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SUPPLEMENTAL NOTE 

Innovation Research at Different Levels of Analysis 

A few students asked an important and challenging question after class—How can we innovate? 

There have been thousands of people studying this question over 100 years. While no 

straightforward answers exist, I will share some resources you can utilize to tackle this problem. 

As always, all of these materials are supplemental. 

 

Individual Innovation 

There is emerging literature on the social psychology of creativity (Amabile, 1983). This 

approach generally investigates social and environmental influences on the psychology of human 

performance concerning the potential to generate creative works. For example, Cromwell and 

Amabile (2017) recently theorized that individual creativity flourishes with the modest level of 

problem (i.e., “outcome to aim for”) and process (i.e., "how to get there") constraints. It finds that 

one should locate herself at the sweet spot just with the right amount of constraints.

Takeaway 

A modest level of constraints in terms of (1) what you are trying to accomplish and (2) what 

you can use/how you do so helps perform creative works. 

 

Sources: 

Amabile, T.M., 1983. The social psychology of creativity: A componential 

conceptualization. Journal of personality and social psychology, 45(2), p.357. 

Cromwell, J., & Amabile, T. M. (2017). Toward Resolving the Paradox of Creativity and 

Constraints in Organizations: A Taxonomic Approach. Academy of Management Proceedings, 

2017(1), 15067. 

 

Group Innovation 
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In addition to individual creativity,  group factors also influence the creativity of the group in 

aggregate. For instance, Edmondson (1999) found that "group psychological safety" plays a vital 

role in predicting the group's learning behaviors and thus innovation. Psychological safety is a 

shared belief that the group is safe for interpersonal risk-taking (for instance, making mistakes in 

group tasks, speaking up in group meetings, etc.).  

Takeaway 

An atmosphere in which members feel safe to try new things, share ideas and options, and even 

critique others' ideas and opinions helps a group innovate. 

 

Sources: 

Edmondson, A., 1999. Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams. Administrative 

science quarterly, 44(2), pp.350-383. 

Baer, M. and Frese, M., 2003. Innovation is not enough: Climates for initiative and psychological 

safety, process innovations, and firm performance. Journal of Organizational Behavior: The 

International Journal of Industrial, Occupational and Organizational Psychology and 

Behavior, 24(1), pp.45-68. 

 

Organizational Innovation 

The above insights become further complicated when we consider organizational innovation. 

As we learned from class, organizations have hierarchies, culture, various external and internal 

stakeholders, and so on, that powerfully affect their abilities to innovate. Much research in this 

domain is separated into (1) why organizations cannot innovate (factors and mechanisms that 

hinder innovation) and (2) how organizations innovate (processes and social mechanisms through 

which organizations innovate). The dominant approach is the former. 

  

Why Organizations Cannot Innovate 

The research on this topic is quite rich both in terms of theoretical insights and empirical 

findings. Generally speaking, there are two types of obstacles organizations face—(a) capability-

related factors and (2) socio-cognitive factors. 

Capability-Related Factors Hindering Innovation 

More radical innovations are, more difficult for organizations to adopt them. Organizations 

have well-developed operations and routines as codes, rules, procedures, conventions, strategies, 

and technological resources, bundled as their “capabilities,” that cannot be easily altered. So when 

the target innovation requires significant changes in the existing capabilities, the innovation tends 

to be rejected. In other words, there is a huge cost of “unlearning” their capabilities to learn new 

ones. Note that these existing capabilities include such factors as their network ties with business 

partners, suppliers, retailers, and so on. 
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Additionally, there are problems associated with the need to deal with the new market, with 

considerable uncertainty and ambiguity implications. See the figure below (don’t worry about the 

different innovation labels. It describes how radical innovation is). It gets harder and harder for 

organizations to go further from their existing domains characterized by these two dimensions. 

 

Sources: 

Smith, W. K., & Tushman, M. L. (2005). Managing Strategic Contradictions: A Top Management 

Model for Managing Innovation Streams. Organization Science, 16(5), 522-536. 

Socio-Cognitive Factors Hindering Innovation 

There is an emerging research stream analyzing various socio-cognitive factors that hinder 

innovation. Scholars in this field look at managerial and organizational cognitive biases that 

influence innovation processes and outcomes. For example, organizational identity—shared 

beliefs that the members of the organization have about “who we are” and “what we do”—is 

known to hinder innovations seen as deviant of their identity (Note: My most recent working paper, 

currently under revision, found that organizational identity also facilitates radical innovations via 

specific processes).  

  

Sources: 

Tripsas, M. (2009). Technology, Identity, and Inertia Through the Lens of "The Digital 

Photography Company." Organization Science, 20(2), 441-460. 
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Tripsas, M., & Gavetti, G. (2000). Capabilities, Cognition, and Inertia: Evidence from Digital 

Imaging. Strategic Management Journal, 21(10/11, Special Issue: The Evolution of Firm 

Capabilities ), 1147-1161. 

Raffaelli, R., Glynn, M. A., & Tushman, M. (2017). Flexing the Frame: TMT Framing and the 

Adoption of Non-Incremental Innovations in Incumbent Firms. Harvard Business School Working 

Paper,  (17-091). 

Eggers, J. P., & Kaplan, S. (2013). Cognition and Capabilities: A Multi-Level Perspective. The 

Academy of Management Annals, 7(1), 295-340. 

  

Takeaway 

It is difficult for organizations to deal with innovations that substantially deviate from their 

existing ways of doing business, both from their capacity and cognition standpoints. One way of 

dealing with this challenge can be to set up a separate unit in the organization detached from the 

existing business (such as a Research & Development Unit, Special Task Force, etc.), which only 

needs to report to the top management. Actively reconsidering organizations' collective missions, 

identities, sets of competitors, customers, and so on, is also an important cognitive exercise to 

break out of the cognitive bias towards the existing businesses.  

  

How Organizations Innovate 

Studies taking this approach are not as rich as the former approach analyzing the obstacles. 

What you see in the popular press, like Theory U, Open Innovation and so on, belong to this 

category. I have worked on this approach in the past, taking a so-called knowledge-based 

perspective concerning how organizations create new knowledge (organizational knowledge). In 

that research, we theorized an organizational structure suitable for continuous innovation. 

The knowledge-based approach considers two types of knowledge—tacit and explicit 

knowledge. Tacit knowledge is contextual and subjective knowledge related to intuition and 

experience. Explicit knowledge is one that can be codified and explicitly stated by language. We 

theorized, based on prior research in the field, that the organization converts tacit knowledge to 

explicit knowledge and vice versa, and in the process of doing so (called the “knowledge spiral”), 

the overall size of its knowledge base expands. This  process consists of four modes of knowledge 

conversions—(1) socialization (sharing tacit knowledge), (2) externalization (converting tacit 

knowledge into explicit knowledge through intense discussions), (3) combination (combining 

explicit knowledge via modeling and prototyping), and (4) internalization (converting explicit 

knowledge into tacit via its application). As an organization repeats multiple rounds of this process, 

the overall size of the knowledge base expands. 
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Takeaway 

To promote innovation, organizations should try to set up a relational space where members of 

the organizations, regardless of their positions in the hierarchy, roles, expertise, can interact and 

share ideas beyond the scope of their assumed roles (to promote sharing tacit knowledge). Active 

and intense debates should be encouraged (to facilitate the conversion of tacit knowledge into 

explicit knowledge). Organizations should delegate important decision-making power to middle 

managers who interact with ground-level employees more often and to allow for local-level 

decision-making. To do so, the training of middle managers is also very important. Top 

management should be wary of giving instructions and making decisions that are too specific, as 

the information and knowledge they have access to might not reflect contextual knowledge. Top 

management's main role in an innovative organization is to consider a broader strategic direction, 

mission, and value, and communicate them to middle managers for them to make decisions 

consistent with the strategy, mission, and value at the local level, using their contextual 

knowledge.  

  

Sources: 

Nonaka, I., Hirose, A., & Takeda, Y. (2016). ‘Meso’-Foundations of Dynamic Capabilities: Team-

Level Synthesis and Distributed Leadership as the Source of Dynamic Creativity. Global Strategy 

Journal, 6(3), 168-182. 

Nonaka, I. (1994). A Dynamic Theory of Organizational Knowledge Creation. Organization 

Science, 5(1), 14-37. 
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