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Abstract. The creative products of Malaysian design firms are critical for sustained competitiveness in the
increasing globalised and local construction market. These products are derived from the collaborative
efforts of the design leaders and their subordinates. Owner-managers of design firms are aware of the role of
their leadership in increasing the productivity of their creativity workers. Knowledge of effective leadership
traits has initially guided leadership development and sustainability. Later theories such as charismatic
theories and leader-member exchange theories have a common theoretical paradigm of leader-follower
relations. A novel approach to this leadership theoretical paradigm is replacing relevant leaders’ traits with
Bourdieu capitals that effectively influence their followers. This paper reports the findings of interviews
with subordinates in Malaysian architecture, civil engineering and landscape architecture consultant firms
regarding the influence of the superior’s Bourdieu capitals upon their creativity. Qualitative thematic coding
analysis of the interview transcripts generated the relevant Bourdieu capital categories and theme. The
leader’s human, emotional, leadership, cultural and social capitals were found to influence the subordinate’s
creativity motivation. The data indicate a common theme of followers’ creativity motivation through
learning from leader’s superior human capital. The learning is aided by the leader’s emotional capital.
Thus, Bourdieu capitals offer an innovative perspective in studying and possibly quantifying leaders’
influence upon their followers.

1 Introduction with a team of less experienced subordinate designers to
generate bespoke designs for the clients. The subordinate
designers’ creativity and knowledge is integral to
producing competitive designs. Research found that the
leader’s behaviour plays an important role in creativity
enhancement of the subordinates [8-11].

Many nations including Malaysia have increasingly been
introducing more liberalisation policies than protection
policies for international services trade in the 21%
century. Although the liberalisation of services trade is
relatively small in the professional services sector, it is
predicted to grow in the future [1]. Malaysia has free 2 Past Researches
trade agreements such as the ASEAN Free Trade Area
(AFTA) agreement and bilateral agreements with the
European Union, Korea and Australia among others. [2,
3]. The future of Malaysian professional services
business such as architecture and engineering design
services is one of increasing competition locally and
internationally and hence must have competitive aspects
such as quality creative design and product deliverables.

Although creativity is a mix of novelty and usefulness, it
does not necessarily equate with an effective design. Yet,
creativity is integral to the design process [4-7]. Hence, a
design firm’s competitiveness is viewed as partly
dependent upon the creativity of its designers. In
architecture and civil engineering consultant firms, the
principal and senior designers often lead and collaborate

The role of leadership in promoting creativity among his
followers in organizations has been researched from
perspectives of the impact of superiors’ behaviours and
traits upon the subordinates’ behaviour. An emerging
approach in leadership research is the influencing role of
a leader’s tangible and intangible resources on his
followers. These resources include social network
diversity, personal qualities, and experiential knowledge.
Bourdieu [12] calls the leaders’ intangible resources as
capitals. A high amount of these capitals can signal the
leader’s credibility both within and outside his
organization [13]. The capitals are relevant to a socio-
cultural framework that Bourdieu (1986) labels as “fields
of practice”. A Bourdieu field is a structured social space
with a unique doxa (rules of the ‘game’) and habitus
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(psychological schemas of thoughts, actions and
dispositions). A person dwells in many fields such a field
of familial relationships, a field of employment, a field
of community etc. Individuals in a field continuously
jostle for positions or status using their capitals. A
person sustains, accumulates or diminishes his set of
capitals through his life actions. Capitals have varying
usefulness in various fields of practices. For example,
social capital may be more beneficial to actors in the
political field as compared with those in the creative and
manufacturing fields [12, 14]

Past researches such as Santos-Rodrigues et al. [15]
and Liu et al. [16] studied the influence of Bourdieu’s
capitals by focusing on one or two capitals in their
research instead of using a combination of Bourdieu’s
capitals. Studies by Landry et al [17], Perez-Luno et al
[18], and Gu et al [19] in education and manufacturing
indicated that social capital exerted a clear influence on
innovation and creativity. Bourdieu capitals used for
leadership studies are in education [20], sports [21], and
community researches [22]. Evidences of leadership
studies using Bourdieu capitals in other fields include
business [23], ethnic studies [24] and politics [25]. No
leadership studies based on Bourdieu capitals has been
carried out upon the creative practitioners in the
construction industry.

3 Methodology

This is an exploratory qualitative interview research.
It forms part of a larger study on the influence of the
superior’s Bourdieu’s capitals on subordinates’ creativity
in design consultant firms from the Malaysian
construction industry. The purposive sample of
respondents across Malaysia were five design
subordinates in architecture design consultant firms, six
design subordinates from civil engineering design
consultant firms and six design subordinates in
landscape design consultant firms. Eight respondents
were male. All respondents have five years minimum
working experience in their respective professions. The
respondents were chosen because they inhabit the same
‘field” (construction industry) with its unique doxa. They
are also Malaysians which means that they have a
common habitus albeit from different ethnicities
(Bourdieu, 1986). Theoretical saturation was achieved at
the fifteenth respondent.

The fourth author interviewed the respondents by
telephone. The respondents were asked to give their
views on statements describing their leaders’
characteristics that can motivate them to be more
creative. The interviews were audio recorded and
transcribed for analysis. Qualitative Thematic Coding
was used where the Bourdieu theory of field is the
analytical basis to uncover the meaning units and
categories of leadership characteristics. Eighteen
relevant meaning units were identified from the data and
then grouped into five Bourdieu capital categories. The
transcripts, meaning units and categories were then
analyzed again to generate a theme. The analysis results
by the first author are reviewed by the second and third
authors to obtain robustness.

4 Findings
The following sections report the relevant capitals and

theme generated from the analysis, and the discussion of
the findings.

4.1 Category Findings
Category coding analysis of the interview transcripts
generated nineteen meaning units. Five capital categories
were identified from the consolidation of the meaning
units. These are Social, Human, Cultural, Emotional and
Political Capitals. However, only Human Capital and
Emotional Capital are reported here due to their
relevance with the generated thematic finding (Table 1).
Human capital refers to the subordinate’s perception
of experiential knowledge and institutionalized
recognition of skills and experiences of his or her leader.
Eight meaning units comprising this category are (1)
subordinates learning from leader’s experience and
knowledge, (2) subordinate’s confidence about leader’s
experiential knowledge, (3) reciprocal/collaborative
learning. (4) leader guiding of subordinate’s learning, (5)
role modeling of leader by subordinates, (6) leader’s
accredited knowledge, (7) leader’s reputation, and (8)
leader’s demotivating influence.

Emotional capital is about the subordinate’s perception
of the leader’s emotional resources in the form of
emotional support, expenditure of time, attention, care
and concern available to his/her subordinates. Four
meaning units comprising this category are (1)
respectfulness, (2) possessing likeable and inspiring

Table 1 Theme-relevant Bourdieu Capital Categories

. . M
Category Meaning Units (MU) C;Jie
Subordinates learning from
leader’s experience and H1
knowledge
Subordinate’s confidence of 2
Leader’s Experiential Knowledge
Reciprocal/collaborative learning | H3
Human Leader guiding of subordinate’s 4
Capital learning
Role modeling of leader by HS
subordinates
Leader’s accredited knowledge H6
Leader’s reputation H7
Leader’s de-motivating influence | HS
Leader’s respectfulness to El
subordinate
Leader possessing likeable and B2
Emotional | inspiring traits
Capital Leader’s compassion to E3
subordinate
Leader is supportive and E4
nurturing towards subordinate
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traits, (3) compassion, and (4) supportive and nurturing.
Each meaning unit has at least one interviewee citing it.

4.2 Thematic Finding

A theme is an underlying topic or matter found among
all the interviewees whether through their categories,
meaning units, excerpts and transcripts. All the
interviewees’ cited Learning from Leader’s Experience
and Knowledge meaning unit (Human Capital Category)
and the leader being Respectful meaning unit (Emotional
Capital Category). Thus, one theme emerged from the
subsequent interpretative analysis of the transcripts,
excerpts, meaning units and categories. The theme is
“Creativity is encouraged through learning from
leader’s superior human capital. The learning is aided
by the leader’s emotional capital” (Table 2).

Design subordinates’ creativity is encouraged by
their confidence in and learning from the leaders’ human
capital especially the experiential knowledge. All the
interviewees cited the meaning unit ‘subordinate’s
learning from the leader’s experience and knowledge’.
The leader’s reputation in the industry and relevant
accredited qualifications contribute to this confidence
about the superiority of the leader’s human capital. Yet,
Architect R1 said that having higher degrees is not
important for architecture creativity. Although Engineer
E1 prioritized learning from the leader’s experience, he
contradicted by saying that in engineering field, a strong
structural design theoretical background is needed to
design satisfactorily and make subordinate confident
about leader’s human capital. It implies that Engineer E1
wanted to ensure that the experiential knowledge
received from the leader is not flawed. It seemed that the
leader’s accredited knowledge is more important for
subordinates who work in Malaysian provincial cities
such as Kota Kinabalu in the state of Sabah where
experiential learning opportunities for subordinates are
less.

“Definitely. I agree with that (Statement:
Work subordinates are more likely to be
influenced by a manager to be creative
because the manager has work skills,
knowledge and experiences that the
subordinates want to learn from). Because he
is your superior. In terms of qualification,
experience and everything, he is better than
you. So, of course you will be influenced by
him. Whoever enters a firm or company, he or
she may have certain experiences that affect
how he or she designs. In a ‘fresh’ project, we
come to learn. If we gain experience, we can
use it to apply for a better new job or a better
position, but nevertheless, there will be some
(persons in the new firm) who are “higher”
than you in term of experience and
knowledge.....In Malaysia, I can see that
especially in Sabah, East Malaysia where 1
work now, a lot of, 100 percent (of
subordinates) are influenced by their
superiors.”

Architecture Interviewee RS.

The leader’s emotional capital makes the subordinate
confident that he/she will be able to attain the superior
human capital from the leader. The leader’s positive
emotional capital namely being likable, compassionate,
respectful toward the subordinate’s abilities and designs
is believed to show the leader’s generosity, willingness

Table 2 Interviewee Meaning Unit Matrix

Interviewee

MU

Al Al A|A|A|E|E|E|E|(E|E|L|L|L|L|L|L
B e - N N A e - B I -8 I A I A B -3

Key: MU= Meaning Unit; A=Architecture;

E= Engineering; L=Landscape Architect;
Shaded box indicates presence of meaning unit (MU) in
respective interviewee'’s responses.

and supportiveness to helping the subordinate learn
further either through work interactions, mentoring or
nurturing methods.

“Although a subordinate is still ‘learning’, he has
his own ideas. So the manager, however senior he
is, should respect these new ideas. He should not
show his ‘power’ and reject the ideas just because
he has been designing longer...At the start, the
subordinate has to obey his manager but slowly
and surely he must show and prove his creativity
to his manager. His designs must be workable, so
he has to work hard.”

Architecture Interviewee R3

"When the design comes from the boss, the boss
will accept any discussion with the stuff. He will
ask me the reason for designing a certain way. So,
we give our reasons. When we input our best
ideas into the design, we can easily discuss with
the boss.....but here we can discuss with boss
about our design...If we feel our ideas on the
detailing is better , he will have a look and give
his consent for inclusion into the design. For him

to give consent, we have to give reasons and
show some sketches of alternative designs first.”
Landscape architecture Interviewee L1

5 Discussion

Bourdieu [12] specified three types of capitals, namely
economic, social and cultural capitals. However, the
human and emotional capitals of this paper are different
manifestations of Bourdieu’s cultural capital. According
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to Bourdieu, there are three types of cultural capital. The
first type is embodied cultural capital which refers to
long lasting dispositions of the mind and behaviours that
are nurtured. This definition would encompass the
study’s emotional capital. The second type of cultural
capital is institutionalized cultural capital which is
defined as accredited knowledge and skills objectified
through academic qualifications and formalized titles.
This would be partially similar with human capital of
this study. However, Bourdieu’s institutionalized
cultural capital excludes tacit experiential knowledge
critical to professional practice. Lastly, objectified
cultural capital refers to the person’s possession material
objects and media that stylistically reflect his status in
the community. The forms of embodied and
institutionalized cultural capital are found the human
capital and emotional capital categories uncovered in
this study.

The analysis indicated that the leader’s emotional
capital and superior human capital influence the design
subordinates’ creativity. There are two possible reasons
for this finding. Firstly, design consultants are in the
knowledge economy business. They use their human
capital to provide designs needed by the clients. Hence, a
leader’s human capital is important for generating
creative products and thus the sustainability of his firm.
The leader is aware that his subordinates are
instrumental to these creative product generation. Hence,
his/her creativity is dependent on the creativity of his
subordinates. He knows that if he/she does not enhance
his subordinates’ human capital, their creativity is
limited. The leader’s respect for the subordinate’s design
abilities and output reflects the collaborative nature of
design work in a consultant firm. When a leader shows
respect to his subordinate’s creative output, it eases this
collaboration. The subordinate does not fear that his
creative works being sidelined by the leader. He also
senses the importance of human capital in the firm he
works in. The subordinate is furthermore aware that the
firm’s designs are a team effort based upon the main
design concepts of his leader. Hence, his job security is
enhanced if he has the needed human capital that
contributes positively to the team effort. Thus, he is
motivated to enhance his human capital. An easily
available source of human capital enhancement is his
leader at the workplace.

The second possible reason is related to design
consultant firms in the construction industry being
mostly small enterprises. Their small sizes do not give
enough financial capability to regularly sponsor their
employees for training to enhance their skills and
knowledge, and consequently their design creativity
[26]. Thus, the employees are probably dependent upon
their leaders to provide the enhancement free of financial
costs.

Leadership is commonly defined as the ability of an
individual to influence, motivate and enable others to
contribute towards the effectiveness and success of their
affiliated organization [27]. The common goals of the
subordinates in this study were found to include their
enhanced human capital. The leader can influence his
subordinates’ creativity through the possible learning of

his/or superior human capital. In other words, the
leader’s human capital contributes to his/her leadership
capital. The responses indicated that the transfer of
human capital is both transformative and transactional.

A potential deficiency of the findings is the use of
three different professions in the analysis. It may be
argued that each profession has its own doxa and
habitus. Engineering and architecture consultants are
licensed in Malaysia while landscape architecture
consultants depend on their professional society’s
accreditation for credibility. Thus, it may be
inappropriate to use these three professions together.
However, a person simultaneously dwells in many
‘fields of practice’, such as simultaneously having an
architecture ‘field’ and a construction industry ‘field’
[12]. The interviewees’ responses were also relatively
similar and theoretical saturation was achieved relatively
early (at the sixteenth interviewee). The three
professions also operate in the same industry, implying
possessing the doxa and habitus of the construction
industry ‘field of practice’.

6 Conclusion

The theme “““Creativity is encouraged through learning
from leader’s superior human capital. The learning is
aided by the leader’s emotional capital” was generated
from the analysis of the interviews. This theme implies
that Bourdieu capitals are instrumental within socio-
cultural and economic contexts in influencing
subordinates’ creativity. Thus, Bourdieu capitals offer an
innovative perspective in studying and possibly
quantifying leaders’ influence upon their followers.
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