
Research Thesis

Leadership Practices for Innovation 
 In High-Technology Organisations 

By

Grant Allen

Submitted in fulfilment of requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy in Information Systems

University of Technology, Sydney

September, 2014



SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN ii
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP 

I certify that the work in this thesis has not previously been submitted for a degree nor has it 

been submitted as part of requirements for a degree except as fully acknowledged within the 

text.

I also certify that the thesis has been written by me. Any help that I have received in my 

research work and the preparation of the thesis itself has been acknowledged. In addition, I 

certify that all information sources and literature used are indicated in the thesis. 

Signature of Student: 

Date:  12 September 2014 

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN iii
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



Contents 
CERTIFICATE OF ORIGINAL AUTHORSHIP .................................................................... iii 
Index of Figures ....................................................................................................................... vii 
Index of Tables ....................................................................................................................... viii 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................... ix 

Abstract ...................................................................................................................................... x 

Chapter 1 – Thesis Introduction ................................................................................................. 1 

1.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Background to this Research ........................................................................................... 2 

1.3 Current Research Concerns and Issues ............................................................................ 4 

1.4 Research Area and Questions........................................................................................... 5 

1.5 Contributions of this Research to the Field...................................................................... 6 

1.6 Situation and Chronology of the Research ...................................................................... 6 

1.7 Structure of this Thesis .................................................................................................... 7 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review ................................................................................................... 9 

2.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 9 

2.2 A Brief Review of the Literature on Leadership ............................................................ 10 

2.2.1 Exploration of the Historic and Classic Notions of Leadership ............................. 10 

2.2.2 Trait-based Leadership ............................................................................................ 11 

2.2.3 Behaviour-based Leadership ................................................................................... 13 

2.2.4 Situational Leadership ............................................................................................ 14 

2.2.5 Transactional Leadership / Transformational Leadership ....................................... 15 

2.2.6 Informing Future Thinking on Leadership ............................................................. 16 

2.3 A Review of Literature on Leadership Factors Affecting Innovation ............................ 17 

2.3.1 Leadership and the Organisation's locality and situation. ....................................... 17 

2.3.2 Leadership and the Influence of Government Policy ............................................. 20 

2.3.3 Leadership Support for the Role of Brokers in Industry and Between Organisations
.......................................................................................................................................... 21 

2.3.4 Team or Group Selection, Formation and Critical Mass ........................................ 22 

2.3.5 The Role, Effect and Potential of Knowledge Custodians ...................................... 24 

2.3.6 Incentives, Rewards and Compensation ................................................................. 25 

2.3.7 The Role of Brokers in the Micro-environment ..................................................... 27 

2.3.8 Organisational Structure, Rigidity and Formalism ................................................. 29 

2.3.9 Porosity of Boundaries Within and Between Organisations ................................... 31 

2.3.10 Understanding and Exploitation of Social Capital................................................ 32 

2.3.11 Learning Culture and the Learning Organisation .................................................. 36 

2.3.12 The Role of Leaders and Leadership .................................................................... 37 

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN iv
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



2.3.14 Determinism and Prescribing Knowledge Realisation and Innovation ................39 

2.3.14 Emergent Knowledge Realisation and Innovation as Strategic Intent..................40 

2.4 Conclusion .........................................................................................................................41 

Chapter 3 - Research Methodology .........................................................................................43 

3.1 Introduction....................................................................................................................43 

3.2 Purpose of the Research.................................................................................................43 

3.3 Research Question .........................................................................................................44 

3.4 Research Objectives and Outcomes...............................................................................44 

3.4 Research Audience.........................................................................................................44 

3.5 Research Contribution ...................................................................................................44 

3.6 Ontological Assumptions Underpinning the Research ..................................................44 

3.7 Epistemological Assumptions Underpinning the Research ...........................................45 

3.8 Research Methodology ..................................................................................................46 

3.8.1 Action Research ......................................................................................................47 

3.9 Research Methods..........................................................................................................48 

3.9.1 Selection of Participants in the Research................................................................48 

3.9.2 Data Gathering ........................................................................................................48 

3.9.3 Data Handling .........................................................................................................49 

3.9.4 Data Analysis ..........................................................................................................49 

3.9.5 Potential Problems and Constraints ........................................................................50 

Chapter 4 – Data Presentation..................................................................................................51 

4.1 Introduction....................................................................................................................51 

4.2 Overview of Action Research Field Work. ....................................................................51 

4.3 Group One – Emergent Leadership Peer Support Group. .............................................52 

4.3.1 Background .............................................................................................................52 

4.3.2 Cycle 1 – Initial Meeting ........................................................................................53 

4.3.2 Cycle 2 – Pair and group forming – practices important to “leadership confidants”
..........................................................................................................................................57 

4.3.2 Cycle 3 – a reflection and peer support session......................................................62 

4.3.2 Cycle 4 – Ongoing Leadership Confidant sessions ................................................67 

4.3.2 Cycle 5 – Seeking longitudinal structured follow up..............................................71 

4.4 Group Two  – Acquired Group from M&A ...................................................................76 

4.4.1 Background .............................................................................................................76 

4.4.2 Initial Engagement, Analysis and Theorising .........................................................76 

4.4.3 Outline of Action Research cycles..........................................................................78 

4.4.3 Cycle 1 – Exploring Personal Background.............................................................78 

4.4.3 Cycle 2 – Team History ..........................................................................................83 

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN v
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



4.4.3 Cycle 3 – New Priorities 1 ......................................................................................92 

4.4.3 Cycle 4 – New Priorities 2 ......................................................................................99 

4.4.3 Cycle 5 – Democratic Derailment.........................................................................103 

4.4.3 Cycle 6 – Stop, Start, Continue.............................................................................108 

4.4.3 Cycle 7 – Commitment .........................................................................................112 

4.4.3 Cycle 8 – Where Are We Now? ............................................................................118 

Chapter 5 – Data Analysis and Discussion ............................................................................126 

5.1  Introduction.................................................................................................................126 

5.2  Summary of Data Sources ..........................................................................................127 

5.3  Analysis of Leadership Practices Emerging from the Research .................................128 

5.3.1 Seeing self-in-the-other and other-in-the-self .......................................................130 

5.3.2 Intellectual humility ..............................................................................................131 

5.3.3 Negotiated Order...................................................................................................134 

5.4   Technical Innovations Achieved Through the Action Research ................................137 

5.4.1. Technological Innovation in Network Management............................................138 

5.4.2 Technological Innovation in Software Security Mechanisms...............................139 

5.4.3. Technological Innovation in the revolutionary DTech Validation product..........140 

5.4.4. Technological Innovation in the dramatically changed DTech Reporting System
........................................................................................................................................141 

5.5   Contribution of Findings to the Answering of the Research Question: What are the 
Leadership Practices for Innovation Realisation in High-Tech Organisations ..................142 

Chapter 6 – Thesis Conclusion ..............................................................................................145 

6.1 Research Questions and Approach...............................................................................145 

6.2 Thesis Findings ............................................................................................................146 

6.2.1 Seeing Self-in-the-Other and Other-in-the-Self....................................................147 

6.2.2 Intellectual Humility .............................................................................................147 

6.2.3 The Creation of a Negotiated Order......................................................................147 

6.2.4 Intelligent Caring ..................................................................................................148 

6.3 Technological Innovation Developed in Parallel to the Research ...............................148 

Appendix A: List of References.............................................................................................151 

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN vi
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



Index of Figures

2-1 Typologies of Internal Knowledge Brokers 

2-3 Social capital value variability as a function of peer number

3-1 Continuing cycles of action research, embodying the concept of praxis

4-1 Anecdotal leadership practices collected from the group

4-2 The whiteboards chosen to explore team history and its impact on innovation

4-3 The highlights of team history from 2008 to 2011

4-4 Highlights of the team history from 2011 to the point of this Action Research Cycle

4-5 Developing set of new priorities as part of Action Research cycle 3

4-6 Results of the Stop, Start and Continue activity

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN vii
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



Index of Tables

4-1 Leadership Confidant Participants, Department and Projects

4-2 Leadership Confidant Potential Conflict-of-Interest Mapping

4-3 Leadership Confidant Groupings

4-4 Key leadership and innovation points from first Leadership Confidant meetings

4-5 Summary of Leadership Confidant session meetings

4-6 Action Research Cycles for DTech Group

4-7 Data on Peer Review engagement before and after Action Research

4-8 Data on rollback frequency and stories before and after Action Research

4-9 DTech Group's decisions on what to stop, start and continue as a group

4-10 Challenges to the DTech team's new commitments to innovate, and team responses.

4-11 Change in DTech team composition over the 2012 year of Action Research

4-12 Observations on Leadership Practices, Innovation and Culture after one year of AR 

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN viii
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



Acknowledgements
I would like to acknowledge the following people for the support, assistance and 

encouragement during the years of this research.

• Ken Dovey, who in agreeing to be my supervisor set me on a path I never thought I'd 

follow.  Ken also acted as mentor, friend and the voice of reason at many times during 

the research,

• The teams at ABC Company, who in good humour and with great enthusiasm 

embarked on this crazy idea with me,

• My wife and greatest friend, Lindsay, who laughed in all the right places, and was 

endlessly supportive and encouraging.

Many thanks to all of you.

SEPTEMBER 2014 LEADERSHIP PRACTICES FOR INNOVATION IN ix
HIGH-TECHNOLOGY ORGANISATIONS



Abstract

Organisations the world over are constantly striving to innovate in order to survive and thrive 

in the current dynamic and challenging global economy. The strategic intent to innovate is, 

however, very difficult to execute, especially in large enterprises.

This research set out to explore the leadership dynamics of innovation within an iconic global 

high-technology organisation. In particular, the intention was to understand the dynamics of 

those practices that facilitated the conversion of creative ideas into innovative new technical 

products and services in a sustained, repeatable manner. To achieve this, it was recognised 

that the study of these ‘social practices’ necessitated the location of this research within the 

social constructionist research paradigm. This led to the adoption of an Action Research 

methodology as the most appropriate method through which to address the research question.

Over the course of two years, two separate sets of Action Research cycles were conducted by 

two groups of co-researchers employed within this high-technology organisation.  This 

Action Research delivered several novel insights into the nature of the leadership practices 

adopted by the members of these two groups in delivering, in particular, four break-through 

technical innovations. Together, these leadership practices transformed the social dynamics 

(and particularly the power relations) within the two groups, making possible the 

collaborative endeavour that led to the company-lauded technical innovations.  The principal 

finding of the research - that social innovation precedes technical innovation – highlights the 

role of leadership in the realisation of innovation within enterprises. Furthermore the explicit 

articulation of four specific leadership practices that facilitated the conversion of creative 

ideas into the innovative new technical products and services achieved through this research, 

contributes significantly to the body of knowledge on innovation. In addition, this research 

raises questions about the appropriateness of the ontological and epistemological assumptions 

that underpin traditional, positivist research, with respect to investigating the social 

underpinnings of technical innovation. By locating this research in the social constructionist 

paradigm, and adopting an Action Research methodology, the socially constructed realities of 

organisational life – and, in particular, the political basis of these realities - were explored 

fruitfully with respect to their impact upon an organisation’s capability to innovate.
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