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Abstract

Aim/purpose — Creativity and innovation are crucial for attaining a competitive ad-
vantage for organizations. However, dynamic changes in the environment, like the ones
induced by the COVID-19 pandemic, and also other developments force scholars and
practitioners to critically assess solutions once considered valid and functioning. The
pandemic has affected the ICT sector in two ways, on the one hand, by impacting organ-
izations’ work and operations and forcing employees to work remotely, and on the other,
through the global transition to a virtual world. This shift has forced the ICT sector to act
quickly and deliver. Adopting an interpretive approach, this research aims at identifying
these characteristics of an organizational culture and leadership style which foster crea-
tivity and innovation.

Design/methodology/approach — As a result of the adopted interpretivist exploratory
approach, a qualitative research design was chosen. 19 in-depth interviews with repre-
sentatives of the ICT sector in Poland were conducted. A purposeful and theoretical
sampling was used. For the analysis, a combination of deductive and abductive reason-
ing was employed.
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Findings — The analysis has shown that a pro-innovative leader should have traits of all
the leadership styles: transformational, authentic, and servant, with an additional, new
component — cooperative leadership. A pro-innovative organizational culture should
foremost be characterized by openness. The importance of open communication but also
openness towards the possibility of making mistakes was emphasized.

Research implications/limitations — The theoretical implications include the presenta-
tion of characteristics of a pro-innovative organizational culture and leadership style in
a post-COVID-19 reality but also a very specific context of the ICT industry. The paper
also contributes to the literature on leadership by introducing the cooperative leadership
style.

Originality/value/contribution — The originality of the paper lies within the adoption of
the interpretivist approach and a new perspective on well-known processes. The value of
the paper is that the analysis has been conducted in the most innovative sector, the ICT
sector, considering the impact of COVID-19 on its operation.

Keywords: innovation, creativity, organizational culture, leadership.
JEL Classification: M14, M15, O31.

1. Introduction

Creativity and innovation are perceived as the key factors determining an
organization’s competitive advantage and thus success in the market (Valencia
Naranjo et al., 2010). They are especially important in the Information and
Communication (ICT) sector, which is one of the most rapidly changing sectors
(Belt et al., 2009) and thus requires flexibility prompted by creativity and inno-
vation (Drucker, 1985). The analysis of the ICT sector is of crucial importance
as the development in this sector influences the development and success of
almost every other industry sector and economy on the global level (Bestvina
Bukvi¢ & Purdevi¢ Babi¢, 2019). The ICT sector plays a vital role in the growth
of economies and the development of IT applications has significantly influ-
enced every sector of the economy (Nguyen et al., 2019).

The importance of creativity and innovation has led scholars to attempt to
gain a better understanding of the determinants of innovation. A number of stud-
ies have established that the drivers of creativity and innovation may be divided
into four groups, including context, strategy, external communication, and or-
ganizational factors (Koc, 2007). Organizational factors are critical because they
are an element that the company can actively influence and because, if misman-
aged, they may lead amongst others to developers performing activities beyond
their capabilities (Koc, 2007). As they are also an internal matter of the compa-
ny, they contribute to the development of an organization’s identity (Khan,
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1990). A review of the literature suggests that individual factors are of crucial
importance in terms of stimulating innovative behaviors of employees. Those
factors include amongst others intrinsic motivation, past experiences, and self-
-efficiency (Hunsaker, 2022), but they also include contextual and organizational
factors like the work environment, co-worker support, or managerial support
(Bani-Melhem et al., 2018). Among the most critical factors that influence and
foster creativity and innovation (including innovative employee behaviors) are
effective leadership and the proper organizational culture (Hunsaker, 2022;
Nguyen et al., 2019). Furthermore, there is a strong connection between these
factors as the leadership style influences and shapes the organizational culture
and vice versa (Hunsaker, 2022). Researchers also point out that despite a con-
siderable body of research on the determinants of creativity and innovation the
relationship between organizational culture, leadership style, creativity, and in-
novation has not been sufficiently researched outside of the West European and
North American context (Nguyen et al., 2019). Therefore, the following paper
contributes to the ongoing debate on drivers of innovation. First, it presents the
Polish context as an example of the East European context, and second, it inves-
tigates a topic that can still be labeled as unresearched. The objective of this
research is therefore to identify the characteristics of an organizational culture
and leadership style that support creativity and innovation. Research has shown
that organizational culture and leadership style are closely connected and foster
organizational innovation (Li et al., 2018) Furthermore, considering the findings
of Hogan and Coote’s (2014) study, which demonstrated that organizational
culture, encompassing values, norms, and artifacts, predominantly emanates
from top management and influences line management, it is imperative to inves-
tigate these interconnected constructs collectively. Therefore, the paper aims
at answering two main research questions: What leadership characteristics sup-
port creativity and innovation in a post-COVID work environment in the ICT
sector in Poland and What are the characteristics of a pro-innovative organiza-
tional culture in a post-COVID work environment in the ICT sector in Poland.
Due to the dynamic technological and organizational changes in the ITC
sector and the COVID-19 pandemic, the presented research is exploratory, as the
authors wanted to discuss whether the commonly used understandings of organi-
zational culture and leadership styles were still applicable in the new situation.
Thus, the adoption of an interpretivist approach led to the exploratory nature of
the paper, which in consequence is another contribution, as the presented re-
search enriches the debate on organizational determinants of innovation by pre-
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senting a new model of pro-innovative organizational culture and leadership
style which are the results of the requirements of the ICT market in the post-
-COVID-19 reality.

Furthermore, as qualitative data and research methods seek to understand
the meaning and associations of different factors rather than analyze relation-
ships between variables (Anderson et al., 2019), we do not aim at proving that
organizational culture and leadership foster creativity and innovation, as this has
been done in previous research (Li et al., 2018) but we are rather interested in
understanding those issues in their contexts. Thus, in alignment with the inter-
pretive tradition we are concerned rather with understanding than explaining the
phenomenon at a certain point in time and the Polish context, without transform-
ing the concept into measurable variables (Lee & Ling, 2008).

In the following sections, the relevant theoretical background is provided,
followed by a description of the research approach and methodology. Then the
data and research results are presented. Finally, the conclusion, theoretical and
managerial implications, as well as research limitations and further research
directions are discussed.

2. Literature review

Creativity and innovation are very often used interchangeably. Although
almost 30 years ago researchers advocated including the concept of innovation
into creativity, which forced companies to nurture the creativity of employees
(Khalili, 2016), it should be stressed that those concepts are not identical (Le-
nart-Gansiniec, 2019). The simple distinction between the concepts was pro-
posed by Amabile et al. (1996) who defined creativity as a product of novel ide-
as and innovation as an implementation of those ideas into an organization. This
is also the conceptualization of creativity and innovation used in this paper.

As creativity is one of the most important features of human capital (Lenart-
-Gansiniec, 2019), it is of crucial importance how human capital — employees
are being managed in terms of leadership and whether the environment — in this
case, the organizational culture fosters creativity and as a consequence innova-
tion.



186 J. Maj

2.1. Leadership styles

Leadership styles have been broadly researched, which has led to the devel-
opment of many typologies. Some of the most widely accepted and used types of
leadership are transformational, authentic and servant leadership styles. The
transformational leadership style stands out as the most extensively studied and
widely recognized form of leadership (Khalili, 2016). Transformational leaders
inspire and motivate their employees to surpass expected levels of performance
(Bass, 1985). Bass (1985) identified four dimensions of transformational leader-
ship: inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, idealized influence, and
individualized consideration. These leaders are often described as dynamic, pro-
active individuals who possess the ability to guide others in embracing change
(Ahangar & Rooshan, 2009). In contrast, transactional (non-transformational)
leaders focus on maintaining the status quo and facilitating performance on
clearly defined tasks to achieve performance objectives (Eisenbeiss et al., 2008).
Current research indicates that transformational leadership has the potential to
foster innovation and creativity directly and indirectly (Hu, Gu, & Chen, 2013;
Jaiswal & Dhar, 2015; Khalili, 2016).

The concept of authentic leadership emerged as a response to corruption in-
cidents in the United States during the early 20th century, leading to a shift to-
wards ethical values in leadership (Avolio et al., 2004). Authentic leaders exhibit
self-awareness and utilize their capabilities and the ethical climate to promote
transparency, internalize moral perspectives, and facilitate positive employee
development (Gigol & Sypniewska, 2017). Research suggests that authentic
leadership may be more effective than transformational leadership in fostering
innovative work behavior (Korku & Kaya, 2023).

However, servant leaders are characterized by their selfless commitment to
assisting others in their growth. They prioritize the goals of the team and the
organization over their own interests (Yoshida et al., 2014). The literature on
servant leadership indicates that through their behavior, intentions, and values,
servant leaders cultivate loyalty and respect among their followers (Walumbwa
et al., 2010). Servant leadership has been associated with both innovative work
behavior (Khan et al., 2022) and creativity (Ruiz-Palomino & Zoghbi-Manrique-
-de-Lara, 2020; Wang et al., 2021).

To summarize, transformational leadership primarily focuses on the organi-
zation, authentic leadership emphasizes self-development, and servant leadership
centers around the well-being and development of followers (Balti & Karoui-
-Zouaoui, 2016).
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A leadership style that has received limited research attention is the cooper-
ative leadership style, which involves a shift in leadership values away from the
hierarchical exertion of individual power, which may be self-serving, towards
a collective commitment to collaborative efforts and the greater good. Hamstreet
(2006) highlights that individuals in this style of leadership still possess authori-
ty and are responsible for significant decision-making, but they are more in-
clined to perceive themselves as integral members of a team working towards
the betterment of the entire organization.

Research conducted specifically within the ICT sector confirms that a lead-
ership style characterized by Tung and Yu (2016) as participative and supportive
is positively associated with creativity. Leadership styles and their relationship
with creativity and innovation in the ICT sector have not yet been extensively
analyzed. Few studies have addressed the interplay of leadership style, organiza-
tional culture, and innovation (Kacem & EI Harbi, 2014). It has been the subject
of analysis as to its impact on employee engagement (Milhem et al., 2019). The
effects of servant leadership on innovative work behavior and knowledge shar-
ing in the ICT sector have been analyzed by Reslan et al. (2021). They found
that both participative and transformational leadership styles are present in the
ICT sector. Also, Kacem and EI Harbi (2014) analyzed the impact of leadership
on the implementation of innovations in SMEs from the ICT sector in Tunisia.
They found a predominance of the transformational style within innovative pro-
jects and especially intellectual stimulation and accountability. However, they
also noted the presence of transactional leadership in developing incremental
innovations. Their research suggests that also characteristics of other leadership
styles may influence innovation including participative leadership.

Given the association of all described leadership styles with innovation and
creativity, the inquiry arises as to whether a unified pro-innovative and pro-
creative derivative can be discerned. This derivative would be applicable within
a novel post-COVID reality and specifically within the context of the Polish
ICT sector. This following question serves as the primary research query in this

paper:

Q1: What leadership characteristics support creativity and innovation in
a post-COVID work environment in the ICT sector in Poland?
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2.2. Organizational culture

The influence of organizational culture on innovation has been subject to
many analyses. Furthermore, there is an agreement in the literature about the
important role organizational culture plays in innovation (Naranjo-Valencia et
al., 2011). To be innovative organizations need to create certain conditions cov-
ering amongst others internal behaviors (Tylecote, 1996). Organizational culture
can be defined as a set of norms, values, beliefs, hidden assumptions, and arti-
facts, that are shared by the members of an organization (Schein, 1990). Scholars
believe that organizational culture may influence through the socialization pro-
cess to help employees accept that innovation is a basic value of an organization
(Hartmann, 2006). Researchers have also found that organizational culture im-
pacts creativity and innovation (Ali Taha et al., 2016). However, as stated by
Naranjo-Valencia et al. (2011), it is not clear which type of organizational cul-
ture furthers or limits innovation. Organizational culture has rarely been ana-
lyzed in the context of the ICT sector. Ul Haqg et al. (2019) established that or-
ganizational culture and leadership are among critical success factors of
Pakistanis organizations from the ICT sector. Meéev and Grubisi¢ (2020) sub-
stantiated that organizational culture is a key indicator of performance in ICT
organizations in Croatia. Also, Kacem and El Harbi (2014) found that certain
cultural characteristics foster innovation in the ICT sector including fault toler-
ance, risk-taking, internal confidence, and partnership. However, there is still
a need to further analyze this topic and especially ask market participants of the
ICT sector about their understanding of factors contributing to innovation and
creativity. Therefore, the second research question of this paper is:

Q2: What are the characteristics of a pro-innovative organizational culture
in a post-COVID work environment in the ICT sector in Poland?

Furthermore, as suggested by Wszechborowska (2015), a coherence be-
tween the organizational culture and leadership style is important in terms of
organizational performance.

It was, in particular, the ICT sector that experienced significant and far-
reaching changes due to COVID-19 (Yang, 2023). The ICT industry has been
given a new impetus for growth due to the COVID-19 pandemic, as the spread
of non-face-to-face and contact-free communication technologies changes the
whole ICT paradigm (Yang, 2023). The self-isolation policies introduced by the
national governments in the early days of the pandemic pushed towards solu-
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tions like online shopping, telework, tele-education (Sheth, 2020), thus making
people rely more on non-face-to-face and contact-free technology, regardless of
the purpose of such usage (Maclntyre & Wang, 2020). These non-face-to-face
and contact-free technologies have also been very quickly accepted and adapted
by individuals (Cui et al., 2022). The growth of the ICT industry is not likely to
return to the pre-COVID situation. (Yang, 2023). Research conducted by
Jasinska (2020) showed that due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Polish ICT
sector experienced an emergence of new market opportunities and an interrup-
tion of previously stable trends. It also experienced turbulences in the employ-
ment market, changes in the scope of projects, and increased importance of the
ability to implement changes. As a result, we can see that the impact of the pan-
demic was twofold. On the one hand, the pandemic posed a threat to organiza-
tions and workers, just as it did to other sectors of the economy; on the other,
it was the sector itself that was responsible for the tools and instruments that
were supposed to enable us to function relatively normally during the pandemic,
making it a kind of market opportunity for companies in the ICT sector to in-
crease demand for creativity and innovation in the sector. However, an analysis
of the literature shows that there is no research on the innovation drivers of the
ICT sector in the post-COVID era. Therefore, we believe that there is a clear gap
in the exploration of innovation and creativity drivers in the ICT sector as it has
been shaped through the COVID-19 pandemic with an even greater emphasis on
innovation, creativity and delivering solutions.

Research on the influence of COVID-19 on creativity and innovation
showed that contrary to common beliefs the pandemic and the lockdown may
have had positive outcomes in terms of increased creativity (Du et al., 2021;
Mercier et al., 2021). It has also influenced innovation in organizations. In
a recent study, the vast majority of executives stated that the pandemic is ex-
pected to fundamentally change the way organizations operate as it will have
a lasting impact on customers and thus organizations, making business innova-
tion crucial (Am et al., n.d.; Barbulescu et al., 2021).

As the ICT sector is one of the most significant economic branches in
emerging economies (Harbi et al., 2009), we believe that it is vital to understand
where the ICT sector in Poland sees the drivers of creativity and innovation
at this time and context setting.
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3. Research methodology

Considering the aim of the paper and the interpretivist and exploratory nature
of the developed research questions a qualitative approach was used. The goal of
the paper was to examine what kind of organizational culture and leadership style
enhance creativity and innovation in the context of the Polish ICT sector in the
post-COVID-19 era. For this study, purposeful and theoretical sampling was used.
This means that organizations from different branches of the ICT sector were cho-
sen (gaming, software, and hardware companies) to ensure diversity in the sample
and capture different perspectives on the research topic Data collection continued
until reaching the point of saturation, ensuring comprehensive coverage. Conse-
quently, a total of 19 in-depth interviews were conducted with individuals from the
ICT sector who held positions such as members of the board of directors, owners,
or C-level managers. The participants were selected based on their qualifications
identified by their respective organizations’ owners or board members, ensuring
their suitability for the study. This selection process ensured that the participants
had relevant knowledge and experience in the ICT sector in Poland. The sample
structure based on the size of the company has been presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample structure

Number of employees Respondents
Up to 50 employees* Respondent # 7
Respondent # 15
Respondent # 16
Respondent # 17
From 50 to 250 employees Respondent # 1
Respondent # 3
Respondent # 4
Respondent # 8
Respondent # 9
Respondent # 10
Respondent # 12
Respondent # 14
Respondent # 19
From 250 to 500 employees Respondent # 11
Respondent # 13
More than 500 employees Respondent # 2
Respondent # 5
Respondent # 6
Respondent # 18

* This category includes IT teams/departments employing less than 50 employees that are part of a bigger
organization, including consulting, production, or international companies.

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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The conducted interviews were semi-structured conducted by the author.
During the interviews questions about the following topics were asked:

1. Employee and team characteristics supporting creativity and innovation and
how employees are being selected for particular projects.

2. Implemented actions and initiatives, that support creativity and innovation.

Characteristics of a pro-innovative organizational culture,.

4. Implemented actions and initiatives within human resources management
(HRM), research and development (R&D), and knowledge management that
support creativity and innovation.

During the interview follow-up question were also asked to gain a deeper under-

standing of the issues discussed.

The average duration of the interviews was around 60 minutes. The inter-
views were conducted from February to May 2021. Due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, the respondents were given the choice as to the arrangement of the inter-
view. Most respondents opted for a remote interview conducted using
videoconferences on Zoom. Three respondents chose a face-to-face interview.
Those interviews were conducted in the workplaces of the respondents. The
permission to record the interview was obtained in all the cases. After complet-
ing interviews transcript, its quality was verified by the author. The interviews
were analyzed using MAXQDA software. A combination of deductive and ab-
ductive reasoning was used. Deductive reasoning was applied in the creation of
codes related to pro-innovative organizational culture. The passages describing
the organizational culture and its characteristics were sought using line-by-line
coding. While analyzing the empirical material and iterating between the data
and theory by way of abduction, it was found that the recurring categories in all
the interviews were the characteristics of innovation-supportive leadership,
which was then incorporated into the analysis process. The entire coding process
had the same pattern. First, the entire empirical material was reviewed and then
coded with open codes through line-by-line coding and paraphrasing. At the
same time, some of the codes were assigned to pre-imposed categories like the
organizational culture described. However, the process was not limited to these
categories, thus fragments that did not fit into these pre-defined codes were also
coded. Subsequently, employing an iterative process with the relevant theoretical
framework, the initially generated codes were organized into axial codes. These
axial codes were further refined through selective coding, entailing the careful
selection and integration of relevant categories. This iterative process culminated
in developing the final aggregated theme on leadership style. In the case of or-

@
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ganizational culture, the final aggregated theme was derived through narrative
analysis with the support of existing theories, and the coding process concluded
with axial coding.

An adapted Gioia approach to data analysis (Gioia et al., 2013) was used.
The first-round pass of coding was made using predefined codes, however,
already during the first round of coding, new codes inductively emerged, thus
while analyzing the following interviews the list of codes evolved. After adding
new codes, previously analyzed interviews have been analyzed again to verify if
this change affected previous material. This approach allowed for the determina-
tion of the saturation point. The audit trail, collaboration, and disconfirming
evidence validity procedures were used to ensure the quality of the analysis
(Creswell & Miller, 2000). The quotations for the paper were chosen separately
by the author and an expert not involved in the research project, then discussed
in a common session during which the final selection was made.

4. Research findings

The first research question, about pro-innovative leadership, was not in-
cluded in the original semi-structured interview guide. However, the topic
emerged during the analysis of the interviews as a recurring one brought up by
the respondents themselves. To see whether all respondents mentioned the topic
themselves, the author chose an approach to ask about leadership only if the
respondent did not mention it themselves. This was not the case though as all of
the respondents spoke about this topic themselves, which additionally points
toward the importance of this topic as a determinant of creativity and innovation
in their eyes. The analysis of this issue was conducted through abduction and the
emerged data structure has been presented in Figure 1. Additional interview
guotes and information about the number of coded fragments have been included
in Appendix 1.

The data analysis showed that a pro-innovative leadership style combines
characteristics of four different leadership styles. The pro-innovative leader
should take from the transformative style the importance of inspiring people
towards new possibilities, which are important from the organization’s point of
view, and encourage them to act. A pro-innovative leader should also adopt
some traits of an authentic leader especially their individual approach to em-
ployees, the respect shown to employees, i.e., in their career and development
choices and they should be credible through their own work experience.
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Figure 1. Pro-innovative leadership style — data structure

1st order codes 2nd order codes Aggregated Dimensions

employee participation

and empowerment;

major decisions are discussed
and made with employees;
everyone can participate

in decision-making

cooperative leadership

giving employees free space;
managers should remove barriers
and improve work conditions;
employees should express their
needs and expectations

servant leadership

pro-innovative
leadership style

individual approaches to
employees;

respecting career and development
choices employees make;

being credible through one’s work
experience

»| authentic leadership

encouraging employees;
showing employees new
possibilities, directions; L
flexible decision-making enabled by
the ownership structure

transformative leadership

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Furthermore, the pro-innovative leader should also embrace elements of the
servant leadership style. Respondents often stated that their role or the role of the
managers in their firm is to remove barriers and obstacles and create a work
environment where the employees can thrive. Respondents stated that especially
for promoting innovation and creativity it is important to give employee space,
a free hand in decision-making. Respondent # 1 explained:

It is the individual approach to people and respecting their development directions
and also showing them this perspective means that it is not that I, as an employer,
see you as an executor of my orders, it is a little what Steve Jobs said that we do not
hire people to tell them what to do, we hire people to tell us what to do...

Finally, respondents pointed toward characteristics, which can be classified
as cooperative leadership and partially result from the organization’s distinctive
form of ownership — a cooperative where employed workers become owners at
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the same time. However, also more traditional organizations presented character-
istics of this type of leadership by stressing the importance to include every em-
ployee in the decision-making process highlighting the optional and voluntary
character of this participation, as summarized by Respondent # 14:

We encourage each employee to contribute to this company as much as possible
and to bring their ideas, if they have an idea, they should do it.

Still, it should be noted that, as it were, in opposition to this form of action, one
of the respondents stated also that having one (private) owner is very beneficial in
times of dynamic changes as it allows for quick and flexible decisions. The question
of the pro-innovative ownership type remains open. The analysis of the data has led
to the development of a pro-innovative leadership model, presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2. A model of the pro-innovative leadership style

Cooperative leadership

e participation and
empowerment

e making decisions with
employees

e open decision-making

process

Authentic leadership

e individual approach to
employees

e respecting career and

Servant leadership

e giving employees free
space

e managers should remove

development choices
o being credible through
your work experience

barriers and improve

working conditions
o employees should
express their needs
and expectations

Transformative leadership

e encouraging employees

o showing them new possibilities
and directions

o flexible decision making

through co-ownership

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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This model shows that the pro-innovative leader should incorporate charac-
teristics of four leadership styles: transformative, authentic, servant, and cooper-
ative leadership.

To answer the second research question, about the characteristics of a pro-
innovative organizational culture a deductive approach was selected, as the au-
thor intended to group the elements into components of organizational culture
distinguished by Schein (1990). The results of the analysis have been presented
in Figure 3. Additional interview quotes and information about the number of
coded fragments have been included in Appendix 2.

Figure 3. Pro-innovative organizational culture — data structure

Aggregated Dimensions 2nd order codes 1st order codes

little power distance;

collectivity (collective thinking);
empowerment’ employee
participation;

cooperation (not competition)
between employees, teams,
departments;

close, familial, friendly relations;
start-up approach;

open communication

A\ 4

basic assumptions

responsibility;

trust;

courage;

team work;
knowledge sharing;
openness;

openness to making mistakes;
entrepreneurship;
freedom of opinions;
freedom of speech;
transparency;
feedback

organizational culture

A\ 4

norms and values

team building activities;
coding contests;

artifacts activity-based workplace;
celebrating success

Source: Author’s own elaboration.

Respondents were quite consistent when speaking about the organizational
culture and its elements that support creativity and innovation. First, they men-
tioned little power distance, which characterizes the relationship between the
employees and their managers, which strongly influences the perception of the
organizational structure and hierarchy.
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Another strongly highlighted element of the basic assumptions was collec-
tivity in terms of collective thinking and the importance of cooperation on every
level in the organization. The importance of collective thinking was emphasized,
i.e., by Respondent # 5:

If someone is working on a project and someone needs help, it’s more important
that you help them than that you deliver your stuff. The collective is more im-
portant, with less individuality and more collective delivery. This culture of peo-
ple being close is most important.

Also, Respondent # 7 stated the importance of:

...no rivalry is complete, there is pure cooperation and support when it comes to
both technical and non-technical topics.

This helps to build a close, familial, friendly relationship between employees.
The crucial importance of open communication is closely related to the lit-
tle power distance, which has significant implications within the norms and val-
ues of a pro-innovative organizational culture. Another basic assumption, which
was strongly highlighted was empowerment and the connected employee partic-
ipation and initiative, as mentioned by Respondent # 15.
Also, one respondent (video gaming industry) stated, that:

There was such a culture like a growth culture, such a start-up culture, every-
thing is growing, we re scaling everything, not even a start-up just a skill-up as
some people say, everything is growing, there’s cash, cash is being thrown at
anything, kind of a Wolf of Wall Street kind of atmosphere. Well, this has
brought super results in terms of innovation. (Respondent # 9)

Most norms and values of the pro-innovative organizational culture directly de-
rive from basic assumptions. What was highlighted by all respondents were the
norms and values, which derived from openness as the already mentioned feedback
(and the culture of giving and receiving feedback), freedom of speech and opinions,
knowledge sharing, and most important openness towards making mistakes — not
only the possibility of making them but more of the inevitability of mistakes and
failures happening. The importance of it was highlighted by Respondent # 8:

The most important thing in all of this is that we try to allow people to perform ac-
tions regardless of the effects. That may be too big a word, but with the assumption
that the consequences don't have to be positive forever. We don’t witch-hunt at the
moment of failure, but rather learn, or try to learn... just such an approach, to learn
lessons from failures and successes (...). This also supports innovation, in my opin-
ion. The more people know about the history of a company and what ups and downs
it has had somewhere, the easier it is also later not to make the same mistakes.
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This openness is therefore a strong tool for nurturing psychological safety
among employees.

Respondents mentioned also other values (listed in Figure 3), however, the
norms and values resulting from the assumption of openness were the most sig-
nificant and most often highlighted ones.

Finally, some respondents mentioned elements and initiatives, which were
qualified under artifacts, like team building and integration activities, coding con-
tests, or innovation contests (which in most cases were connected with a financial
reward for the winner or the winning team). Respondents also mentioned shared
celebrations of success or successful initiatives. They also referred to the design of
the workplace, which apart from being simply attractive was a way of building team
spirit and a sense of community, through collaborative space design and task plan-
ning but it was also a measure for the implantation of the emphasized openness.
Adopting the analogy of the iceberg to portray organizational culture, a model of the
pro-innovative organizational culture has been developed and presented in Figure 4.

Figure 4. A model of the pro-innovative organizational culture using the iceberg analogy

Acrtifacts

team building activities; coding contests;
activity-based workplace;
celebrating success

e T
e S

responsibility; trust; courage; team work; knowledge sharing; Norms
openness; openness to making mistakes; entrepreneurship; freedom and
of opinions; freedom of speech; transparency; feedback values
little power distance; collectivity (collective thinking);
empowerment; employee participation; cooperation
(not competition) between employees, teams, Basic

departments; close, familial, friendly
relations; start-up approach;
open communication

assumptions

Source: Author’s own elaboration.
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This model summarized the indicated characteristic of the pro-innovative
organizational culture which emerged through the analysis of the interviews.

5. Discussion

Nowadays being creative and innovative as a company is one if not the only
way of staying competitive. This applies to the IT sector more than to any other
industry. IT companies are racing to let in new products or updates at a dizzying
pace. Those who cannot keep up disappear from the market. This dizzying pace in
which the sector has been operating recently has been further agitated by black
swan events like the COVID-19 pandemic, which has affected IT forms as service
providers and employers. Therefore, these companies faced special challenges. On
the one hand, creativity and innovation were necessary to maintain a competitive
edge, while on the other, companies had to face internal challenges and, for exam-
ple, the war for talent which took on a global dimension and entailed significant
consequences in terms of, e.g., compensation, recruitment, onboarding, etc. As
a result, it became necessary to remodel and often abandon what companies and
scholars knew about organizational culture and leadership supporting innovation
and creativity. Therefore, taking an interpretivist approach, it was decided to “take
a step back” and, through exploratory research, try to outline what a pro-
innovative organizational culture and leadership should look like. This was the
focus of this article and the basis for asking the three research questions.

Regarding the first research question related to the pro-innovative leader-
ship styles, the analysis showed that instead of focusing on one leadership style,
the organizations introduced a mix of four styles. The existing literature already
emphasized the influence of transformational leadership (Khalili, 2016; Nguyen
et al., 2023), authentic leadership (Cerne et al., 2013; Miiceldili et al., 2013), and
servant leadership (Chen et al., 2022; Yoshida et al., 2014) on innovation and
creativity. According to Lee et al. (2020), who performed a wide meta-analysis,
transformational leadership is especially successful in fostering innovation while
authentic leadership fosters creativity. However, to the author’s best knowledge,
no research points toward a cooperative leadership style. There is some research
on the influence of the cooperative as a business format and its influence on
creativity (Morla-Folch et al., 2019). Still, the issue of leadership style in such
organizations and its influence on creativity and innovation presented a gap. As
the conducted research suggested, this may be a new way, a new approach to
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leadership, which may help to achieve further competitive advantage. The con-
ducted research also showed that characteristics of all four leadership styles are
equally important, which would not support the findings by Korku and Kaya
(2023) which gave the primacy to the authentic leadership style. It is more likely
that, as mentioned by Balti and Karoui-Zouaoui (2016), each style has a differ-
ent focus, and only by combining them into one leadership style, as suggested in
the model, can the full potential of creativity and innovation be unlocked.

For the second research question, focusing on a pro-innovative organiza-
tional culture, the conducted interviews and the subsequent analysis allowed for
the development of a draft model. The basic assumptions, norms, and values
mentioned by the respondents were interconnected, which allowed to develop
a coherent model with a strong focus on openness in terms of communication
also in terms of being open to mistakes and failure which were perceived as
a natural component of creativity and introducing innovative solutions. Thus, it
is crucial to give employees the feeling of psychological safety and build the
organizational culture around psychological safety. Previous research pointed
toward psychological safety as a mediator between a high-performance work
system and creativity (Agarwal & Farndale, 2017) or between ethical leadership
and creativity (Tu et al., 2019). However, to the author’s best knowledge, there
is no research on psychological safety as an element of a pro-innovative organi-
zational culture. Furthermore, the results presented in this paper have shown the
importance of collectivity building the basis for teamwork and a strong emphasis
on collaboration. The importance of collectivity is also visible, e.g., in the sug-
gested pro-innovative perception of diversity management, where the focus on
functional diversity and using it for achieving competitive advantage implies
teamwork and this collective attitude, because only in a collective do the differ-
ences between employees have a chance to turn into synergy. The importance of
openness and collectivity is also visible in the artifacts mentioned by the re-
spondents, especially the design of the workplace because the physical space
significantly affects equality, openness, and collectivity and thus also organiza-
tional creativity as already mentioned by Kallio, Kallio, and Blomberg (2015).
Naranjo-Valencia et al. (2011) stated that it is not clear which type of organiza-
tional culture furthers or limits innovation. Previous research found that fault
tolerance, risk-taking, internal confidence and partnership may foster innovation
in the ICT sector. The conducted study allows us to supplement this list with
additional norms, values, and basic assumptions as well as gives examples of
artifacts that may help to foster the pro-innovative organizational culture.
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Research conducted by Jasinska (2020) showed that the Polish ICT sector
was influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic and globally the ICT sector experi-
enced an acceleration as a consequence of the lockdowns. This research, which
was conducted a few months into the pandemic, when the restrictions were slow-
ly being removed gives insight into the managers’ opinions already in the new
reality. The pandemic influenced innovation in organizations as it has changed
the way organizations operate (Am et al., n.d.; Barbulescu et al, 2021). Thus, the
presented models may fit the new post-pandemic reality better than the previous
ones, based more on face-to-face interactions.

6. Conclusions

Creativity and innovation are among the key determinants of an organiza-
tion’s competitive advantage. They are strongly connected with the company’s
human capital because the employees are the “carriers” of creativity and enable
innovation. Thus, scholars and practitioners should pay special attention to the
processes directly affecting the workforce. Therefore, the focus of this paper was
leadership and organizational culture, as internal determinants of innovation and
creativity. For this paper, an interpretivist approach was chosen take a fresh per-
spective on well-analyzed processes. This interpretivist approach resulted in
conducting qualitative, exploratory research. For the research two research ques-
tions were asked aimed at determining the characteristics of pro-innovative lead-
ership style and pro-innovative organizational culture. The conducted interviews
and analyses allowed us to answer the research questions. Therefore, the main
purpose of the research paper has been fulfilled. The analysis of the data allowed
us to develop a model of a pro-innovative leadership style, which is a combina-
tion of transformative, servant, authentic, and cooperative leadership styles.
Drawing characteristics from each, it was possible to create a distinct model
emphasizing the importance of an individual approach to the employee, the au-
thenticity of the leader, the employee’s openness, and participation in the deci-
sion-making process, or even transferring responsibility to them, removing bar-
riers on their way and pointing them in new potential directions. Such a model
may be particularly relevant in the post-COVID era, which has forced us to be
self-reliant and take responsibility for our own work. These findings are also
reflected in the proposed model of post-innovation culture that is consistent with
the pro-innovation management style as it also emphasizes empowerment, par-
ticipation, and openness. In addition, it points to a number of norms and values,
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the importance of which may also have been amplified by the pandemic, such as
trust, accountability, transparency, and broad openness.

The research paper has several theoretical and practical implications. The
theoretical implications include the presentation of characteristics of a pro-
innovative organizational culture, and leadership style in a post-COVID-19 re-
ality but also a very specific context: the ICT industry. These characteristics
should be included in future theoretical and research models on internal determi-
nants of creativity and innovation. The paper also contributes to the literature on
leadership by introducing the cooperative leadership style. The paper has also
many practical implications. First of all, it shows managers how the most inno-
vative sector shapes its organizational culture, which in turn fosters creativity
and innovation. Therefore, it gives direct instructions on how to remodel those
processes to become more innovative and creative. The paper also presents
a pro-innovative leadership style, which can become a role model for managers,
who would like to become pro-innovative leaders in their companies.

This paper is not free of limitations. Although the qualitative nature of the
study is not a limitation per se, the presented results and conclusions should be
treated as a starting point for further research, a quantitative study aimed at veri-
fying the findings presented in this paper. A certain limitation of the paper is that
the interviews were conducted only with representatives of owners, board mem-
bers, or C-level management. It would be certainly beneficial to conduct follow-
up research and verify the collected information with information from employ-
ees. It would certainly be interesting to collect information on how employees
perceive the described leadership styles and organizational cultures and how
they should be shaped so that employees would feel that their creativity and
innovation can flourish.
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