
Creating the Conditions 
for Innovation in 

Schools, Colleges and 
Universities

William G Tierney
Michael Lanford

Pullias Center for Higher Education
Rossier School of Education

University of Southern California

.



Pullias Center for Higher Education
 Rossier School of Education

University of Southern California
September 2015



1| Pullias Center for Higher Education

Only a decade ago, bookstores were everywhere. Today, people 
order books online. Th ose under thirty may never have set foot 
in a bookstore. For those older than thirty, newspapers and print 
publications were the way one learned to read and acquire 
information. Today, young learners use iPads and smartphones.  Th e 
post offi  ce used to be the primary transmitter of information for 
friends, family, and businesses. Today, information comes to us via 
the internet.

Many of the recent changes have been technological. However, it 
speaks to an important theme: Time is important. A decade ago 
readers were content to fi nd out the previous day’s news with the 
morning newspaper; now they want to know about events when they 
happen in real-time. Individuals no longer want to spend the time, 
energy, or cost in writing a letter to an individual when, with the 
click of a mouse, the sender can reach the individual in a matter of 
seconds.

Schools, colleges, and universities are not impervious to these 
changes. Why would those of us who work in educational 
organizations assume that what has happened to the newspaper 
industry could not happen to us? When time, speed, and capacity 
become valued commodities in the larger society, why should 
educators assume that our workplaces are any less vulnerable?

Today contemporary organizations require individuals to be creative 
and innovative in ways that are unfamiliar to many of us. If we do not 
change, we will not only be out of step (and perhaps out of a job), but 
we will fail to provide a valuable service to our students and commu-
nities. Hence, we must embrace creativity and innovation.

Creativity is an inventive idea grounded in specifi c knowledge and 
expedited by motivation. Innovation is a new method, custom, or 
device—a change in the way of doing things. Innovation is defi ned as 
the implementation of a creative product or process and its perceived 
novelty once it has been evaluated by a critical audience.

INTRODUCTION



33 Qualities of Creativity
|ExpertiseExpertise|MotivationMotivation|ImaginationImagination|

 Creativity results from three qualities - 
expertise, motivation, and imagination - that 
are possessed by a single individual. Expertise, 
motivation, and imagination all revolve around each 
other. A lack of expertise incapacitates motivation 
and imaginative thinking. Without motivation, a 
creative thinker is unlikely to have the persistence 
required to solve a problem requiring knowledge 
and a willingness to challenge accepted wisdom. 
Likewise, many individuals have motivation and 
expertise, but are defi cient when it comes to seeing

Th e image of the 
“starving artist”  
is a myth rather 

than a fact.

ASPECTS THAT ENHANCE CREATIVITY IN INDIVIDUALS
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POSITIVE AFFECTIVE STATES

FOCUSING ON POTENTIAL GAINS

CONCENTRATING ON DISTANT OUTCOMES

how a product or a process can be refashioned in a 
diff erent manner.
 To be fair, studies indicate that 
creative people are oft en independent-minded and 
willing to take risks. Like many stereotypes, 
however, the image of the “starving artist” endowed 
with transcendent, prophetic, creative powers that 
require distance from society is a myth (based in 
nineteenth-century aesthetics) rather than fact. 
By these standards, one need not paint or write or 
dance to be considered “creative.”



Innovation is a mixture of creativity, risk-taking, and experimentation. To a certain 
extent, some universities have had moments when they have enabled successful 
experiments. But most analysts of post-secondary education are likely to say that 
tradition, rather than innovation, is the prevailing cultural norm, whether a university 
is in Europe, Latin America or the United States. Society needs good ideas to fl ourish. 
Universities need to be incubators.

INNOVATIONINNOVATION
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What are the problems that lead What are the problems that lead 
organizations to be wedded to cultural organizations to be wedded to cultural 

norms, rather than to take risks?norms, rather than to take risks?

Why aren’t Universities more innovative?Why aren’t Universities more innovative?



BARRIERS
TO INNOVATION

Regulation and standardized processes are barriers to be 
innovative. Organizations frequently adopt strategies to 
penalize new action. Organizations, as well as the systems 
in which they are embedded, tell employees what not to do. 
Organizations are oft en more geared towards assuring that all 
individuals function in the same manner and obey the rules, 
rather than foster creativity.

The more rules and 
layers of bureaucracy that 
exists, the less likely it is 
that an organization will 

be creative.

Regulation & Standardization

Micromanagement

     A corollary to regulation and standardization 
is micromanagement. If an organization wants 
individuals to take risks but checks on them 
every day, or constantly evaluates them, then the 
conditions for creativity will be nil. Evaluation 
is, of course, important in any organization, but 
a constant system of oversight lessens creativity. 
Evaluation should enhance performance, rather

than monitor individuals for infraction or fl aws.
 A diff erent sort of culture exists when 
evaluation is geared toward improvement rather 
than discipline and punishment. Individuals need a 
climate within the organization that rewards 
experimentation. If supervisors are constantly checking 
up on individuals, then their behavior is antithetical to 
a culture that rewards high performance.

Weak Incentive Structure

A country or region is, in part, dependent upon the ability of a university to be creative. Universities 
must be fi rst creative, and then innovative, to retain their relevance in the twenty-fi rst century. “Th at’s 
the way it’s always been done” or “it’s been successful for us in the past” are mindsets that gives little 
incentive to innovate. Th us, a fi rst barrier to innovation is a weak incentive structure that does not reward 
experimentation.
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77Conditions for
INNOVATION

Develop a Culture of Risk and Enable Motivation

Provide Individuals the Freedom to Control the Means to an End

Create Stable Goals

To enable people to utilize their skills in an optimum manner, supervisors must relate to and understand 
individuals and know how to create an environment that is supportive, yet demanding. Th e perception of a 
supportive environment is dependent on a person’s abilities, personality, and other contextual factors since not 
all individuals operate in the same manner. Engineering professors, for example, think and work diff erently from 
faculty who are in the social sciences. Th e point is not that the organization must get engineers to work more 
like social scientists, or vice versa. Rather, an innovative culture is one where all of the organization’s actors 
understand the rewards associated with taking risks, and the line supervisors for individuals are cognizant of the 
communicative actions that need to occur to motivate and support individuals.

Innovation is not a singular act or entity. A culture that encourages innovation empowers idea champions. 
Universities need to create the conditions that retain and empower innovation champions. Th e way to do that is 
not simply by monetary rewards, but also by creating a culture where risk is seen as positive.  

When an organization is committed to innovation activity, the reward structure will be clear. When the rewards 
are clear, individuals have a sense of what they need to do to succeed. If senior leaders constantly shift  goals from 
one idea to the next, individuals are less likely to be committed to participate in risk-taking.  

Enable Individuals to Have a Sense of Autonomy and Ownership
Individuals require a degree of autonomy. Individuals also require a sense of where the organization is 
headed. Th ese dual actions – strategic direction and personal autonomy – create a culture where individuals have 
a sense of what needs to get done, and they are responsible for creating the best possible activities to reach these 
goals. Such an environment is fundamentally diff erent from a production line mentality that has workers meet 
particular standards throughout their workday.

To create an innovative environment a university needs incentives to act – a culture of innovation. 
Innovation suggests experimentation. Based on our own research and that of others, 

seven conditions for innovation within an organization’s culture seem to exist.
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77 Develop a Sense of Organizational Excitement

In an environment where fi scal resources are in short supply, symbolic resources matter. An innovative 
organization needs to create a culture that applauds experimentation and risk-taking. Hence, an organization’s 
leaders need to give verbal support to people who are innovators. Organizations convey the kind of culture they 
want by what they communicate to one another.  

An additional complication to creating a culture of innovation in the university pertains to the point that 
individuals in tertiary institutions are trained in the art of critique. It is not simply possible, but encouraged to tell 
someone what is wrong with his or her argument, what is wrong with someone’s research, what is wrong with an 
individual’s teaching and the like. Critique and skepticism is the coin of the academic realm. A culture of critique 
and criticism, however, leads to the status quo, a hesitation to invent or take risks. 

Th e point surely is not to avoid robust discussions and debates. However, where a culture of innovation exists, the 
sorts of discussions that take place are geared toward making ideas better, rather than toward trying to kill every 
one.  Overly critical commentary stifl es creativity.

66 Create the Conditions for Team Work

Diff erent expertise, diff erent thinking styles, and diff erent age levels enrich an innovative environment. Too 
oft en, we underestimate that a sense of a shared vision can be exciting, and that shared vision comes through a 
diversity of perspectives making ideas better. As Scott Page has noted in his important work on organizations, 
“diversity means diff erences in how people see, categorize, understand and go about improving the world”. From this 
perspective, the organization, on the one hand, needs to create the conditions for multiple perspectives and 
ideas to occur. On the other hand, the organization also needs to be able to orchestrate those perspectives into a 
cohesive unit. Some might liken this to an orchestra where individuals play diff erent instruments. Th ey have 
diff erent tasks and interpretations, but ultimately they need to come together to create music.  

55
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Ensure that the Fiscal and Temporal Resources Necessary 
to Accomplish Tasks are Available

Contradictory signals are sent when a task or goal is designated as “important,” but monetary support is not 
provided. Resource allocation is a potent signal about what is important. Incentives point people in a direction; 
they tell the organization’s participants what matters. If an organization has an “innovation fund” that enables 
good ideas to get going, then individuals will likely view innovation in one way. If an organization penalizes 
individuals who seek external funding, then they are likely to view innovation as secondary or unnecessary.

Another kind of resource is time. If innovation is important, then it should be factored in to the way the 
organization thinks about how individuals should spend their time. A culture of innovation suggests that a 
particular part of the individuals’ work is geared toward innovative activities.



In order to fulfi ll their institutional missions and meet the challenges of the twenty-fi rst 
century, schools, colleges, and universities each need to consider the dimensions of 
creativity and innovation. Neither creativity nor innovation automatically occur; instead, 
they each need to be built into the culture of the organization. Since many academic 
cultures are grounded in century-old traditions, innovations - in particular - may be 
treated with understandable skepticism. Th erefore, an organization needs to build 
collaborative environments based on stable goals. In such an environment, individuals 
will be intrinsically-motivated to innovate and have the autonomy to pursue fulfi lling 
experiments that can ultimately improve the organization. Th erefore, an organization’s 
leaders need to think about non-punitive ways to create processes and procedures that 
reward risk taking. Th rough such organizational changes, educational institutions will be 
able to build a culture of innovation, attaining an elite status over those institutions that 
solely use the past as a guide to the future.
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