment. Furthermore, the study presents findings that may assist in the
alignment of leadership styles with innovation management processes, which in turn could be
significantly impactful. South Africa’s wicked problems carry a deeply negative impact on its
society, and successful innovation management can have a materially positive impact in
addressing these wicked problems and establishing long-term improvements as a natural

“knock-on effect.” (Herbst, D., & Barnard, B, 2016).
1.5 Research Questions

This study is guided by three questions, each specific to the three pillars (themes) of innovation
management practices. The questions centre on the characteristics associated with
transformational and participative leadership styles to assess their influence on innovation

management.
Pillar 1: Innovation Adoption

Q1: How do transformational and participative leaders manage innovation succession to ensure

sustainability and evolution in organisational innovation management

Pillar 2: Organisational Culture of Innovation




Q2: What role do these leadership styles play in fostering an organisational culture that

encourages continual innovation and creativity among employees?
Pillar 3: Innovation Succession

Q3: How do transformational and participative leaders manage innovation succession to ensure

sustainability and evolution in organisational innovation management?
1.6  Delimitations of the Study

This study focuses on modern leadership styles affecting innovation in South African private
businesses, using exploratory qualitative data from interviews with 12 leaders experienced in

innovation management. It excludes external and customer-led innovations.
1.7  Assumptions

This study operates under several assumptions about the influence of leadership on innovation
management within South African businesses. It assumes that leadership styles directly impact
innovation practices, are the key element to addressing the innovation gap, and that certain
leadership styles correlate positively with innovation levels while reducing barriers such as
resistance to change, thereby encouraging adoption and ensuring long-term innovation success.
Organisational culture is seen as a mediator that enhances the impact of leadership on
innovation. Its influence is assessed through qualitative exploratory methods. The study
assumes economic equality to isolate leadership effects, and assumes that participant responses
are honest and accurate. It also considers the concepts of innovation adoption, culture, and
succession as applicable across various industries, despite a limited sample size. Theoretical
frameworks such as Roger’s diffusion of innovations theory and Schein’s model of
organisational culture are presumed valid for analysing organisational culture dynamics and it

assumes that thematic analysis is a suitable research methodology for the qualitative approach.




2 CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

Innovation is a fundamental driver of business success, yet South African businesses face a
persistent innovation gap that limits competitiveness and economic resilience. Leadership
plays a crucial role in innovation management, and influences the adoption of new ideas, the
cultivation of an innovation-friendly organisational culture, and the long-term sustainability of
innovation practices. Studies indicate that transformational and participative leadership styles
are particularly effective in fostering innovation (Afsar & Umrani, 2020). Transformational
leaders inspire change by setting a clear vision for innovation and driving rapid adoption of
new technologies. Participative leaders, on the other hand, foster an inclusive environment
where employees are actively involved in decision-making, which leads to greater acceptance

of innovation (Ossai, 2021).

One of the most significant roles of leadership in innovation management is facilitating the
adoption of new ideas and technologies. According to Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory
(2003), the speed and effectiveness of innovation adoption depend on factors such as perceived
advantages, communication methods, and leadership support. Transformational leaders
accelerate adoption by allocating resources strategically and aligning innovations with long-
term goals. Conversely, participative leaders encourage collaborative decision-making and
ensure that employees feel ownership over new ideas. However, resistance to change remains
a major barrier. South African businesses struggle with employee scepticism, cost concerns,
and uncertainty about the impact of innovation (Herbst & Barnard, 2016). Transformational
leaders overcome resistance by demonstrating the tangible benefits of innovation, while

participative leaders address concerns by facilitating open discussions and providing training.

Coupled with this, a strong innovation culture is essential for sustained success, and leadership
is the primary driver in shaping this culture. Schein’s model of organisational culture (2010)
emphasises that leaders establish the values, norms, and behaviours that encourage innovation.
Transformational leaders embed innovation into strategic planning and performance
evaluation, and ensure that creativity is not just an occasional initiative, but a core business
function. Participative leaders focus on empowering employees, and foster a sense of
ownership and accountability for innovation. However, South African businesses face
structural barriers, such as rigid hierarchies, risk-averse mindsets, and limited financial
incentives for innovation (Hudson, 2014). Studies show that companies with flat, decentralised

structures tend to be more innovative than those with strict hierarchical decision-making




processes (Legrand & Weiss, 2011). Leaders who encourage cross-functional collaboration and
open communication create an environment where employees feel safe to experiment and

contribute to innovation.
2.2 The Role of Leadership in Innovation Challenges in South Africa

Despite recognising the importance of innovation, South African businesses struggle with
economic constraints, regulatory challenges, and skills shortages (Burger, 2023). The country’s
limited investment in R&D has led to slow innovation adoption rates (Gibson, 2023).
Additionally, a lack of digital transformation strategies has placed South African firms behind
global competitors. Transformational leaders address these challenges by advocating for policy
changes, securing innovation funding, and driving digital transformation initiatives.
Participative leaders, in contrast, focus on employee empowerment, fostering innovation
ecosystems, and leveraging cross-industry partnerships. Case studies from global innovation
leaders, such as IBM’s transition to a service-driven model (Chesbrough, 2007), demonstrate
how leadership-driven innovation strategies can help businesses navigate economic volatility

and maintain competitiveness.
23 Bridging the Innovation Gap

To close South Africa’s innovation gap, businesses must prioritise leadership-driven innovation
strategies. Research suggests that aligning leadership styles with innovation management
frameworks can enhance organisational adaptability, resilience, and long-term growth (Dellova
& Tian, 2024). Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory (2003) highlights that innovation
adoption depends on effective communication, perceived benefits, and leadership influence.
Additionally, Schein’s model of organisational culture (2010) confirms that an innovation-
positive leadership approach fosters sustainable innovation practices. South African businesses
that integrate transformational leadership for vision-setting and participative leadership for
employee-driven innovation will be better positioned to compete globally. Future research
should explore longitudinal studies on the impact of leadership on digital transformation,

particularly in industries such as artificial intelligence (Al), automation, and fintech.
24 Definition of Key Concepts

This section provides definitions of key concepts that form the foundation of this study,

drawing from relevant academic literature and industry research.




Leadership Style

Leadership is the process by which individuals influence, guide, and direct others toward
achieving organisational goals. In the context of innovation, leadership plays a pivotal role in
decision-making, fostering creativity, and overcoming resistance to change (Bass & Avolio,

1994, p. 15). Two key leadership styles are emphasised in this study.

e Transformational Leadership: A leadership style that focuses on inspiring and
motivating employees by creating a compelling vision, fostering innovation, and
encouraging risk-taking (Bass & Avolio, 1994, p. 15). Transformational leaders
challenge the status quo, empower employees, and drive continual improvement.

e Participative Leadership: A leadership style that emphasises collaboration, inclusivity,
and employee involvement in decision-making (Ujwary-Gil, 2017). Participative
leaders encourage innovation through shared responsibility and collective problem-

solving and ensure that employees feel ownership over new ideas and processes.

These leadership styles influence how organisations adopt innovation, develop an innovation-

friendly culture, and ensure long-term sustainability.
Innovation

Innovation refers to the creation, development, and implementation of new ideas, products,
processes, or services that provide value to an organisation or society (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2005). Innovation is not solely about
technological advancements; it also encompasses process improvements, business model

innovations, and organisational transformations (Tidd & Bessant, 2009).
Innovation Adoption

The process by which an organisation accepts and integrates new technologies, methodologies,
or business models into its operations (Rogers, 2003). The speed and success of innovation

adoption depend on leadership influence, organisational culture, and employee readiness.
Innovation Culture

The collective mindset, values, and behaviours within an organisation that support creativity,
experimentation, and continual improvement (Schein, 2010). A strong innovation culture

enables organisations to adapt to market changes and sustain a competitive advantage.

Innovation Sustainability




The ability of an organisation to maintain and evolve its innovation practices over time,
ensuring that innovation remains a core strategic function rather than a temporary initiative

(Herbst & Barnard, 2016).
Innovation Management

Effective innovation management involves strategic planning, resource allocation, and

leadership-driven initiatives to embed innovation into organisational DNA.
2.5 The South African Context — Challenges and Opportunities for Innovation

South Africa presents a unique environment for studying leadership and innovation
management due to economic volatility, regulatory challenges, and skills shortages (Burger,

2023). Several factors shape innovation adoption and leadership influence in the country.

e FEconomic and Regulatory Barriers: Strict government regulations, high business costs,
and limited access to funding hinder innovation (Dludla, 2024).

e Technological Readiness: While South Africa has seen growth in digital transformation,
many businesses still lag behind global competitors in adopting new technologies
(Gibson, 2023).

e Workforce Challenges: A shortage of skilled professionals in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields limits businesses’ ability to leverage
technology-driven innovation (Gonzalez, Moral-Benito, & Soler, 2023).

e Corporate Culture: Many South African companies operate under traditional
hierarchical structures, which can stifle employee-driven innovation and risk-taking

(Hudson, 2014).

Despite these challenges, leadership-driven innovation strategies present an opportunity for
South African businesses to close the innovation gap, drive economic growth, and increase

global competitiveness.
2.6  Key Observations from International Studies

For additional observations and insights into associated themes, two studies of economies
considered more robust than South Africa (and that have experienced better economic growth

rates and a more prominent interest in innovation) were evaluated.

In The Relationship Between Leadership Style and Innovation Performance in Nigerian Small
and Medium Enterprises, Ossai (2021) investigates how leadership styles affect innovation
performance in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), and provides insights into

effective leadership approaches that promote innovation. Ossai’s study focuses on how
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transformational, transactional, and passive-avoidant leadership styles influence innovation
performance, and makes use of the full range leadership theory (FRLT). Interestingly, this study
employs a quantitative approach by analysing data and responses from 158 SME leaders using
the multifactor leadership questionnaire (MLQ-Form 5X), which is an eight-item innovation

performance scale developed by Meeus and Oerlemans (2000).

The transformational leadership style showed the most positive and significant correlation with
innovation performance, which highlights its importance in fostering innovation. The
transactional and passive-avoidant leadership styles did not significantly predict innovation
performance individually, though all three styles collectively showed positive correlation.
Transformational leadership was identified as the most effective style for enhancing innovation
in SMEs; promoting transformational leadership through leadership development programmes

could lead to increased innovation, growth, and job creation in SMEs (Ossai, 2021).

In The Impact of Leadership Styles on Innovation Management in Polish Companies, Ujwary-
Gil (2017) explores how a broad range of leadership styles affect innovation management,
outlines the organisational framework, and takes a deeper look at the different leadership styles
and their respective impact on innovation, whether positive or negative. Leadership styles
evaluated in Ujwary-Gil’s study includes directive leadership, participative leadership,
interactive leadership, charismatic leadership, transformative leadership,

transactional/instrumental leadership, strategic leadership, and distributed (shared) leadership.

Leadership plays a vital role in fostering innovation by influencing organisational creativity,
project execution, and overcoming resistance with any new idea or innovation. Various
leadership styles have unique impacts at various stages of innovation (ideation,
implementation) and for different innovation types (incremental, radical). A four-dimensional
framework (“people-means-effects-goals™) is used to systematically analyse leadership styles’
impact on innovation management. Lack of empirical evidence connecting leadership styles
with market innovations and certain stages such as incremental process innovation, among
others, necessitates an exploration of the link between leadership styles and innovation stages

(Lukowski, 2017).
2.7 Theoretical Framework

The following theories speak to two of the identified pillars (innovation adoption and

organisational culture):

Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations Theory
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This theory speaks to the adoption of innovative technologies or ideas within an organisation.
It shows that this adoption depends significantly on what the perceived attributes of the
innovation are, what communication channels are used, and on social influence. Leadership
styles influence these factors by either facilitating a quicker adoption process or hindering it

through restrictive practices (Rogers, 2003)

2.5%
Innovators

Late Majority
% 16%

Early Majority
13.5% 3%

Saron Eune? Foagen (Voo of vovwws Tt

Figure 1: Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations Theory
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Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture

Schein’s theory provides insights into how leaders can shape or reinforce an organisation’s
culture. This theory suggests that leadership is pivotal in embedding an innovation-friendly

culture within organisations, which in turn impacts the success of innovation management

practices.
rfaci}-\ Visible organisational
A Product structures and processes
OUTWARD VIEW / B. Behaviors \
Observable but hard to \
interpret
INWARD VIEW Strategies, goals, philosophies

(Espoused justification)

Unconscious, taken for granted beliefs.
Perceptions, thoughts and feelings
(Ultimate source of values and action)

Figure 2: Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture
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2.8 Theoretical Justification and Comparative Relevance

The theoretical framework of this study is anchored in Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovations Theory
(Rogers, 2003) and Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture (Schein, 2010), both of which
align with the study’s three selected innovation pillars—adoption, culture, and succession.
Rogers’ (2003) theory provides a structured lens through which to examine the adoption of
innovations within organisations by focusing on five key attributes: relative advantage,
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. These elements are particularly
relevant in evaluating how leadership influences innovation acceptance and implementation
within an organization. Schein’s (2010) model further compliments this by exploring how
leaders shape organisational culture through artefacts, supported values, and underlying
organizational assumptions. In the context of this study, Schein’s theory is critical for
understanding how leadership styles embed innovation into organisational norms and sustain

innovation over time.

To strengthen the theoretical validity of this study, it is important to position these core
frameworks in relation to other established theories. One referenced in this research is the Full
Range Leadership Theory (FRLT), developed by Bass and Avolio (1994), which categorises
leadership behaviours into transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire styles. While FRLT
has been instrumental in defining the leadership styles investigated in this study, it lacks a
specific focus on innovation processes or organisational culture, thus serving more as a
leadership classification framework than a theory for innovation analysis. Similarly, another
theoretical concept referenced Chesbrough’s (2007) Open Innovation Theory is valuable for
understanding how firms leverage external knowledge flows, partnerships, and boundary-
spanning collaborations to innovate. However, it is less relevant in this study’s internal focus

on leadership influence and organisational innovation culture.

When considering broader frameworks such as Schumpeter’s (1934) Theory of Economic
Development and the Innovation Management Model by Tidd and Bessant (2009) as they also
contribute valuable perspectives. Schumpeter’s theory focuses on innovation as a key driver of
macroeconomic development and creative destruction, but it lacks practical applicability to
organisational leadership dynamics. While Tidd and Bessant (2009) provide a structured,
process-oriented model for managing innovation, which is useful for understanding innovation
capabilities within a framework, but does not account for the cultural and behavioural

leadership influences explored in this research.

Below clarifies the alignment and limitations of each theory:
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Table 1: Comparison of Theoretical Frameworks

Primary Focus:

Strengths:

Limitations:

Rogers (2003)

Diffusion of Innovations

On Innovation adoption

within social systems

Strong applicability to

adoption speed,

Does not address

internal cultural

Model of Organisational

shaping organisational

culture-building and long-

Theory communication, and embedding or long-
perception; directly term innovation
relevant to Pillar 1 succession

Schein (2010) Leadership’s role in Critical for understanding | Limited focus on any

external innovation

Open Innovation Theory

knowledge inflow/outflow

partnerships and market-

facing innovation

Culture values and an innovation term innovation dynamics or
culture sustainability; aligns with influence
Pillars 2 and 3

Bass & Avolio (1994) Classification of leadership | Useful in defining the Does not account for
Full Range Leadership styles (transformational, different leadership innovation processes
Theory (FRLT) transactional, laissez-faire) | constructs or organisational

culture dynamics
Chesbrough (2007) External collaboration and | Highlights value of Focused on

boundary-spanning,
not internal

leadership or culture

Innovation Management

Model

capabilities and systems

process understanding and

framework modelling.

Schumpeter (1934) Innovation as an economic | Useful for macroeconomic | Too broad for
Theory of Economic growth engine framing in innovation organisational-level
Development assessment leadership analysis
Tidd & Bessant (2009) Structured innovation Supports innovation Does not directly

incorporate
leadership or cultural

drivers

The selection of Rogers’ and Schein’s theories was both deliberate and contextually justified,

aiming to offer a dual focus on innovation adoption and the organisational culture required to

sustain it. While alternative frameworks provide complimentary insights, they are either too

broad, externally focused, or insufficiently aligned with the leadership and cultural themes and

relationships being investigated central to this study. The integrated use of both Rogers and

Schein thus offers a coherent and theoretically aligned approach for analysing how

transformational and participative leadership styles influence innovation management in South

African private-sector organisations.
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2.9 Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework employed in this

study encompasses a multifaced domain for

evaluating the relationship between leadership, innovation management, influence, and macro-

economic challenges (wicked problems). Figure 3 depicts a simplified view of the research

framework.

Leadership | Innovation Ma t | Chall

- Research Framework

\
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Participative
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Semi-Structured Interviews
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!
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Figure 3: Leadership, Innovation Manageme

Figure 4 depicts the relationship between leader
the key aspects explored in this study.
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INNOVATION GAP PROBLEN
SOUTH AFRICAN BUSINESS
ENVIRONMENT

Figure 4: Relationship between Leadership and Innovation Management
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2.10 Conclusion

Innovation is not only a technological challenge — it is a leadership imperative. South African
businesses must cultivate a leadership culture that prioritises innovation, fosters inclusivity,
and ensures long-term sustainability. Transformational and participative leadership styles offer
complementary benefits, enabling businesses to accelerate innovation adoption, develop a
culture of continual improvement, and navigate the challenges of an evolving business
landscape. Without strong leadership commitment, the innovation gap will persist, limiting
South Africa’s ability to compete in an increasingly innovation-driven global economy. By
embedding leadership-driven innovation strategies, organisations can ensure long-term

competitiveness, resilience, and sustainable economic growth.
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3 CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Research Design

This study employs a qualitative exploratory research design to examine the influence of
transformational and participative leadership styles on innovation management within the
South African private sector. Given the complexity of innovation management and its
dependency on leadership strategies, a qualitative approach enables a deep exploration of
leadership behaviours, organisational culture, and the mechanisms that facilitate or hinder

innovation.
3.2  Research Approach

The research is inductive in nature, and aims to develop insights based on patterns observed in
real-world business environments. Using semi-structured interviews, the study captures the
perspectives of business leaders to identify recurring themes and establish a conceptual

framework linking leadership styles to innovation outcomes.
33 Questions and Considerations (Possible Variables)
Each of the study’s research question constitutes a range of variables to guide deeper insights:

1. How do transformational and participative leadership styles influence the speed and

effectiveness of innovation adoption within an organisation?

Considerations: Initial decision-making, speed, and -effectiveness, overcoming

resistance, initial perceptions

By referring to Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory, the speed of innovation
adoption based on employee perception and communication methods have been

incorporated.

2. What role do these leadership styles play in fostering an organisational culture that

encourages continual innovation and creativity among employees?
Considerations: Culture of innovation, encouraging creativity, structural influences

This question takes observations from Schein’s model of organisational culture, which
provides insights into how leaders can shape or reinforce an organisation’s culture and

how this can be directly aligned to innovation.

3. How do transformational and participative leaders manage innovation succession to

ensure sustainability and evolution in organisational innovation management?
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Considerations: Existing succession considerations, sustaining innovations, transfer of

ownership, future-proofing innovations.
34 Sampling Strategy

A purposive sampling technique was used to select 12 business leaders from diverse industries,
with a particular emphasis on sectors that rely heavily on technological innovation. Participants
were chosen based on their leadership experience, involvement in strategic decision-making,

and demonstrated expertise in innovation management.

Inclusion Criteria: Business leaders with at least ten years’ leadership experience in

innovation-driven industries

Exclusion Criteria: Leaders from non-private sector organisations or those without direct

influence over innovation management decisions
Table 1 provides a profile of participants chosen for the study.

Table 2: Profile of Respondents (Purposive Sampling)

# Company Title Gender | Age Leadership Experience (Yrs)
1 |[MobilelSP CE0 Male 50 Transformative 3
2 |SecuriyDistribution Sales Director Male 65 Transformative 4
3 |Financial Services Provider Headof Technology Male 62 Participative 40
4 |SME Founderand CEO Male 38 | Transformative/ Participative 15
5  |Office Automation Executive Director Male 52 Transformative 30
6  |Projects Company Sales & Marketing Director Male 60 Participative 40
7 |Global Manufacturer Country Leader (Africa) Male 45 Participative 2%
8  |Enterpise Group of Entities CEO Male 62 Transformative Y]
9 |SME CEO Male 40 | Transformative/ Participative 18
10 |Global Manufacturer EMEA Head Male 44 Transformative 2
11 (Start-Up Founder/ CEQ/ Engineer Male 48 Participative 2%
12 |Start-Up Headof Business Strategy Male 44 Participative 2

3.5 Data Collection Methods

Primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews, which enabled flexibility in
probing deeper into participants’ experiences while maintaining a structured approach. The

interviews focused on three core pillars of innovation management:

e Innovation Adoption — Exploring how leadership styles influence the speed and
effectiveness of adopting new ideas.
e Organisational Culture of Innovation — Investigating leadership’s role in fostering an

innovation-friendly culture
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e Innovation Succession — Examining leadership strategies for sustaining innovation

practices over time.

Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes and was conducted in a virtual or in-person

setting. Participants provided informed consent, which ensured ethical compliance.
3.6  Data Analysis

A thematic analysis approach was employed to systematically identify and analyse patterns in

the interview data. The following steps were undertaken:

e Transcription and Coding — All interviews were transcribed, and key themes were
identified through open coding.

e Pattern Recognition — Recurring leadership behaviours and innovation challenges
were categorised into themes aligned with the research objectives.

e Theoretical Alignment — The findings were interpreted using Rogers’ diffusion of
innovations theory (2003) and Schein’s model of organisational culture (2010) to
provide a structured theoretical perspective.

e Data visualisation techniques, such as heatmaps and radar charts, were used to

illustrate leadership influence on innovation adoption, culture, and succession.
3.7  Reliability and Validity

To ensure trustworthiness of the research findings, the study incorporated the following

measures:

e Triangulation — Findings were cross-validated using existing literature and
theoretical frameworks.

e Member Checking — Participants reviewed and confirmed the accuracy of
transcribed responses.

e Thick Description — Detailed narratives were used to provide contextual depth,

improving transferability of results to similar business environments.
3.8  Ethical Considerations

This study adheres to the ethical research guidelines set by the University of the Witwatersrand.

Ethical considerations include:

e Informed Consent — Participants were fully informed about the purpose and scope

of the study before participation.
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e Confidentiality — Identifiable information was anonymised to protect participant
privacy.
e Voluntary Participation — Participants were assured of their right to withdraw from

the study at any point without repercussions.
3.9  Limitations
While this research provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged.

e Sample Size — The study is limited to 12 participants, which may not fully represent the
broader business sector.

e Subjectivity — As a qualitative study, findings are subject to researcher interpretation,
though efforts were made to minimise bias.

o Industry-Specific Focus — The study’s focus on innovation-driven industries may limit

generalisability to more traditional business environments.
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4 CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

The findings presented in this section provides an analysis of the role of leadership in
innovation management through key themes derived from 12 semi-structured interviews with
business leaders. The findings are categorised into three core pillars: Innovation Adoption,
Culture of Innovation, and Innovation Succession. Furthermore, visual references are provided

for an in-depth thematic analysis of the findings.

The following patterns were identified during the thematic analysis in each of the respective

areas of focus (pillars) and their associated variables:
4.1 Pillar 1: Innovation Adoption

Decision-making is considered very strategic when introducing new innovations, with 8 out of
12 participants stating that innovation must align with organisational goals, market demands,

and feasibility.

Key findings on “Decision Making”: Leaders conduct pre-evaluation assessments, including
financial viability, market readiness, and risk mitigation, before committing to new
innovations. Transformational leaders focus on long-term impact, while participative leaders
emphasise employee involvement in decision-making. More experienced leaders (those with
more than 30 years’ experience) tend to adopt a structured, risk-managed approach, whereas

leaders with 10-20 years of experience show greater agility in decision-making.

Nine out of 12 leaders (75%) emphasised that leadership prioritisation significantly accelerates

innovation implementation.

Key findings on “speed and Effectiveness™: Clear strategic vision from leadership speeds up
employee adoption. Organisations with participative leadership styles tend to adopt innovation
faster due to employee inclusion and cross-functional collaboration. Resource allocation and
executive sponsorship ensure smoother adoption, while adequate funding enhances speed of

adoption.

Resistance to innovation, as well as resistance in all other areas of change within the business,
remains a key challenge, with all 12 leaders (100%) identifying this as a significant hurdle to

overcome.

Key findings on “Overcoming Resistance”: Fear of the unknown, employee scepticism, cost
concerns, and operational disruptions are major barriers. Transformational leaders are more
likely to implement proof-of-concept trials, while participative leaders rely on employee

engagement.
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Seven out of 12 (58%) participants reported that early employee involvement significantly

shapes perceptions.

Key findings on “Shaping Perceptions”: Leaders use real-world case studies, testimonials, and
open discussions to reduce scepticism. Executive buy-in and continual communication help to

sustain positive perceptions.

These findings are visualised in the heatmap shown in Figure 5, which illustrates the frequency

of themes mentioned across interviews and the low outcome considering the importance of

perceptions.
Frequency of Themes Mentioned in Interviews -
Shaping Perceptions - 7
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Figure 5: Frequency of key themes mentioned in interviews.
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Figure 6: Distribution of Leadership Styles Among Interviewees
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4.2 Pillar 2: Organisational Culture of Innovation

A significant 75% (9 of 12) leaders interviewed described an innovative culture as an

environment of open dialogue, learning, empowerment, and risk-taking.

Key Findings on “Defining Organizational Culture”: Hierarchical structures hinder innovation,
whereas decentralised, collaborative models encourage creativity. Organisations that integrate
innovation into daily operations experience higher levels of engagement. Leaders with more
than 25 years’ experience tend to view innovation as a top-down initiative, while leaders with

10-15 years’ experience favour a decentralised approach.
67% of the leaders (8 of 12) identified creativity as essential for innovation success.

Key findings on “Encouraging Creativity”: Creativity was encouraged through think tanks,
ideation sessions, innovation hubs, financial incentives, performance-based recognition
programmes, and embedding creativity into key performance indicators (KPIs) and

performance evaluations.

67% of the leaders (8 of 12) suggested that rigid structures hinder innovation, while 25% (3 of
12) made no reference to rigidity or hindered innovation. This highlights a significant

contributing factor to the innovation gap.

Key findings on “Structural Influence”: Companies with flexible, cross-functional teams
sustain long-term innovation. Bureaucracy and slow decision-making are cited as major

blockers.
4.3 Pillar 3: Innovation Succession

Most leaders admitted that their organisations do not integrate innovation succession planning,

with only 6 out of 12 leaders (67%) actively considering structured knowledge transfer.

Key findings on “Formal Succession Planning”: Significant risks are loss of key innovation
initiatives due to reliance on individual expertise and absence of structured handover processes,

which causes disruptions.

75% of leaders (9 of 12) believed that sustaining innovations is important but that it is not
actively pursued as it requires clear governance and structured innovation frameworks, regular
post-implementation reviews to ensure longevity, and ongoing feedback loops to refine and

improve innovations.
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4.4

Leadership Influence on Innovation Management — Flowchart

Figure 7 illustrates the influence of leadership on innovation management.
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Figure 7: Influence of Leadership on Innovation Management — Flowchart

Innovation Adoption

Assess viability — Drive adoption speed — Manage resistance — Shape perceptions.

Innovation Culture

Define innovation — Encourage creativity — Ensure structural support.

Innovation Succession

Plan succession — Sustain innovations — Transfer ownership — Future-proof.

4.5 Impact of Leadership Styles on Innovation Management — A Comparative

Analysis

The analysis contained in Table 2 compares the effectiveness of participative leadership,
transformational leadership, and a hybrid approach (both participative and transformational) in
fostering innovation adoption, cultivating an innovation culture, and ensuring innovation

succession.
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Table 3: Comparative Analysis (Leadership Styles and Innovation Management)

Leadership LIRS Ol Impact on Impact on

Innovation Innovation Innovation

Style

Adoption Culture Succession

Encourages open Struggles with structured
Employee-driven
o ) communication, succession but fosters
Participative (7) decision-making; fosters
inclusion, and bottom-up | shared ownership of
collaboration and buy-in | . . i
Innovation mnovation

Ensures structured

Visionary, rapid Creates a high-impact
innovation succession but
Transformational (3) | decision-making, and innovation culture but
may lack grassroots
bold risk-taking may centralise power o
continuity
Balances risk-taking Strengthens succession
Encourages both
with inclusion, ensures through structured
Hybrid (2) visionary leadership and
engagement and planning and distributed
collaborative execution
strategic alignment ownership

Innovation Adoption

Participative leadership fosters an inclusive approach to innovation adoption, and emphasises
employee collaboration. However, decision-making can be slower due to the need for
consensus and cross-team collaborations. Transformational leaders drive innovation adoption
more rapidly but may face resistance due to what may be perceived by employees as a top-

down or hierarchal approach.
Innovation Culture

Participative leadership creates an innovation culture rooted in collaboration, transparency,
inclusivity, and empowerment, which fosters long-term engagement. Transformational leaders
instil a bold and often disruptive culture, which often leads to rapid but sometimes
unsustainable change. Hybrid leaders achieve optimal cultural balance, and ensure that both

strategic direction and grassroots innovation thrive.
Innovation Succession

Participative leadership lacks structured succession planning, as innovation tends to be

distributed across teams without formal continuity mechanisms; this leadership style does not
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foresee the need to govern this succession with policy. Transformational leaders focus on long-
term sustainability, often ensuring succession through clear innovation roadmaps, documented
business strategies and frameworks, and ongoing leadership mentorship. Hybrid leaders blend
succession planning with decentralised innovation ownership, which ensures both visionary

continuity and collaborative execution.

Figure 8 presents a visual representation of the impact of leadership styles on innovation

management.

Leadership Styles and Their Effectiveness in Innovation Management

Innovation

= Participative

- Transformative

Hybrid vatipn Adoption

Figure 8: Radar Chart — Impact of Leadership Styles on Innovation Management

4.6 Evidence

The findings of this study align with established leadership and innovation theories, particularly
Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory (2003) and Schein’s model of organisational culture
(2010), which provide a structured framework to interpret how leadership styles influence
innovation adoption, organisational culture, and innovation sustainability. By integrating
insights from semi-structured interviews with business leaders and referencing previous
studies, this section presents notable evidence that demonstrates how transformational and
participative leadership styles impact innovation management in South African businesses and
further address larger macro-economic challenges. Through direct participant quotes and

references to prior research, the findings and interpretations illustrate leadership’s role in
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fostering a culture of innovation, overcoming resistance, and ensuring long-term innovation
sustainability. The evidence presented further contextualises these findings within the three
pillars of innovation management — adoption, culture, and succession — reinforcing the critical

role of leadership in bridging South Africa’s innovation gap.
Innovation Adoption

The findings identify leadership as a crucial factor in driving innovation adoption within South
African businesses. This is supported by Ossai (2021), who finds that transformational
leadership significantly correlates with innovation performance in SMEs. Similarly, Lukowski
(2017) suggests that participative leadership fosters an environment where innovation
flourishes through inclusivity and shared decision-making. Responses from experienced

leaders support this finding.

Participant 001: “If’it doesn t take priority, then it doesn t get the recognition it deserves, it falls
away completely... Unless you give it the sunshine, its not going to happen. It is almost like

leading by example.”

Participant 004: “South Africa is a very hard place to be innovative because of the challenges
we face. Access to capital, talent retention, and the bureaucratic nature of approvals make

adoption difficult.”
Innovation Culture

Leaders need to cultivate an organisational culture that supports innovation. Transformational
leaders achieve this by setting clear goals, encouraging cross-functional collaboration, and

creating a psychologically safe environment. Participants commented on this aspect as follows:

Participant 3: “If they know what we are doing and the support comes from the top down,
resistance is far less. Everyone gives their best when leadership sets the perception and

direction.”

Participant 5: “A culture of innovation is an environment where creativity, experimentation,
and continuous improvement are embedded in the organisations DNA. It encourages

’

employees to challenge the status quo.’
Innovation Succession

A common theme was long-term sustainability of innovation efforts and ensuring that
leadership transitions do not disrupt progress. In this regard, interview participants responded

as follows:
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Participant 8: “We lost that sense of culture and innovation over time. We are now trying to
bring it back, but it is much harder when you lose it. Keeping that culture consistent is key to

1

long-term success.’

Participant 10: “Leadership succession must include innovation management. If it is not baked
into the DNA of the organisation, it fades as soon as a new leader comes in with a different
vision.”

This is further substantiated by the studies of Lukowski (2017) and Ossai (2021). Lukowski
(2017) suggests that effective succession planning must include innovation frameworks to

ensure continuity despite leadership transitions, while Ossai (2021) supports the need for

formalised knowledge-transfer mechanisms.

28




5 CHAPTER 5: INTERPRETATION OF FINDINGS

This study’s findings are interpreted in the context of the research questions that guide the study

in conjunction with the themes that emerged from the interviews.
5.1 Leadership Influence on Innovation Adoption

Question 1: How do transformational and participative leadership styles influence the speed

and effectiveness of innovation adoption within an organisation?

The findings indicate that leadership style significantly affects the rate, effectiveness, and
overall success of innovation adoption. Transformational leaders accelerate implementation by
applying their vision and strategic influence to facilitate change. These leaders focus on
aligning innovation with long-term goals, and ensure that new initiatives are implemented
swiftly and effectively. Conversely, participative leaders foster collaboration by involving
employees in decision-making before implementing innovations. This inclusive leadership
style fosters greater employee buy-in but can slow down the adoption process due to the need

for consensus and broader engagement.

A key factor influencing innovation adoption is initial decision-making. Transformational
leaders tend to make strategic, top-down decisions about innovation, assessing its long-term
impact, feasibility, and alignment with business objectives. They rely on their ability to inspire
and influence teams, ensuring that employees embrace change as part of the organisation’s
strategic vision. Participative leaders, however, encourage employee involvement in the
preliminary stages of decision-making, ensuring that innovation aligns with their teams’ skills,
perceptions, and operational needs. While this approach increases acceptance, it may also lead

to a slower adoption process as multiple stakeholders contribute to the decision.

The speed and effectiveness of innovation adoption depends on leadership prioritisation and
resource allocation. 75% of interviewed leaders emphasised that clear strategic direction and
executive sponsorship significantly accelerate innovation implementation. Organisations with
participative leadership styles experience higher employee engagement but slower decision-
making, as leaders facilitate dialogue and consensus-building before making commitments. In
contrast, transformational leaders drive faster adoption by taking decisive action, allocating

necessary resources, and maintaining a purposeful approach.

The findings support Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovations theory, which emphasises that

the perceived advantages of innovation, communication methods, and leadership influence
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play a significant role in adoption speed by moving employees through the stages of innovation

diffusion as fast as possible (from early adopters to early and late majority).

Employee resistance to innovation emerged as a consistent challenge to innovation adoption
across all interviews, along with employee concerns about job security. Transformational
leaders address this challenge by employing proof-of-concept trials to showcase the tangible
benefits of innovation. By providing employees with small-scale exposure to new initiatives,
they reduce uncertainty and demonstrate the practical advantages of adoption. Participative
leaders, on the other hand, mitigate resistance through open communication and employee
engagement sessions, which ensures that employees feel included in decision-making and

understand the value of innovation.

The findings align with Schein’s (2010) model of organisational culture, which suggests that
leadership must create a culture of psychological safety and openness to encourage innovation
acceptance. Leaders who communicate transparently and integrate employees into the
innovation journey are more likely to overcome resistance effectively. Additionally, the
findings support Rogers’ (2003) theory, which posits that peer influence and strategic

communication can significantly impact the rate of innovation acceptance.

Furthermore, employee perceptions play a crucial role in determining the success of innovation
adoption. The study finds that 58% of interviewed leaders believe that early employee
involvement is essential in shaping positive perceptions (this can be considered low).
Transformational leaders rely on storytelling and case studies, illustrating how innovation
aligns with business success and employee growth. They use compelling narratives to create
enthusiasm and reduce scepticism. Participative leaders approach perception management
through engagement-driven strategies, encouraging employees to share their concerns and
ideas, thus creating a sense of ownership of new innovations. The findings reinforce Rogers’
diffusion of innovations theory (2003), which emphasises that innovation adoption is heavily
influenced by how innovative ideas are communicated and received within the organisation.
Effective leaders ensure that employees see innovation not as a disruption but as an opportunity

for professional development and business growth.
5.2 Leadership Influence on Fostering an Innovation Culture

Question 2: What role do these leadership styles play in fostering an organisational culture that

encourages continual innovation and creativity among employees?

An innovation-driven culture thrives on openness, collaboration, and leadership empowerment.

75% of leaders in the study described innovation culture as an environment that encourages
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experimentation and learning. Transformational leaders establish innovation as core to the
business strategy, embedding it into performance metrics and long-term objectives.
Participative leaders cultivate a bottom-up innovation culture, which enables employees to
contribute ideas and take part in shaping innovation initiatives. Schein’s model of
organisational culture (2010) suggests that leaders define the norms, values, and behaviours
that drive innovation. This study’s findings support this, showing that leaders who reinforce an
innovation-positive culture through strategic vision and employee inclusion create more

resilient and adaptive organisations.

Sustained innovation depends on fostering creativity. The findings of this study indicate that
67% of leaders implement structured programmes such as innovation think tanks, ideation
workshops, and employee-driven projects. Transformational leaders promote creativity by
offering rewards and incentives for innovative thinking, while participative leaders foster a

culture of creativity through collaborative idea-generation processes.

Organisational structure plays a significant role in determining how well innovation can thrive.
The study reveals that 67% of leaders believe that hierarchical and rigid structures hinder
innovation, and creates bureaucratic barriers that slow down idea implementation. Participative
leaders advocate for decentralised decision-making and empower employees to take ownership
of innovation efforts. Transformational leaders focus on realigning business structures to

improve agility and responsiveness to change.
5.3 Leadership Influence on Innovation Succession

Question 3: How do transformational and participative leaders manage innovation succession

to ensure sustainability and evolution in organisational innovation management?

The study highlights a lack of structured succession planning for innovation, with 67% of
leaders admitting that their organisations do not have structured mechanisms for ensuring long-
term sustainability. Transformational leaders embed succession planning into innovation
strategies by ensuring knowledge is documented and transferred through leadership mentorship
programmes. Participative leaders focus on team-based knowledge-sharing and creating

collective ownership of innovation projects.

Innovation sustainability relies on continual evaluation, governance, and learning programmes.
75% of leaders emphasised that regular reviews and structured innovation roadmaps help

organisations maintain a competitive advantage.
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While 58% of leaders support formal ownership transfer, many organisations still lack
structured processes for ensuring continuity. Transformational leaders enforce documented

handover strategies, while participative leaders emphasise mentorship and knowledge-sharing.
5.4  Addressing the Challenges of South Africa’s “Innovation Gap”

South Africa’s innovation gap is characterised by slow innovation and technology adoption
rates, cultural barriers to innovation, and limited supportive leadership policies. Aligning
leadership strategies with innovation management is crucial to closing South Africa’s
innovation gap. The findings of this study suggest that transformational and participative
leadership styles are instrumental in overcoming barriers to innovation adoption, fostering a
culture of continual innovation, and ensuring sustainability in innovation practices.
Furthermore, a strong innovation culture led by initiative-taking leadership can have a profound
effect on addressing South Africa’s wicked macro-economic challenges, including

unemployment, economic stagnation, and global competitiveness.

Leadership plays a crucial role in accelerating innovation adoption to bridge this gap.
According to Rogers’ diffusion of innovations theory (2003), leadership influences the rate of

adoption through relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability.

Participant 005: “Innovation management is critical to long-term sustainability... without

leadership prioritising it, businesses remain stagnant.”

A lack of innovation culture in South African businesses is a fundamental reason for the
stagnation in economic progress. Schein’s model of organisational culture (2010) explains that
leaders shape innovation culture through three levels: artefacts (visible processes), espoused
values (stated priorities), and basic assumptions (deeply ingrained behaviours). A strong culture
of innovation led by transformational and participative leaders can drive job creation,
especially among youth and underprivileged communities, by fostering entrepreneurial
thinking and critical thinking skills. Additionally, by embedding innovation into organisational
DNA, companies can develop locally relevant solutions to challenges such as energy crises,
digital transformation, and service delivery inefficiencies — all major factors limiting South

Africa’s global competitiveness.
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5.5 Case Study References (Supporting Evidence):

These case studies provide real-world examples of how transformational and participative
leadership styles have been applied to drive innovation management across diverse
organizational contexts. By examining specific instances where leadership influenced
innovation adoption, culture, and succession, this section illustrates the tangible impacts of
strategic leadership decisions. Ultimately, these references serve to bridge the gap between
theory and practice, offering valuable lessons and evidence that can inform both future research

and policy development in addressing South Africa’s innovation challenges.
Mobile ISP — Strategic Innovation in Telco Services

Participant Reference: Interview Record #001

Leadership Style: Transformational/Participative (Hybrid)

Key Innovation Impact:

This leader played a pivotal role in driving service innovation rather than product innovation.
He was instrumental in impacting the speed and effectiveness of the new direction. Early
adoption of new methodologies was instrumental, and was achieved through graduate
recruitment to drive industry expertise. A similar real-world case study is IBM’s business model
transformation; IBM transitioned from a hardware company to a service-based model through

leadership-driven innovation (Chesbrough, 2007).

Financial Services Provider — Innovation in Security Technology
Participant Reference: Interview Record #003

Leadership Style: Transformational/Participative (Hybrid)

Key Innovation Impact:

This leader identified a gap in electronic security and technology, transitioning from physical
security to a digital innovation framework. Employee empowerment played a leading role in
adopting new innovations through early collaboration. A real-world case study reference is
GE’s shift from industrial to digital transformation — Jeff Immelt’s leadership in moving GE

toward industrial Internet of Things (IoT) and Al (Immelt, Govindarajan, & Trimble, 2009).
Office Automation Company (Covid Impact) — Incentivising Innovation Culture
Interview Reference: Interview Record #005.

Leadership Style: Transformational/Participative (Hybrid)
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Key Innovation Impact:

This involved reward-driven innovation through financial incentives and KPI-based
performance tracking. A structured approach was used in defining an innovation management
process that aligns with market trends and the relevant internal feasibility analysis. A real-world
case study reference is Google’s 20% Rule — Google encouraged employees to dedicate 20%

of their time to innovation, leading to projects like Gmail and Google Maps (Bock, L, 2015).
5.6 Recommendations for Future Research

A key area for further research is the long-term impact of leadership styles on innovation
sustainability and business performance. While existing studies, including this one, have
explored how transformational and participative leadership styles influence the adoption of
innovation, there remains a gap in understanding how these leadership approaches contribute
to the longevity and continuity of innovation efforts over an extended period. Many
organisations successfully implement innovative strategies in the short term, but maintaining
momentum and ensuring that innovation becomes embedded in the organisation’s culture is a
greater challenge. Future research could examine how leadership decisions, succession
planning, and cultural reinforcement affect an organisation’s ability to sustain innovation over

five to ten years.

Another crucial aspect that requires deeper investigation is the relationship between leadership
and digital transformation. With technological advancements such as Al, automation, and big
data analytics becoming fundamental to modern businesses, leadership’s role in managing this
transition is more critical than ever. Future research could explore how different leadership
styles facilitate or hinder digital transformation and whether transformational leadership, which
emphasises vision and inspiration, is more effective than participative leadership, which fosters
collaboration and inclusivity. A longitudinal study tracking organisations undergoing digital
transformation could provide valuable insights into leadership’s effectiveness in adapting to

evolving technological landscapes.

Additionally, further research should investigate the impact of leadership development
programmes on fostering an innovation-driven culture. While organisations invest significantly
in leadership training, there is limited empirical evidence on whether such initiatives effectively
translate into sustained innovation practices and employee engagement. A study examining
businesses before and after leadership training interventions could provide measurable insights
into how these programmes influence leaders’ ability to drive continual innovation, shape

organisational culture, and encourage risk-taking.
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6 CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION

In an era where innovation is a key determinant of business success and economic resilience,
South African companies continue to grapple with a widening innovation gap that threatens
their long-term competitiveness. The findings of this study underscore a crucial truth:
leadership is the single most influential factor in determining how effectively businesses adopt,
sustain, and integrate innovation into their organisational DNA. Through the exploration of
transformational and participative leadership styles, this study demonstrates that innovation is
not simply a function of external market pressures or technological advancements — it is, at its
core, a leadership challenge. Businesses that fail to cultivate innovation-focused leadership will
continue to struggle with slow adoption rates, cultural resistance, and the inability to sustain
innovation practices over time. Conversely, organisations that actively align leadership
strategies with innovation management will secure a future characterised by adaptability,

resilience, and sustained competitive advantage.
The Leadership Imperative for Innovation Management

Innovation does not occur in isolation. It is not merely the result of technological investments
or R&D efforts; it is shaped by how leaders inspire, facilitate, and institutionalise change. In
organisations where leadership embraces innovation as a strategic priority, there is a noticeable
acceleration in the adoption of innovative ideas and an increased willingness among employees
to engage in innovation-driven activities. This study confirms that the presence of an
innovation-positive leadership culture significantly influences an organisation’s ability to

remain competitive in a rapidly evolving market.

Transformational leadership has been highlighted as particularly effective in driving innovation
adoption and shaping forward-thinking organisations. These leaders create a compelling vision
for change, fostering a sense of purpose that inspires employees to embrace new ways of
thinking and operating. They prioritise innovation by integrating it into their long-term strategic
vision, and ensure that it is not merely seen as an isolated initiative, but rather as a core business

function.

Participative leadership, on the other hand, is instrumental in building an inclusive innovation
culture that empowers employees at all levels to contribute ideas and take ownership of
innovation initiatives. By emphasising collaboration and decentralised decision-making,
participative leaders create an environment where employees feel valued, engaged, and
motivated to drive innovation. This leadership style enhances organisational agility, enabling

companies to adapt to change more effectively and sustain innovation over time.
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Bridging the Innovation Gap Requires Leadership Commitment

The South African business landscape is marked by economic volatility, regulatory challenges,
and shifting market demands. These complexities make innovation a necessity rather than a
luxury. However, despite widespread recognition of the importance of innovation, many
businesses fail to translate this understanding into action. This failure does not stem from a lack

of resources or capability but rather from an absence of leadership-driven innovation strategies.

One of the most significant challenges identified in this study is the gap between leadership
intent and execution. While many business leaders acknowledge the need for innovation, fewer
actively embed it into organisational structures, governance frameworks, and performance
metrics. This disconnect results in innovation efforts that are inconsistent, short-lived, or
lacking in strategic alignment. To close the innovation gap, South African businesses must
recognise that leadership commitment to innovation is not optional — it is imperative.
Innovation must be championed at the highest levels of the organisation, with leaders actively
driving and sustaining change rather than delegating it to innovation teams or research
departments. Without this leadership commitment, innovation efforts will remain fragmented,

reactive, and ineffective.
A Culture of Innovation is the Foundation for Sustainability

Beyond leadership intent, this study reinforces the idea that organisational culture plays a
defining role in whether innovation succeeds or fails. An organisational culture that rewards
creativity, tolerates risk, and encourages continual learning is essential for fostering sustainable
innovation practices. However, many organisations operate within rigid, hierarchical structures
that inhibit innovation and discourages employees from experimenting with innovative ideas

or challenging established processes.

Transformational and participative leaders have a unique opportunity to reshape these cultures
by embedding innovation into the very fabric of the organisation. This requires moving beyond
traditional leadership approaches and embracing a leadership philosophy that prioritises agility,
adaptability, and empowerment. Businesses that cultivate an open, innovation-driven culture
are better positioned to withstand disruptions, capitalise on emerging opportunities, and sustain

long-term growth.
Innovation Succession is the Missing Link

While leadership can drive innovation adoption and shape an innovation-friendly culture, the
long-term sustainability of innovation is dependent on structured succession planning. One of

the most critical gaps identified in this study is that many organisations fail to institutionalise
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innovation succession, which leaves it vulnerable to leadership transitions, shifting market
conditions, and organisational restructuring. A business that lacks structured innovation
succession planning risks losing its competitive edge when key innovation champions exit the
organisation. Without clear mechanisms for transferring knowledge, maintaining innovation
initiatives, and ensuring continuity, even the most promising innovation efforts can fade over
time. To address this, organisations must develop formalised processes for knowledge transfer,
mentorship, and innovation governance. Leaders must ensure that innovation is not tied to
individuals but rather embedded within organisational processes and strategic frameworks.
Only by doing so can businesses safeguard their innovation capabilities and ensure long-term

resilience.
Innovation is a Leadership Imperative, Not a Choice

The findings of this study reinforce an undeniable reality: South African businesses cannot
afford to be passive in their approach to innovation. The innovation gap will not close on its
own; it requires deliberate, strategic, and leadership-driven action. Organisations that fail to
prioritise leadership-led innovation risk falling behind in an increasingly competitive global
economy. Leadership is the catalyst for innovation. The ability to adopt, foster, and sustain
innovation is determined not just by market conditions or industry trends, but by how
effectively leaders drive the innovation agenda within their organisations. Transformational
and participative leadership styles offer distinct but complementary approaches to ensuring that

innovation is not just an aspiration but a core strategic function.

Innovation is not an abstract concept; it is a leadership mandate. The future belongs to those

who lead with vision, act with purpose, and innovate with conviction.
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7 CHAPTER 7: JOURNAL NOMINATIONS

This research is considered suitable for submission to the South African Journal of Business
Management (SAIBM) or the Southern African Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small
Business Management (SAJESBM) with AOSIS Publishing.

South African Journal of Business Management (SAJBM)

Scope & Fit: SAJBM publishes empirical and theoretical contributions in all areas of business

and management within the South African and broader African context.

Rationale: This study aligns with the journal's focus by addressing the impact of
transformational and participative leadership on innovation adoption, culture, and
sustainability in South African private-sector businesses. The integration of Rogers’ and
Schein’s frameworks provides a theoretical grounding appropriate for SAJBM’s scholarly

audience.

Submission Format: Articles are expected to be between 6,000 and 10,000 words, following a

structured format: abstract, introduction, methodology, results, discussion, and conclusion.

APA 7th referencing style is required.

Journal Link: https://sajbm.org

Southern African Journal of Entrepreneurship and Small Business Management

(SAJESBM)

Scope & Fit: SAJESBM focuses on entrepreneurship, innovation, and small business
management, with an emphasis on applied research that contributes to economic development

in Southern Africa.

Rationale: The research’s exploration of leadership influence on innovation practices offers
practical implications for SMEs and aligns with the journal’s developmental and innovation

focus. The qualitative design and regional emphasis further enhance its suitability.

Submission Format: Manuscripts should not exceed 6,000 words and must include an abstract,

introduction, methods, findings, and conclusion. APA 7th edition referencing is required.

Journal Link: https://sajesbm.co.za
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