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Abstract 

Innovation has been considered an important means by which organisations seek to achieve 

advantage over competition and for improving performance in today's highly competitive business 

environment. A number of factors have been identified as influencing innovation in project-based 

construction organisations. These include internal factors such as organisational culture, climate, 

leadership style and exogenous influences such as clients. Although research recognises how 

important it is for senior management to create an environment conducive to innovation, there is little 

understanding of how these internal and external factors interact to impact on innovativeness. This 

paper reviews relevant literature on innovation, organisational culture, organisational climate and 

leadership style while examining how they combine with external factors to promote innovation in 

construction support services organisations. The study particularly focuses on the role of key 

organisational actors with responsibility for developing a climate to facilitate innovation at the 

divisional or business unit level. The review reveals that efforts to develop a climate that promotes 

innovation championing behaviour among project managers will be influenced by the organisational 

culture, leadership style and the extent of external influence on project delivery.  The study further 

reveals the importance of middle managers in promoting innovation. A methodology is presented for 

examining the role of this key managerial constituency and the ways in which they can enable or 

impede the innovation process. 

Keywords: construction support services, innovation championing, innovation climate 

middle management, organisational culture 

434



1. Introduction  

Innovation has become an important source of competitive advantage as it provides an avenue by 

which organisations can differentiate their products or services (Dulaimi, Nepal and Park, 2005). 

While innovation in the construction industry has mainly been driven by developing solutions to 

problems encountered on site, others have been motivated by the aspiration to improve performance, 

(Dulaimi et al, 2005).  Profit maximisation has also been identified as an important driving force 

behind efforts at innovation by construction firms (Lim and Ofori, 2007).  A common criticism of the 

construction industry has been that, firms often deliver products and services which fall short in 

quality and fail to meet client expectation of price certainty and assured delivery (Lu and Sexton, 

2006). This has prompted many calls for performance improvement in the industry (Latham, 1994; 

Egan, 1998).  Innovation can be an important means of improving performance across the industry. In 

a professional services environment, successfully creating and managing knowledge provides an 

important means of creating value although this value creation has been called into question by 

clients (Lu and Sexton, 2006).  

Calls have also been made for enthusiastic and committed individuals to spearhead innovation in the 

construction industry referred to as „champions‟ (Nam and Tatum, 1997; Dulaimi et al, 2005). In the 

project environment Dulaimi et al (2005) among others have identified the project manager as key in 

this regard, suggesting that they should exhibit certain behaviours in order to positively influence 

project performance. A number of individual and situational factors have been identified as 

influencing the effectiveness of championing behaviour and therefore the resultant direct or indirect 

impact on the level of innovation and project performance. Significant among them is the „climate for 

innovation‟ which is manifested in support for innovation (Dulaimi et al, 2005). 

Based on a critical literature synthesis, this paper proposes a model within which leadership style, 

organisational culture and other exogenous influences combine to create a „climate for innovation‟ 

that impacts on the innovation championing behaviour of the project managers. This study will 

contribute to on-going debate about the nature of the relationship among these key factors identified 

above and their impact on innovation and project performance in UK construction support services 

environment. Due to space limitation, the exogenous influences on innovation will be discussed in 

greater detail in a future paper.  

2. Conceptual model  

Following literature review aimed at exploring the factors that promote successful innovation in a 

project setting; leadership, organisational culture, organisational climate and other external factors 

including the client were identified as key, (Jung et al, 2003, 2008; Ahmed, 1998; Ivory, 2005). 

Whereas a number of studies have investigated the relationship between organisational culture and 

innovation (e.g. Hartmann, 2006), leadership and innovation (e.g. Jung, Wu & Chow, 2003, 2008) 

and client and innovation (e.g. Ivory, 2005), there is little understanding of how these factors 

combine to impact on innovation in the context of UK based construction support services 

organisations. Also, most organisational studies examining leadership style have tended to focus on 
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senior managers (e.g. Sarros et al, 2008; Jung et al, 2003, 2008) with little attention paid to middle 

management. Moreover, whereas these constructs are known to influence innovation in organisations, 

not much is known about how this actually takes place.  

This study will seek to fill these gaps by proposing a model that integrates the leadership, 

organisational culture and exogenous influences on innovation constructs, investigating  how they 

impact on „climate for innovation‟ and hence the innovation championing of project managers and 

project performance as depicted in Figure 1 below. The model proposes that innovation is a product 

of the transformational leadership style of middle managers, the organisational culture for innovation 

and exogenous influence on innovation. These influences combine to create a „climate for 

innovation‟ within which the project manager operates. The climate in turn influences the 

championing behaviour of project managers and consequently their tendency to adopt innovative 

approaches to design and project delivery and hence project performance. The model also proposes 

that these constructs individually impacts on championing behaviour directly. The model further 

suggests that leadership will influence innovation championing through the organisational culture and 

through the relationship that is built with external stakeholders of projects. It is also suggested that a 

direct relationship exists between championing behaviour and project performance.  The sections that 

follow provide details on each of the constructs incorporated in the model; outline the justifications 

for their inclusion and the suggested relationships among the constructs.    

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model 

2.1 Climate for innovation  

Climate has been defined as a characteristic ethos or atmosphere within an organisation at a given 

point in time which is reflected in the way the members perceive, experience and react to the 

organisational context (Rollinson and Broadfield 2002: 597). Human cognition is said to play an 

intervening role between environmental stimuli and how people respond to the stimuli. This 

cognition is the psychological meaning that individuals associate with the environment. Within the 

work environment, these meanings that employees ascribe to their work environment such as jobs, 
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co-workers, leaders among others is described as psychological climate (James et al 2008, Kissi et al, 

2009). Climate in organisational studies is essential because employees draw conclusions regarding 

what is important to management from what they observe rather than what is said and take steps to 

align their own priorities with what they perceive to be important to the organisation. It could 

therefore be said that these perceptions of priorities serve the purpose of providing direction and 

orientation for employees in deciding where to channel their energies, abilities and efforts (Schneider 

et al, 1994) and determine their motivation, attitudes and behaviour, (Kozlowski and Hults, 1987). 

Moreover, perceptions of the work environment impact on the creativity of individuals in the 

organisation and ultimately on innovation (Amabile et al, 1996).  

Innovation generally involves a social psychological process as it is the product of social 

relationships and complex system of interaction (Lu and Sexton, 2006). This interaction mainly takes 

place among the members of the project team including the client and the project manager and can 

manifest itself in a form „climate‟ (Panutwanich et al, 2008). Consistent with Schneider and Reichers‟ 

(1983) recommendation that for climate studies to deliver meaningful and useful results they should 

be facet specific, this study will focus on „climate for innovation‟ within the „design‟ environment as 

opposed to the construction phase where most innovation studies in the industry have focused. In this 

paper „climate for innovation‟ incorporates leadership for innovation, organisational culture for 

innovation and the external influences on innovation as elaborated below.   

2.2 Organisational culture for innovation   

Organisational culture has been defined in many ways by different researchers. This study defines  

culture as the fundamental values and beliefs held and shared by members of an organisation that 

provide boundaries for choices, clarifies expectations and provide a platform for collaboration (Kissi 

et al, 2009: 78). The role of culture in organisational performance has been well documented (e.g. 

Sarros et al, 2008). The competing values framework developed by Quinn and Rohrbaugh (1983) has 

been a very important tool for assessing the effectiveness of organisations on many dimensions 

including innovation and flexibility. The model formed the basis for Cameron and Quinn (1999) 

typology of culture which included; clan, hierarchy, adhocracy and market cultures. According to the 

authors the adhocracy culture stresses external positioning combined with a high degree of flexibility 

and presents a dynamic, highly creative and entrepreneurial environment in which individual 

initiative and risk taking is highly recommended. In such an environment, visionary leadership 

combined with innovation and risk taking is desirable. These organisations are held together by a 

commitment to experimentation and innovation while success is measured by the production of 

unique, innovative products and services, (Cameron and Quinn, 1999).  

In a study of 181 architectural and engineering design professionals, Panutwanich et al (2008) found 

that organisational culture mediated between leadership for innovation and team climate for 

innovation and concluded that without a culture of innovation associated with support and 

encouragement, innovative ideas are not likely to yield the desired outcomes and realise its full 

potential. It is therefore important that organisations do not only incorporate innovation in their 

values and policy statements but also take steps to create a culture for innovation that can be 
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perceived and experienced by the members of the organisation. Sarros et al (2008) supported this 

view, suggesting that a competitive, performance-oriented organisational culture has a positive 

relation with climate for innovation. The study also found that organisational culture mediates the 

relationship between transformational leadership style and organisational climate for innovation 

further buttressing the importance of culture is in promoting innovation. In that direction this study 

would expect that adhocracy culture which is associated with flexibility and risk taking will play a 

very important role in promoting innovation championing, innovative approaches to developing 

projects and ultimately project performance and that effort to develop an innovative climate will be 

difficult if not impossible in a situation where the underlying culture is unsupportive of innovation. 

2.3 Leadership style and innovation  

Leadership style has been highlighted as an individual factor exerting significant influence on 

innovation in organisations either directly or indirectly through other intervening variables such as 

culture and climate (Nam and Tatum, 1997; Jung et al, 2003, 2008; Gumusluoglu and Ilsev, 2008; 

Kissi et al, 2009). Transformational leadership has been associated with change of culture and 

motivation of people in pursuit of organisational goals, employee satisfaction and organisational 

productivity (Jung et al, 2008). Panutwanich et al (2008) also highlighted the important role that 

leadership for innovation plays in creating a climate for innovation by influencing organisational 

culture that support innovation. The study suggested that organisations could raise leaders for 

innovation by cultivating transformational leadership among their managers and supervisors. There is 

however evidence to suggest that culture could also influence the behaviour of managers. Leadership 

could also indirectly influence innovation through the client as they interact with existing and 

prospective client to identify how services or products need to change to enhance client satisfaction, 

(Waldman and Bass, 1991). The authors further noted that „the major innovative turn-arounds of 

organisations occur when senior executives take the trouble to visit at length with their prospective 

customers and clients to find out what is good and what is bad about the firm‟s current products and 

services‟ (Walderman and Bass, 1991: 174). 

Bass and Avolio (1994) submitted that through intellectual stimulation, transformational leaders 

question assumptions and by so doing stimulate their followers‟ efforts to be innovative, creative and 

approach old situations in new ways. Through idealised influence, the leader earns credit with the 

followers by placing their needs ahead of their own, shares risks with them and avoids public 

criticisms of individuals who make mistakes. This engenders a greater willingness on the part of the 

followers to take risks and adopt more innovative approaches to delivering projects.  

Studies on leadership have primarily focused on top management with little attention paid to middle 

management and less so in the construction industry (Kissi et al, 2009).  Styhre and Josephson (2006) 

in a study of 13 construction site managers drew a comparison between site managers in the 

construction industry and middle managers in other industries and found that they generally had a 

positive experience of their work situation. Although the sample size was small and therefore the 

findings cannot be generalised, it highlights a departure from many other negative reporting on 

middle managers (Dopson and Stewart, 1993). The study also revealed the gap in literature on middle 
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management in the construction industry (Kissi et al, 2009). Moreover, most of the literature on 

middle management has been based on organisations in general while studies on site managers or 

middle managers in the construction industry have seldom referenced the general management 

literature (Styhre and Josephson, 2006; Kissi et al, 2009). Notwithstanding the conflicting views on 

middle management, they play an important and central role in ensuring organisational and project 

objectives are achieved (Styhre and Josephson 2006; Kissi et al, 2009). Hence it can be hypothesised 

that the leadership style exhibited by middle managers will influence the perceptions of climate for 

innovation which will in turn influence the innovation championing behaviour of project managers 

and hence project outcomes.   

2.4 Innovation championing  

Championing behaviour is defined as „the project manager‟s observable actions directed towards 

seeking, stimulating, supporting, carrying and promoting innovation in the project‟ (Dulaimi et al, 

2005: 566). Drawing from Dulaimi et al (2005), project managers‟ (PM‟s) championing role could be 

said to be very important. PMs can provide direction and leadership towards the attainment of project 

goals. As the leader of the delivery team, the PM can sell and persuade innovative ideas to the other 

partners in the project, obtain their buy-in, coordinate input from other parties involved in the project 

such as sub-consultants and facilitate the implementation of ideas introduced into the project. Also, 

when PMs demonstrate their commitment in the innovation process by working hard on it and taking 

responsibility as well as a measure of risk, it may be enough to overcome the inertia and resistance 

and provide the needed encouragement to others associated with the innovation. The PM is however 

unlikely to take the risks associated with innovation if they perceive the organisation and the 

managers are risk averse and do not support innovation.   

In a study of construction projects based in Singapore, Dulaimi et al (2005) surveyed 32 project 

managers and 94 project team members, in an effort to identify the key situational and individual 

factors that influence championing behaviour. The study concluded that unlike the manufacturing and 

R&D organisations, PM‟s championing role in construction is multifaceted and important in 

promoting innovation as well as achieving project objectives. The findings also suggested that the 

PM‟s role should be complemented by individual factors such as the PM‟s competency and 

professionalism and situational factors such as sufficient supply of resources and an environment, 

climate or culture that is conducive to foster and promote the PM‟s role as a champion of innovation. 

Dulaimi et al‟s (2005) study made a significant contribution and highlighted a number of important 

issues in the study of innovation in construction especially in project environment. However the small 

sample size used means the result cannot be generalised. The time element associated with innovation 

outcomes is also missing as the research was cross-sectional in design.  Also, PMs selected team 

members to be interviewed. The likelihood is that PMs selected the people who are more likely to 

provide good feedback on their role. Besides the PM‟s self-reporting of their influence tactics may 

introduce bias into the result. Moreover the data collected was based on perceptions instead of actual 

observable practices. Although this study focused on site works, the principles will be applicable in 

the design environment. This study will expect innovation championing to have a positive 

relationship with the level of innovation and hence project performance.  

439



2.5 Innovation and project outcomes   

Dodgson, Gann and Salter (2008) essentially defined innovation as "the successful commercial 

exploitation of new ideas. It includes the scientific, technological, organisational, financial and 

business activities leading to the commercial introduction of new (or improved) product or service” 

(Dodgson et al, 2008:2). Among other avenues innovation in the construction industry takes place 

during project execution primarily through personal exchanges among designers (Salter and Gann, 

2003) which makes innovation difficult to plan (Bayer and Gann, 2007) and highlights the need to 

create the right environment to facilitate such exchanges.   

The ability of project-based design, engineering and construction firms to meet changing demands 

from clients and improve performance through innovation management is closely linked to the 

development of technical capabilities, (Gann and Salter, 2000; Kissi et al, 2009) which is considered 

to be embodied in the staff of the organisation (Bayer and Gann, 2007). Given the high level of 

internal divisions in project-based firms (Gann and Salter 2000), it could be argued that each 

identifiable division or business unit will have their unique ability to innovate which will be 

consistent with their internal characteristics (Kissi et al, 2009). Such internal characteristics as 

cooperative behaviour, service offer together with external factors including innovation acceptance of 

clients will influence innovative performance (Hartmann, 2006). Following a review of literature, this 

study will define innovation as the generation or adoption of ideas, design concepts or delivery 

processes, new to the adopting organisation which when implemented will yield a reduction in cost 

and/or time associated with project delivery and improve the quality of the final output with a high 

level of client satisfaction. In view of the fact that each division within the organisation under study 

serves a different client and have a different set of internal variables such as middle managers, culture 

and clients this study would expect that innovation performance will vary from one division of firms 

to another.  

Whereas a linkage has been established between PM‟s championing and project performance in the 

manufacturing, such a linkage has not been categorically established for the construction industry, 

(Dulaimi et al, 2005). Innovation championing has been found to be linked to the level of innovation 

and project performance (Dulaimi et al, 2005; Howell and Shea, 2001) and business outcomes in 

general (Panuwatwanich et al, 2008). This linkage has however been questioned by Markham (1998), 

whose earlier studies examined the impact of championing on project performance from the 

perspective of the team members and found no support for this proposition. Markham‟s (1998) 

contradictory findings could be ascribed to the fact that the study sought to investigate the impact of 

the team‟s response to the champion‟s influence tactics on project performance instead of the 

champion‟s direct impact on project performance, (Howell and Shea, 2001). Given the contested 

nature of this hypothesised relationship, it will be interesting to explore if indeed there is and the 

nature of this relationship between championing behaviour and project performance in the context of 

UK based construction support services organisations.  

In line with the observation that different stakeholders have different expectations of projects and that 

project success has a different meaning to each of them, a multi-dimensional approach to measuring 

project performance will be adopted in this study (Shenhar and Levy, 1997; Kissi et al, 2009). The 
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project outcomes to be measured will extend beyond the traditional financial measures (Salter and 

Torbett, 2003) and will include both subjective and objective measures such as client  and staff 

satisfaction, profitability and project delivery to budget and programme (Kissi et al, 2009).  

3. Methodology  

Yin (2003) identified five main strategies of conducting research as experiment, survey, archival 

analysis, history and case study. The choice of method depends on the type of research question 

posed, extent of control over actual behavioural events and how contemporary the events are. This 

research seeks a deeper understanding of contemporary events which does not require control over 

behavioural events. The research questions have generally been posed as “how and why questions” 

and seeks a deeper understanding of a complex phenomenon of how key actors influence innovation 

in a construction support services organisation. Then case study approach is therefore considered 

most appropriate. Moreover a case study method is more suitable for research work if; “the research 

aims not only to explore certain phenomena but to understand them within a particular context”. 

(Collis and Hussey, 2003: 69).  

The aim at this stage will be to explore if other factors other than those mentioned above at this stage 

will influence innovation championing behaviour and for that matter the level of innovation. The 

output from this stage will be a refined model. The revised model will be tested by a survey of a 

sample of project managers across the company. The first phase of the study will primarily employ 

semi-structured interviews, direct observations and documents review. These multiple sources will 

enhance the validity of data gathered. Interviews form an important source of evidence in case studies 

as they help to focus directly on the case study topic and are more insightful, (Yin, 2003). This 

notwithstanding, interviews do have some weaknesses described as questioner bias, response bias, 

inaccuracies due to bad recall and reflexivity which results when the interviewee gives answers the 

interviewer expects to hear, (Yin, 2003). In order to overcome these weaknesses associated with 

interviews other sources of information will be used to validate the findings.  

Two cases involving project teams working from different offices and under different contract will be 

studied in this research. One of the selected cases is a partnering contract and the other is a 

framework contract. Project managers will be interviewed on the transformational leadership of 

middle managers, organisational culture and client influence on innovation, level of innovation and 

project performance. Secondary sources of information such as project records, minutes of project 

meetings, records of client feedback interviews and project review records will be used to 

complement the information obtained through the semi-structured interviews. Evidence obtained 

from the various sources will be compared while examining how they reflect on the phenomenon 

being studied. A database will be created in the form of audio recording and notes taken from the 

interviews, newspaper cuttings and website pages among others. To enhance the reliability of the 

research, a chain of evidence will be kept from the research questions to the conclusion, (Yin, 2003).  

Subsequent to the interviews, quantitative data will be obtained through surveys. This will be used to 

test the revised model. The organisational culture of the organisation will be investigated using the 
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Organisational Culture Assessment Instrument (Cameron and Quinn, 1999) as the dimensions of 

organisational culture to be investigated is well aligned with the dimensions incorporated in the 

competing values framework. The leadership style of middle managers (divisional managers) will be 

assessed from the point of view of project managers using the four dimensions of transformational 

leadership, (Bass and Avolio, 1994). These four dimensions have been known to favourably predict 

innovation performance in many studies (e.g. Sarros, 2008 et al; Jung et al, 2008).  A set of questions 

will be derived from literature to test the influence of client on innovation championing behaviour of 

project managers and the level of innovation. Structural equation modelling will be undertaken to 

determine the structure of the factors at the same time as examining the relationship among the 

constructs comprising the model (Panuwatwanich et al, 2008). A further set of survey data will be 

collected after one year in an effort to establish causal inferences among the constructs.       

4. Conclusion  

Findings from this review suggest that innovation has become a very important source of competitive 

advantage for organisations including those in the construction industry. A number of factors internal 

and external to organisations as well as individual and situational appear to influence innovation 

within UK based construction support services organisations. These include leadership, 

organisational culture, climate for innovation and other exogenous influences such as clients. 

Whereas much research has been undertaken individually on leadership, culture and client and how 

they influence innovation, little is understood of the interrelationship among these constructs and 

how they together influence the project manager‟s perception of the „climate for innovation‟, their 

championing behaviour and ultimately project performance.  

This review reveals that transformational leadership will impact on innovation by influencing the 

climate for innovation which in turn act on championing behaviour of project managers and 

ultimately project performance. Leadership could also influence innovation championing through the 

client as they interact with existing and prospective client to identify what needs to change on 

existing offerings. Efforts to create an innovative climate will also be influenced largely by the 

culture within the organisation. Evidence from the literature reviewed suggests that change initiatives 

to introduce more innovative practices in the construction industry are hindered by the project-based 

nature of the industry and the multiple stakeholders with interest in construction products.   

Most of the studies reviewed employed cross-sectional approach and therefore fail to track the 

process of developing climate for innovation and how it ultimately impacts on performance. This 

study proposes a longitudinal approach to address this gap. Moreover the leadership aspect of 

previous studies rather focused on top managers. It is surprising to find how few studies have focused 

on middle management given the important role they play in either promoting or resisting change 

efforts in organisations. This study will therefore contribute to a better understanding of how middle 

managers can influence the environment within which project managers operates and ultimately 

impact on project performance. From the foregoing, it could be concluded that this study will be 

relevant in addressing such research questions as;  
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 what is the relationship between transformational leadership style of middle managers and 

innovation championing of project managers?  

 does culture moderate this relationship? 

 does championing behaviour of project managers impact on project performance?  

These questions will be addressed as part of an on-going investigation to examine how the leadership 

style of middle managers interact with and shape the culture of a construction professional services to 

create a climate for innovation.  
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