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Leadership and Innovation
By Jim Selman

Relating to Circumstances and Change

Innovaionis oneof those wordstha we al use, agree is a postive thing and for the mog pat
want more of. Theterm GOnnovaionQike theword QeadershipQ however, seems to defy
generaly accepted undestanding. Mog of uslack a shared interpretation of what we mean or
wha we are observing when we use theterms. Moreover, we lack practices for ddiberately and
congstently produang whaever is meant or whatever it istha we are looking for from
Qeadership and innovaionOThis is evident in thefact tha in spite of thousindsof bookson
these subjects, reading and undestanding the books doesn®enzble usto beleaders or to be
innovadive.

Theseterms are closgly related. Leadership always has some focuson bringing abouta desired
future. We would notnomally consder a spectator of the statusquoto bealeader. Theterm
innovaion also suggests some break with the homOor the statusquo.| am suggesting that an
GnnovaorOand a OeaderOare cut from the same cloth, that these terms are distinguishing
different aspects of the same phenomenon.

This paper isthefirst of aseries of essaystha are intended to open possibilities for developing
leadershipEt o provide pathways for action for thase who are dissatisfied with the statusquoand
are attempting to either improve on existing processes or perhgps accomplish breakthrough
results.

To bagin, we need to make a number of distinctions. There are obviousdistinctionsfor example
between: theinnovdor (who), an innovaion (what) and the process of innovding (how). This
paper@intent isto illuminate and inquire into the phenomenon of innovaion (and leadership)
prior to action and before history judges an accomplishment as innovdive or declares a person to
bealeader. Thefocushere will be ontheinnovaor and the context or vay of bangQof the
innovdor. My thesisistha acompetency for innovationis anaura by-produd of different ways
of relating to theworldE the context in which we relate to circumstances and change We will
also distinguish between innovdion and art. Both involve creativity and these terms are often
used interchangesbly. Findly, we want to distinguish the kind of simple changetha isa
variation of wha already exists fromthekind of profoundchangetha atersthe scopeof what is
possible.
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Distinguishing Innovation

Thedictionary® primary definition for innovadionis simply Gnaking changeQ This view thisis
incomplete however, and becomes a distinction withouta difference, because changeis
happening all thetime whether people do anything or not We do not consde arandomevent,
ingght or an accident to be an innovaion, athoudh wha onecan observe and do in the context
of anovd occurrence or ingght mightvery well lead to innovaion. For example, al of ushave
had (big ideasOfrom time to time and donenothing aboutthem only to learn later that someone
has succeeded in bringing aboutexactly wha we had imagined. Thisis wha might distinguish a
leader/innovaor from a dreamer.

A potentially more powerful way to think of innowetion is that it means intentionally Obinging
into existenceOsomething new that can be sustained and repeated and which hassome value
or utility. That is, innovdionis always related to some practical On-theworldOvalueE. itis
aboutmaking new tools, produds or processesE. bringing forth something GhewOwhich allows
human bengsto accomplish something they were not able to accomplish previoudy.

For example, art is always creative and may have valueto its consumers, but requires no utility
to beart. Art mightbe seen as the artist@ self-expression or experience of their world. Innovaion
on the othe hand mug allow for something else, some possibility or accomplishment or value
beyondtheinnovdionitsalf. If someonecomes up with a new hammer tha does what our
existing hammers do, then that is adesign changeand designis an QrtO When someonecrestes
anew kind of hammer, however, such as a Ghal gunQor a new methodfor hammering, then we
can digtinguish tha asinnovaion. In this sense, we can a so see tha we can innovde within an
art form, such as panting with acrylic at onepoint allowed artists to create effects tha were not
possible with traditiond oils.

When we create a new tool we are innovding. When we are notinnovaing we are thetool or the
QoolGis an extengon of us. For example, thetypewriter was an innovaionin writing. At some
moment, thetypewriter becomes trangparent (to bath thetypist and those concerned with wha is
being typed) and we simply have atypist typing. Thetool appears agan only when thereisa
breakdown or it nolonge servesits purpo<e. | am claiming that ourrelationship to the
circumstances, especially when there are breakdowns is the primary factor in deermining
whethe we respondas leaders and innovade or simply resist or copewith wha is hgppening.
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Whether we are speaking aboutleadership or innovation our concern is almog always about
accomplishing some sugainable changewhether large or small. Changecan occur gradudly and
in small increments such as making continuousimprovement to an existing process or produd.
Changemay aso occur as a breakthroughsuch as some unprecedented action or result that opens
possibilities for new occurrence. While leaders and innovdors paticipae in both kindsof
change | distinguish leadership as always occurring in a context of some intention to create a
breakthroughE. to break with the statusquo. A one-time uniqueevent is not an innovaion. For
an occurrence to bea breakthroughit mug alter, change illuminae or modfy theexisting
structure(s) within which theinnovdionis occurring. In other wordswe might say tha this kind
of innovdionisthekind of action or outcome that aters the context, paradigm or frame of
reference of theinnovaor and thoe who have a stake in theinnovaion. We condudetha
innovdion changes theinnovaor and the space of possibilities available for everyone

L eadership is aboutcreating what does notexistE . bringing forth something which was
previoudy Qhot realQ or not available within an historical context. Leadership isn®jus about
what hgppenswithin boundaies, it trangorms our relationship with boundaies and
circumstance.

As previoudy noted, changeis hgppening all thetime. To observe a changewe mug be
compaing our perception of how thingsappear now with how we remember them from
beforeEc hangeis an assessment or an assertion that something is different than it was. The
timeframe for comparison may vary. For example, technology has changed theway we do our
work compared to ten or fifteen years ago, it probaly hasn®changed much in how we work
today as compared to yesterday. By the same token, theresources we have to work with have
undoubedly changed fromyesterday. At a molecular and biological level, our bodes are
changing with each breath we take. If we wish to develop arigorousmethodobgy for ddiberate
and intentiond innovaion and leadership, we need begin with the question: how do we relate to
our circumstances and change?0

Relationship to Circumstance and Change

| distinguish six different ways we can relate to our circumstance and the changes which are
occurring al thetime. | claim tha the way we relate to our circumstances becomes the
founddion for our beng leaders and opensor closes possibilities and oppotunities for
innovding. If we congde tha changeis a congant and always occurring whether we know it or
not, then we might also say these six ways of relating to the circumstances are also ways we
relate to theworld and become the contexts within which we deal with everyday life. These
should not be consdered as progressive stepsin a process. Rather, these are different Gtates of
beingQor contexts available to every human being, at every moment, to differing degrees
depending uponour commitments, concerns and competence in variousdomains of action.
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RESISTANCE B Opposition to Circumstance

Probably themos common way we relate to changeisto resist it. To resist meansto stand apart
fromwhaever oneisresisting and judgeit as otbeing asit should beO

We resist in many ways, we can resist by simply disagreeing with a new policy or by andyzing
something over and over again, or by playing devil@ advocate with no ownership of theissue
Resistance can beovert or covertE. sometimes we can resist by agreeing with someoneand then
gossiping when the person isn®arourd. We can procrastinate, we can argue we can rationdize
or even sabotage a leadership initiative smply by ignoiing it and waiting for the next changeto
come aong.

Whaever strategies or paternsfor resistance we have, whether overt or covet, whether
congiousor uncongious Whether active or passive they have three thingsin common:

First, al forms of resistance are @ountr-innovaiveOand thwart human intentiondity to create
change Any effort spentin opposng wha is occurring moment to moment will blind usto
possibility. Further, resistance gives power to thestatusquoor cultural inertiawhich, by its
naure, will pasist. Thisis reflected in the often quoted maxim, Ghe more thingschangethe
more they say thesameO

Secondly, all resistance isrooted in the past and isgroundel in a negative mood/ttitudeand
assessment of Gheway itisEa judgment that things Ghould be(different than they are. Our
commitments and actionsare organized by wha we see as feasible and tha we know howto do.
At best, thiswill lead to finding effective ways to copeand at worst will lead to a state of chronic
suffering and eventudly to resigndion.

Thirdly, to resist impliestha there is some Thing QhereOto resist which essentially objectifies
ourworld induding ourselves and other people, turning usinto objects in an objective world.
Thisreduces usto either being victims of whaever it iswe are resisting and/or encourages a
QypectatorOrelationship with the circumstances. This meanswe no longe paticipate in creating
thefuture, and become trapped in aworldview tha destroys possibility and power. In this state,
innovdionisararity and an ideal. When innovaion does hgppen it isusudly attributed to some
Qypecia-nessOof theinnovaor or more often explained as an anomaly tha leaves us undfected,
untouched and notresponsble for thechange
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Q_eadershipQin this context will involve @ppostionGo the circumstance and for themogt part
will proveineffective to the point of becoming part of the problem. For example, in mos
organizationd or cultural @hangelinitiatives, theprevailing rationd is that the statusquois
rrokenOand needsto befixed. Theleadership isresisting the Quay it isOand in awell-meaning
way are attempting to Gix itQ The problem istha these initiatives are rarely effective because
everything beng doneto changesomething is pusing agang (resisting) what is already going
on. Thisis how many issues parsist even when there is widespread agreement that something
should change Essentially the proponents and opponents to aleadership initiative are opeating
in the same context.

COPING b Positive Reaction to Circumstances

Copingisalso rooted in aview tha circumstances are objective and we mug somehow adjus
our commitments and actionsto match what the circumstances allow. Coping might be viewed
as apostive dternative to resistance in which oneworks within the circumstances effectively.
Energy that was previoudy expended in resisting is redirected to problem-solving and designing
ways to overcome bariers to accomplishing one3intention. In this sense copingis also
Qrounter-innovaiveOas a relationship to change however there is onebig differenceE.
specifically, there are many innovdionstha are concelved as tools or strategies for more
effective coping. In other words in acircumstantialy determined view of reality, coping can
drive innovaion, butonly asa RE-ACTION to thecircumstances, not as an intentiond force in
creating new circumstances.

For example, rganized laborOwas invented as are-action to perceived misuse and abuse of
power by owners and managersin theearly pat of the 20th century and has become an integral
aspect of howwork is accomplished.. In other words, the political-economic OnditutionCOof
organized labor was away for workers to copewith ther circumstances. While we can observe
tha this @nnovaionGhas produced alot of valueand benefit for workers over theyears, it can
also beargued tha it has donelittle to build or address the undelying issues of trus and
allocation of perceived power in organizationd hierarchies. In effect, the mechanism for coping
reinforced and even inditutiondized the problem. Further, we can arguethat successful coping
solutionswill often thwart and even undemine attempts at further innovdions In the above
example, labor organizationshave generaly attempted to blodk variousproposd innovaionsin
management such as cross-fundiond training, incentive compensation packages, self-managing
teams and commitment-based management.
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Leadership in this context is often facilitative and oriented toward reasoneble expectationsand
interpretationsof what is possible and notpossible. In a coping context, leaders will typically be
arguing for and jugtifying whatever limitation seem to exist and encouraging Gvork aroundGor
On spite ofOstrategies for getting thingsdone While this and be postive and produc results, the
leader in this case become awell meaning and urwitting Go-congiratorOfor individud and
organizationd limitations

RESPONDING b Owning the circumstances

To respond,meansto freely choo action, given the circumstances. To respondrequires a
different relationdhip to the circumstance in which onecondders that the circumstances are
subordinate to theactionsof theindividud. In other words, to respondrequires tha oneview
him/herself as respongble, as owning, as being senior to whaever circumstance is occurring.
Theword, responsbility can actudly be seen as Ghe ability to respondQ. Gesponse-abilityQ

In responding, we see a human being as having indghts and making choices in relationship to
objective circumstances but not limited or defined by them. When we are responding we are
beginning to innovate to the extent we: a) have some intention or commitment, b) are owning
and not @e-actingQo circumstances, and c) are bringing something new into existence which
whethe small or large has value/utility and can besugained/replicated in the future.

For example, oneof themogt basic organizationd issuesis the common QusversusthemO
conveasation. In this structure, we complain is tha QheyOare a problem. The @heyOmight be
uppe management, or thequdity control group, or the salespeople or the govanment. The
undelying structure of the convesation is that someone utsideOis causng a problem for
me/us

To respondrequires tha we acknowledgetha whoever QheyOare is occurring within our
interpretation of theworld. Our choices and actions are never limited or determined by @hemOor
the circumstances unless we bdieve that we have no power or choice in the matterEw hat limits
usis part of ourinterpretation. We are never in fact, victims of our circumstances, althoughin
many insances it can seem so and our suffering when thisis the case can bevery Qea O

Secondly, to respondwe mug grant @hemOthefreedomto choosEa utonorry as
individuds...grant them thelegitimacy of ther view even if we disagree.

Otherwise we will bereacting to wha we perceive they are daing and therefore have limited
action and become part of alarger patern of resistance that reinforces QheirObehavior. In a
podure of resistance, at best we may QvinOin a dispute by dominating rather than innovaing. At
worst we become resigned and simply Qout up withOthe status quo.
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To determinewhether we are responding or reacting we can ask, Gor the sake of what are we
respondng@ If thereis nointention or commitment behind our actions then our actionsare
essentially automatic and thoughtess. If we are responsble for our circumstances and intentiond
in our respongs, when we become dissatisfied, innovaing comes naturaly.

L eaders who are responsve rather than reactive are not blind to problems or to people3
concerns butare organizing thar actionsbased on something else. They are not attempting to
QixOpeople or smply solve problems but keep ther eye ontheintended outcomes or purposes
for which they are working. For example, in themovie Apollo 13, thereis a moment when a
technical crisisthreatensthelives of the astronauts. All technical optionshave been exhauged
and there is no possibility they will survive. The QeaderOin thefilm throws down a pile of all the
QtuffOin the space capsule and makes an unreasonable demand for the engineers to GreateOa
solution where noneexists. This respons could nat have hgppened if theleader had bdieved that
the circumstances were fixed.

CHOOSING - Accepting the Circumstances

To choos is a step beyond owning and responding fredly to circumstances. To choo® impliesa
choice aboutthe circumstances to which oneis responding. Theidea of choice is synonynous
with theidea of acceptance where we acknowledgenot only tha thingsare theway they are, but
that they should betheway they areE  even when the circumstances are notwha we would wish
and may be assessed as very negaive. Thisisavery different state of relating than either
succumbing or rationdizing tha onecan®hdp theway thingsare. This state is to embrace the
changeand the circumstances.

Thisnotionisvery basic to many spiritud disciplines in both the East and the West where we
can experience enomousfreedomwhen we acknowedgetha QealityOis hgppening regardless
of our point of view or undestanding. In fact, onecan even at some point natice tha by thetime
our brains can @hinkGaboutwhat is happening in the moment, the moment is aready past.
Eckhart Tolle in hisbook The Power of Now shows that to choo isto learn tolivein the
present and to be present to whatever is happening. This experience is familiar to almos anyone
who has paticipaed in sports and been in @he zoneQ or to people in the paforming arts who
have transcended thinking aboutor controlling a performance and simply expressed himself or
hersdf fully.

In this state of choosng or e ng presentConebecomes a different observer. A person can
observe dl sorts of possibilities and choices tha otherwise would remain buried in the
circumstances. Thisisastate in which innovdionis naura and effortless, even obvious Itis
important to note however, tha thisis also a state in which the circumstances are still utthereO
andthe obsrver is till relating to theworld as something separate and distinct fromthe
obsrver.
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Thisisthe state where leadership beginsto become an increasingly creative process. Thisisaso
where we can observe a paadox between fully accepting theway thingsare withoutany
resistance whasoever and simultaneoudy creatinga commitment to alarger possibility. In this
context it is obviousthat possibilities are by definition created and leadership is aboutcreating
vison and possibility in relationship with other human beings

BRINGING FORTH b Creating the Circumstances

Thisway of relating to theworld and to circumstances is the state tha we nomally assodate
with truly QereativeOpeople. What | wish to distinguish here is that the ability to creste
something is not a QiftOtha afew especially endaved people have inheaited. While it istrue
that some people come by this capacity naturallyQ it is alearnable way of relating to the world
and the creative expressionswhich it makes available begin to approach what we earlier
distinguished as breakthroughs To Qoring forthOmeansto not only to choo% a circumstance that
is already occurring, butbegin to relate to theworld Gis ifOwe are creating the circumstances
themselves.

Thisis not necessarily a strangeor metaphyscal notion. We have known in the field of quantum
mechanics for some time that everything we perceive is congantly being changed in the process
of being perceived. Thenoted phydcist JohnWheder in an interview with Discovery Magazine
(June2002)has even suggested tha even thefact of the existence of an objective universe itself
might beviewed as a produd of our capecity to congioudy observe and distinguish aworld that
only appears sepaate fromus

In an organizationd context for example, mos of ushave experienced or witnessed moments of
sudden and often profoundingghtinto the naure of a situaion or circumstance and have
formulated what seem to be (and often are) genuinely origind ideas or solutions In retrogect
these innovaionsor inventionscan beseen as: a) unpredictable, b) require chdlenging or
changing some undelying bdief or assumption aboutwhat is andis not possible, and c)
geneally appear obviousafter thefact. A classic example isthestory fromthe 3M Corparation
abouttheinvention of the POST IT tha was created when a project looking for stronge glue
failed. Theinventor roughtforthOa new interpretation of what was wanted and nesded
(removable notes) and which bad glue could provide

Thepointisthat thisindght required a different order of creative thinking outside conventiond
and reasonable frames of referenceE. wha is usudly meant by utsidetheboxGhinking. The
question here is can anyonelearn to becreative simply by beginningto changehow heor she
relates to the circumstances? | bdieve tha thisis possible andin fact is how mog people develop
wha might be described as creative talent. To do so, however, requires tha we let go of our
notion tha we are objects in an objective world and adopta worldview in which we are
individudly and collectively creating the circumstances tha we are observing.
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L eaders who bring forthGare those we narmally condder to be @isionayGand charismatic and
who are often seen as gifted in ther capacity to keep moving forward and creating openingsfor
action regardless of the circumstances. In Shakespeare@ Henry V, theKing gives an
impassioned speech to his soldiersin theface of insurmountable odds In doing so, henotonly
creates a possibility where noneexists, butingires his army to victory. For theleader who
relates to theworld in thisway, avisionisnotabig god or picture of thefuture, buta powerful
groundof being from which to create reality.

Mastery D Creating the Context for Change

Oro createOhere meansto distinguish therare ability tha afew people have demondrated to
invent entirely new fieldsof inquiry. These people are creating new domaeins new openings and
new possibilities for othersto explore and innovae. Thisisworking at adifferentlevel andisa
very distinct way of relatingto circumstances in which the GreatorOis the author of the context
in which the creator isrelating. To create a context meansto beresponsble notonly for wha is
being perceived, notonly for oned responss, notonly for a generative relationship to the
circumstances, butto berespongble for creating the backgroundor space within which the
circumstances appear.

MasteryOof anything from art to penmanship is ultimately mastery of oneself and Gvho oneis
beingGin asituaion andin relationship to theworld. Hence, to become a master of innovaion, a
person mus own both what is happening as well as wha isn®happeningE. to bepresent to bath
Quhat isOas well as to the cognitive and trangparent boundaies tha define our perceivable
reality.

In 1980aman named Fernando Flores wrote a PhD thesis titled QVlanagement and
Communication in the Office of the FutureQ (UC Berkley, 1980) In his thesis he asked the
smple question, What is action for amanagerQ His thesis opened an entirely new view of
management as a phenomenontha happensin conversationsand tha action occurs as Gpesaking
and listeningOHis work has transformed much contemporary thinking abouthow coordination
occurs in organizationsand has impacted thinking and practices in thefields of information
technology, artificial intelligence, hedlth care, internaiond relationsand development of leaders
among others. Where thiswill go remainsto be seen, but hiswork illugrates creating a new
Qneta-paradigmOfor obgerving, not simply making different observationsin the same paradigm.
When oneisthe creator of the paradigm or context, then we can begin to condder tha we are in
fact creating and mastering our circumstances.
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Findly, leadership in a context of Mastery is often very modest and may seem effortless or so
naural asto seem inconequentia at thetime. Mahama Gandhi, for example, was a gentle man
who used noforce, and yet showed ushow notresisting can be a powerful force for change His
Mastery did not even seem to beleadership for most of his career and yet fromthe beginning he
was pursing the creation of anew reality. In addition, leaders who live and work in this context
are condantly inventing or creating ther experienceEi n this sense they are aways

beginnasEl earning and creating in each moment.

Summary

Innovaion hagppensat different levels from modest improvements on an existing produd or
process to dramatic and even historically significant breakthroughsin how we relate to the
world. In al cases, the capacity to innovde will beafundion of our commitments and
concernsEw ha we want to accomplish and our relationship with the circumstances we perceive
we arein. If we areresisting or coping, we see no innovdion and whaever changewe generate
will beas areaction to thecircumstances and part of the process by which those circumstances
peasist. When we are responding or choosng we are in a postionto innovde and will do so
naurally and congstently as afunction of wha we obsrve to be possible or wha we observeis
missing in our perspective of theworld. Changebased onthisview islikely to bean
improvement on wha aready exists. When we are bringing forth or creating we are notonly ina
postionto innovde but are predisposed to do so. Further, in these ways of relating to
circumstances, we have few if any limitationsonwhat we can imagine and generateEw e are
likely to be generating breakthroughsor even creating entirely new sphees of possibility.

| consder leaders and innovéors as those who are concerned with and competent at bringing
new reditiesOinto existence. | condder innovding to beaprimary element in the process of
leading and | see innovdionsas examples of leadership results or outcomes.

Thefollowingis atable tha summarizes the six ways of relating to changeassodated with
different leadership modds, intentionsand views of circumstances.
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LEADERSHIP | WAYS OF INTENTION VIEW OF EXAMPLE
MODEL RELATING CIRCUMSTANCES OF
INNOVATION
Soldier Resisting Survive Fixed / Deterministic | None
Facilitator Coping Thrive Fixed / Not Technology for
Deterministic avoiding
unwanted
communication
(eg., spam)
Father, Teacher | Responding | Be Responsble | Fixed / Choice of How | Non-violent
to Relate advocacy
Coach Choosng Be Serene Not Fixed / 12-Step
Commitment to Accept | Programs
Charismatic Bringing Create Not Fixed / uU.S.
Forth Circumstances | Commitment to Create | Conditution
Circumstances
Gifted Mastery Create Not Fixed / Quantum
Possibilities Commitment to Create | Mechanics
Context
Sources

Flores, Fernanda 198Q Managenent and Communication in the Office of the Future. Ph.D.
Thesis. University of Berkley.
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