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Abstract
Purpose:
Innovation is recognised as a key driver of business and economic growth. However, many
organisations struggle to implement or encourage innovation successfully. A number of
factors, including the demonstration of transformational leadership, have been examined in
encouraging innovation behaviour among employees. „Meaningful work‟ is seen as an
additional factor influencing innovation but has received little attention in this field.
Design:
Drawing on both an emerging body of research on meaningful work and a leading model of
creativity and innovation in organisations, this exploratory study of 100 Australian adult
employees investigated the additional predictive value of both meaningful work and
transformational leadership on innovation behavior.
Findings:
Results showed that meaningful work was positively correlated with, and predicted,
innovation, while transformational leadership did not contribute to innovative behaviour.
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Implications:
This finding has implications for organisations fostering innovation by helping them better
understand the impact meaningful work could have on their innovation objectives.
Originality:
This is one of the first studies examining the relationship between innovation, meaningful
work, and transformational leadership in a population of employed adults.
Keywords: Meaningful work, Innovation behaviour, Transformational leadership
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1. Introduction
Innovation is seen as fundamental to the sustainable growth and success of organisations
(Gronum et al., 2015; West, 2002) and for national economic growth (Pricewaterhouse
Coopers, 2014). But innovation is often difficult to achieve, and many organisations report
poor innovation outcomes (Kuratko et al., 2014). Understanding the complex factors that help
or hinder innovation can help organisations improve the way they implement, support and
grow innovation.
One of the key drivers of innovation behaviour among employees is leadership (Crossan &
Apaydin, 2010), and specifically, the extent to which leaders display a transformational
leadership style (Mumford, 2014). However, an emerging body of research suggests that the
concept of meaningful work could also be an important factor in employee innovation
behaviour. Over the past decade, several management theories have recognised the
importance of meaningful work to a range of employee and organisational outcomes
(Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012) including organisational commitment, work engagement,
psychological well-being, job satisfaction, motivation and stress reduction. Amabile and Pratt
(2016) have theorised that meaningful work plays an important role in influencing innovation
behaviour, and they introduced meaningful work as one of four major new constructs in the
widely-cited dynamic componential model of creativity and innovation in organisations
(Amabile 1988).
This pilot study explores the impact that meaningful work and transformational leadership
have on innovation behaviour in a sample of adult Australian employees.
2. Role of Transformational Leadership in Innovation
A systematic review of 27 years of research findings conducted by Crossan and Apaydin
(2010) suggested that the role of leadership at all levels of an organisation is paramount for
spearheading innovation as a process, and maintaining its momentum until innovation as an
outcome ensues. One aspect of leadership that has been strongly linked to increased
innovation behaviour among employees is the extent to which leaders display a
transformational leadership style (Afsar et al., 2014; Friedrich et al., 2010; Reuvers et al.,
2008). According to Bernard (1999), transformational leaders uplift the morale, motivation
and morale of their followers, whereas transactional leaders cater to their followers‟
immediate self-interests.
Scholars have explored the mechanisms through which transformational leadership
influences innovation behaviour. For example, Khalili (2016) argued that the support and
consideration shown by transformational leaders assist employees in overcoming their fears
of challenging the routine ways of doing things and encourages them to seek new and fresh
approaches to their work. Transformational leaders are also likely to enhance innovation
through the application of individualised consideration, charisma and inspirational motivation
(Oke et al., 2009). Shunlong and Weiming (2012) suggested that it was the vision and
charisma dimension of transformational leadership that was responsible for fostering positive
effects on employee innovation behaviour. Consistent with previous research, this study
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expects to find a positive relationship between transformational leadership and innovation
behaviour.
3. Growing Recognition of Meaningful Work
One aspect of innovation that has received little attention, however, is the construct of
„meaningful work‟. This is unusual because, over the last two decades, there has been a
growing interest in meaningful work in the organisational behaviour literature (Lips-Wiersma
et al., 2016). The increased focus on meaningful work has been linked to the rising interest in
social and environmental awareness and business ethics (Michaelson, 2010) together with a
renewed interest in employee well-being, individual strengths and human flourishing that has
grown out of the positive psychology movement (Lips-Wiersma & Wright, 2012). In fact, the
construct of meaningful work is considered to be a cornerstone of human flourishing
(Seligman et al., 2005).
As interest in meaningful work grows, so too do attempts to define and operationalise this
construct. Building on qualitative research, Lips-Wiersma and Wright (2012) suggested
meaningful work includes four key dimensions: „unity with others‟, „developing the inner
self‟, and „serving others and expressing full potential‟. (Steger et al., 2012) defined
meaningful work as a “subjectively meaningful experience consisting of experiencing
positive meaning in work, sensing that work is a key avenue for making meaning, and
perceiving one‟s work to benefit some greater good” (p. 322). Bailey and Madden (2016)
defined meaningful work as arising “when an individual perceives an authentic connection
between work and a broader transcendent life purpose beyond the self” (p. 55). The one
factor all three definitions have in common is that meaningful work involves an „other‟
orientation, i.e. serving a greater or transcendent good, or serving others.
Meaningful work has been shown to be positively related to a range of organisational and
employee variables, such as work engagement and organisational commitment (Geldenhuys
et al., 2014; Jung & Yoon, 2016), job satisfaction (Sparks & Schenk, 2001) and overall
well-being (Allan et al., 2015), and negatively related to disengagement and exhaustion
(Fairlie, 2011). Arnoux-Nicolas et al. (2016) found that meaningful work partially mediated
the relationship between perceived negative working conditions and turnover intention.
Meaningful work has also been shown to play a role in the impact of transformational
leadership. For example, meaningful work partially mediated the relationship between
transformational leadership and affective organisational commitment (Pradhan & Pradhan,
2016), task performance (Aryee et al., 2012), and positive affective well-being (Arnold et al.,
2007). Meaningful work fully mediated the relationship between transformational leadership
and promotive voice behaviour in organisations (Chen et al., 2018).
4. Meaningful Work and Innovation
Only a few studies have examined the relationship between meaningful work and innovation,
although this has typically been in the context of other variables. Pradhan and Jena (2019)
found that meaningful work partially mediated the relationship between transformational
leadership and innovative work behaviour. Singh et al. (2020) found that meaningful work
4

http://wjbm.macrothink.org

World Journal of Business and Management
ISSN 2377-4622
2021, Vol. 7, No. 2

mediated the impact of human resource practices and innovative work behaviour, while Cai
et al. (2018) found that meaningful work conditionally mediated the relationship between
servant leadership and innovative work behaviour. A study of public-school teachers in
Nigeria found that meaningful work mediated the relationship between intrinsic motivation
and teachers‟ innovative work behaviour (Bawuro et al., 2019).
Other research has examined the connection between meaningful work and creativity rather
than innovation, per se. In a review of different ways of conceptualising meaningful work,
Lepisto and Pratt (2017) argued that meaningfulness can be a source of persistence in creative
work and can encourage employees to remain with a creative task in the face of setbacks and
challenges. In reviewing empirical studies involving creativity, it is important to recognise
that creativity and innovation are distinct but related concepts. In an organisational context,
creativity is defined as the production of novel or useful ideas by an individual or group,
whereas innovation is defined as the successful implementation of creative ideas (Amabile &
Pratt, 2016). In this sense, creativity can be considered as a „precursor‟ of innovation, but not
innovation itself.
Based on the findings of studies that have shown relationships between the constructs of
meaningful work, innovation and creativity, this study predicts a positive relationship
between meaningful work and innovation behaviour.
5. Is Meaningful Work More Important for Innovation than Transformational
Leadership?
The relationship between meaningful work and transformational leadership has not been
extensively examined; however, one study suggests that the link may be tenuous. Bailey and
Madden (2016) conducted qualitative research with 135 workers in the UK, and found that
the role of leadership in helping employees find meaning is “complex and profound, going
far beyond the relative superficialities of satisfaction or engagement – and almost never
related to one‟s employer or manager.” (p. 56).
Amabile and Pratt (2016) theorised that this is a relationship between meaningful work,
leadership and innovation behaviour. Their model, known as the dynamic componential
model of creativity and innovation in organisations is a revised and updated version of an
earlier componential model of creativity and innovation, first proposed over a decade ago
(Amabile, 1988). In the recent revision, Amabile and Pratt (2016) introduced the concept of
meaningful work as one of four major new constructs. Their rationale for including
meaningful work was based on a study of people working on important innovation projects
within their organisations (Amabile et al., 2004). The authors of that study examined over
12,000 diary entries and found that on days when people reported high levels of positive
subjective experience, the most prominent work event was making progress in „meaningful
work‟. Based on these findings and their own theories of organisational creativity and
innovation, Amabile and Pratt suggested that meaningful work can influence creativity and
innovation. They also argued that meaningful work is more influential than leadership
behaviour: “Put simply, if people do not see innovative or creative work as meaningful, it
seems unlikely that leaders‟ statements and actions about the importance of innovation will
5
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be motivating. By contrast, such statements are likely to be highly motivating for those who
do find innovative and creative work meaningful” (Amabile & Pratt, 2016).
6. Research Hypothesis and Expectations
The dynamic componential model of creativity and innovation in organisations suggests that
meaningful work is a critical component of innovation and may potentially be more
influential than transformational leadership. The current study explores this question
empirically by surveying a sample of adult Australian employees and predicts that the
relationship between meaningful work and innovation will be stronger than transformational
leadership and innovation after controlling for age, gender and educational level.
6.1 Demographic variables
The relationship between innovation and demographics is complex. For example, Nählinder
et al. (2015) suggest that gender bias is built into the methodology of many innovation studies,
leading to women appearing less innovative. But when these researchers applied a
gender-aware operationalisation of innovation, they found no significant difference in
innovativeness between men and women. Regarding the impact of age, Frosch (2011) argues
that studies showing innovation peaking between 35 and 50 years of age often contain
methodological constraints such as selectivity biases and unobserved heterogeneity. Citing
longitudinal studies, she contends it is very likely that older workers fare much better in
innovation than previous cross-sectional evidence suggests. Likewise, there are conflicting
findings in relation to the impact of educational attainment on innovation, with some studies
showing a positive relationship at the country level (Makkonen & Inkinen, 2013) and others
showing no relationship at the individual level (Hammond et al., 2011). Because of the
complexity and ambiguity surrounding the impact of age, gender and educational level on
innovation, this study sought to control for these variables.
7. Method
7.1 Participants
Participants in this study were employed Australians aged 18 years and over. Most were
recruited via LinkedIn and Facebook as a result of several posts inviting people to complete
an online survey about leadership, innovation and meaningful work. The posts were made to
the author‟s social media accounts, as well as to relevant social media groups (e.g.
Organisational Psychology in Australia‟s Facebook page). Participants were also recruited via
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). A total of 108 completed responses to the online survey were
collected.
7.2 Measures
7.2.1 Transformational Leadership
Participants completed the Global Transformational Leadership scale, a short measure of
transformational leadership developed by Carless et al. (2000). The seven item survey has
been used in international leadership studies to assess a single global construct of
6
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transformational leadership (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Answers were given on a five point
Likert-scale from “Rarely or never” to “Very frequently, if not always” to questions including
“My manager communicates a clear and positive vision of the future” and “My manager
treats staff as individuals, supports and encourages their development”. The range of possible
scores is 7-35. The Global Transformational Leadership scale was chosen over the more
commonly used Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire (Avolio et al., 1999) because the
former uses fewer items (seven versus 20) yet has identical reliability to the latter. The total
score on the Global Transformational Leadership scale has also been found to correlate
strongly with the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire. However, the Global
Transformational Leadership scale measures a broader range of transformational leadership
behaviours (Carless et al., 2000), including „innovative thinking‟. The Global
Transformational Leadership scale has been shown to have high reliability (α = .93) (Carless
et al. 2000). In this study, the reliability of the scale was high (α = .91).
7.2.2 Meaningful Work
Meaningful work was operationalised by the Work and Meaning Inventory (Steger et al.,
2012). The Work and Meaning Inventory is a ten item test with the total score reflecting the
extent to which people see their work as being personally significant, as providing an
opportunity for meaning making and as a way to make a contribution beyond themselves.
Answers were given on a five point Likert-type scale ranging from “Absolutely untrue” to
“Absolutely true” to questions including “I have a good sense of what makes my job
meaningful” and “I have discovered work that has a satisfying purpose”. The range of
possible scores is 10-50. The total Work and Meaning Inventory scale internal consistency
has been shown to be high (α = .93) and validity and factors structure estimates are solid
(Steger, Dik, & Shim, In press). In this study, the reliability of the total scale was high (α
= .93).
7.2.3 Innovation Behaviour
Innovation behaviour was assessed using the Innovation Behaviour Inventory, a relatively
new scale developed by Lukes and Stephan (2017). The 23 item Innovation Behaviour
Inventory covers seven aspects of employee innovation behaviour, which address a wide
spectrum of activities believed to constitute the full cycle of innovation in an organisation.
Answers were given on a five point Likert-type scale ranging from “Fully disagree” to “Fully
agree”. The range of possible scores is 23–115. Items measure idea generation (e.g. “I try
new things at work”), idea search (e.g. “I try to get new ideas from colleagues or partners),
idea communication (e.g. “When I have a new idea, I try to persuade my colleagues of it”),
implementation starting activities (e.g. “I develop suitable plans and schedules for the
implementation of new ideas”), involving others (e.g. “I try to involve key decision makers in
the implementation of an idea), overcoming obstacles (e.g. “I usually do not finish until I
accomplish my goal”), and innovation outputs (e.g. “Many things I came up with are used in
our organisation”). The Innovation Behaviour Inventory has been shown to have acceptable
reliability (α coefficients for the seven subscales ranged from .60 to .93) and has shown to
have factorial, criterion, convergent and discriminant validity, and cross-cultural equivalence
7
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(Lukes & Stephan, 2017). In this study, the reliability of the total score for the Innovation
Behaviour Inventory was high (α = .92).
8. Results
The data set was checked for outliers, requiring the deletion of seven univariate outliers and
one multivariate outlier. Normality assessment showed that skewness for the Global
Transformational Leadership scale and the Innovation Behaviour Inventory were within
acceptable parametric perimeters, whilst Work and Meaning Inventory scores were skewed.
Tabachnick and Fidell (2014) argued that for larger samples, a variable with statistically
significant skewness often does not make a substantive difference in subsequent statistical
analyses. Consistent with Tabachnick and Fidell (2014), no further adjustments were made to
the data to comply with normality parametrics.
8.1 Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive and inferential analyses were conducted using SPSSv25. A demographic profile
of the remaining 100 participants is provided in Table 1. The majority of respondents (71%)
were in full-time employment, while almost half (49%) had postgraduate qualifications.
There was a higher proportion of female (60%) compared to male (40%) respondents. Ages
ranged from 19 to 65, with an average of 42.98 years (SD =9.53).

Table 1. Demographic profile of respondents (n=100)
Category

Frequency

%

Female

60

60

Male

40

40

Some high school

1

1.0

Year 10 high school

1

1.0

Year 12 high school

5

5

TAFE or vocational qualification

9

9

Bachelors degree

35

35

Postgraduate degree

49

49

Full-time

71

71

Part-time

22

22

Casual

7

7

Gender

Education level completed

Current employment status

The mean score for the Work and Meaning Inventory was 40.30 (SD = 7.97), the mean score
for the Global Transformational Leadership scale was 26.16 (SD = 5.10), and the mean score
for the Innovation Behaviour Inventory was 92.82 (SD = 11.12).
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Bivariate correlations were conducted (see Table 2). Consistent with expectations, a positive
correlation was found between meaningful work and innovation behaviour (r = 0.38, p< 0.01).
A negative correlation was found between gender and meaningful work, where women
scored significantly higher than men. There was no significant correlation between
transformational leadership and innovation, which is inconsistent with findings in the
literature and inconsistent with the expectations of this study.

Table 2. Correlations of variables (n=100)
Variable

1

1. Age

-

2

3

4

5

2. Gender

.00

-

3. Education

.05

.04

-

4. Transformational leadership

-.11

-.11

-.12

-

5. Innovation behaviour

.14

.00

-.01

.09

-

6. Meaningful work

.06

-.21*

.12

.09

.38**

6

-

**p < .01 (2-tailed). *p < .05 (2-tailed).

A three-stage hierarchical regression was conducted with innovation behaviour as the
dependent variable to test the additional predictive value of meaningful work on innovation.
Age, gender and education level were entered at stage one to control for demographic
variables. Transformational leadership was added at stage two and meaningful work at stage
three. Regression statistics are shown in Table 3.
Table 3. Hierarchical regression analysis for variables predicting innovation behaviour
(n=100)
Variable
Model 1
Constant
Age
Gender
Education
F (3,96) = .63
R = .14
R ²= .02
Model 2
Constant
Age
Gender
Education
Transformational leadership

B (SE)

beta

t

.14
.001
-.01

1.37
.01
-.12

.15
.01
-.001
.11

1.47
.13
-.009
1.05

86.57 (8.26)

78.79 (11.1)
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F (1, 95) = 1.1
R = .18
R ²= .03

R ²= .01
Model 3
Constant
Age
Gender
Education
Transformational leadership
Meaningful work
F (1, 94) = 15.67***
R = .41
R ²= .17

60.86 (11.28)
.12
.09
-.05
.08
.39***

R ²= .14
*** p < .001.

The third model of the hierarchical multiple regression revealed that age, gender, and
education level did not predict innovation behaviour, and neither did transformational
leadership. Introducing meaningful work contributed significantly to the regression model, F
(1,94) = 15.67, p < .001, and accounted for 14% of the variation in innovation behaviour.
This finding demonstrates that meaningful work is the only predictor of innovation, and
transformational leadership was not a predictor on innovation in this study. The finding that
transformational leadership did not predict innovation behaviour at all was unexpected and
not consistent with the stated hypothesis.
9. Discussion
9.1 Transformational Leadership and Innovation
Contrary to expectations, this study did not find a positive relationship between
transformational leadership and innovation. This result is inconsistent with the existing
literature, which includes multiple studies that have established empirical support for this
relationship (Afsar et al., 2014; Khalili, 2016; Nusair et al., 2012; Reuvers et al., 2008). There
are a number of possible reasons for the inconsistency between the results of this study and
previous studies, the first being the use of different scales to measure innovation behaviour.
In this study, it was measured using the relatively new 23 item Innovation Behaviour
Inventory developed by Lukes and Stephan (2017). In contrast, Nusair et al. (2012) used their
own measure of innovation based on a six item scale developed by Scott and Bruce (1994).
While the Scott and Bruce scale covers both idea generation and idea implementation, unlike
the Innovation Behaviour Inventory it is a one-dimensional scale that does not differentiate
between the various aspects of innovation behaviour. Two other studies, Khalili (2016) and
Afsar et al. (2014), used a multi-dimensional scale developed by De Jong and Den Hartog
(2010). Although that scale has some overlap with the Innovation Behaviour Inventory, it also
10
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has several shortcomings, including the fact that “the distinct aspects of innovation are
captured in a summary fashion by three rather general items only” (Lukes & Stephan, 2017).
Furthermore, in the Khalili (2016) study the measure was not administered directly to
employees, as it was in this study, but rather administered to managers who provided their
views about the innovation behaviour of their employees.
Another reason for the discrepant findings between transformational leadership and
innovation behaviour could be due to differences in the sample populations compared to
previous studies. This study was open to any employed Australian over 18 years of age. In
contrast, all but one of the previous studies targeted selective populations. For example, Afsar
et al. (2014) drew their sample from employees in companies considered by Forbes magazine
to be the five most innovative in China. Their deliberate sampling strategy was designed to
test the relationship between transformational leadership and innovation in environments
where the pressures on leadership to drive innovation could be considered to be „above
average‟. Similarly, Reuvers et al. (2008) sampled from a very specific population, namely
multi-disciplinary teams within hospitals, choosing only teams that included four different
functional groups and an identifiable team leader. Nusair et al. (2012) were less specific in
their study of innovation and transformational leadership, but they did sample only from
within public service organisations. One common feature of the sample populations among
the majority of previous studies is that respondents were all employees in large, established,
hierarchical organisations (e.g. public bureaucracies, hospitals, manufacturing companies,
service companies etc.). Because the present study did not control for organisation type or
size, it‟s possible that these variables influenced the result. For example, company size has
been shown to play a role in transformational leadership and innovation behaviour. Khan et al.
(2009) found that company size moderates the relationship between transformational
leadership and innovation, whereby the larger the company, the stronger the relationship
between the two variables. And in a study of transformational leadership among CEOs, D.
Jung et al. (2008) found that the larger the company, the greater the level of innovation.
9.2 Meaningful Work and Innovation
Consistent with expectations, this study found a significant and positive relationship between
meaningful work and innovation. In other words, the more meaningful an employee found
their work, the greater the level of innovation behaviour they exhibited. This is consistent
with previous studies by Pradhan and Jena (2019) and Singh et al. (2020), which found that
meaningful work is positively related to innovation behaviour.
The finding that meaningful work is the only predictor of innovation behaviour when
considering meaningful work and transformational leadership in the same model is, to the
authors‟ knowledge, one of the first times this relationship has been directly and empirically
demonstrated using psychometrically reliable and valid measures. It suggests that
organisations can potentially improve innovation behaviour by focusing on the factors that
encourage employees to view their work as more meaningful. For a start, organisations
interested in improving innovation are advised to take the concept of meaningful work
seriously. They should ask themselves: are we paying enough attention to our employees‟
11

http://wjbm.macrothink.org

World Journal of Business and Management
ISSN 2377-4622
2021, Vol. 7, No. 2

sense of meaning; what are the barriers to meaningful work in our organisation; are we
committed to trying to make work more meaningful? While a novel idea for many
organisations, having open and honest conversations about meaningful work could be an
important part of developing a more effective innovation strategy. If fruitful, these initial
discussions may lead to the adoption of processes designed to explicitly measure, monitor,
and foster among employees a greater sense of meaning as it relates to their work and
innovation behaviour. A greater focus on the topic of meaning among employees may also
have positive secondary benefits beyond innovation, such as improved work engagement,
organisational commitment and job satisfaction, as has been demonstrated elsewhere.
The findings in this study also support the theorised but largely untested idea that meaningful
work plays an important role in influencing innovation behaviour, as suggested in the recent
revision of their widely-cited dynamic componential model of creativity and innovation in
organisations (e.g. Amabile & Pratt, 2016; Amabile, 1988). Given the preponderance of
research attention paid to leadership, particularly in relation to innovation, these findings
suggest further investigation into the dynamic interplay between meaningful work and
innovation is warranted.
The finding that transformational leadership did not predict innovation suggests that
innovation strategies that privilege leadership over meaning may be less effective than ones
that pay due attention to employees‟ experiences of meaningful work. Organisations
interested in innovation may benefit by reflecting on their investments in developing
transformational leadership capabilities, and specifically, whether such investments would
benefit from a comparable focus on meaningful work. In a similar vein, organisations should
be alert to the implications of leadership behaviours that may discourage or dampen
employees‟ sense of meaning (e.g. Bailey & Madden, 2016).
10. Limitations
A key limitation of this study is the generalisability of the results. The fact that the sample in
this study was so broad (i.e. an open sample of employed adults) makes it difficult to
generalise the results to specific populations, particularly to large hierarchical organisations
or to smaller, flatter organisations such as start-ups. Also, because the sample population was
limited to Australian employees, it‟s also potentially difficult to generalise the results to other
cultures. It‟s been shown that national culture can influence organisational culture, including
leadership style and employee behaviour (House et al., 2004). Lukes and Stephan (2017) also
argue that national culture plays a role in innovation.
11. Implications for Future Research
Future studies could focus on longitudinally testing the relationships between meaningful
work and innovation, including comparisons from specific target populations, such as large,
hierarchical organisations or small, flat organisations, as well as within different national
cultures. Future studies could also explore the mechanisms through which meaningful work
influences innovation, helping leaders and employees gain a more nuanced understanding of
what each can do to encourage both innovation and meaningful work within their
12
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organisations.
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