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Introduction

IS executive report summarises the
outcome of an experimental study which forms
the second phase of a major three year research
project (2014-2017) examining the drivers of
innovation in Australian mid market rms.

Report

Our programme of research consists
of three studies.  is article reports on the
experimental study of Study Two. In Study One,
we interviewed top managers from thiry- ve
Australian rms in 2015.

You can download
our industry white

paper of Study One
here.

One of the key ndings was that human

factors such as the top manager’s mindset and
skill, rather than Research and Development
(R&D) investment or installation of top-notch
technology, are crucial for the innovation in
mid-sized rms. In these rms, by nature of their
size, the top managers are involved in everything,
and in many cases the initial founder of the rm
is still highly involved.
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How Managers of Mid-Market Firms can
Harness the Power of their Thinking Styles:
Seeing the Forest and the Trees

For this research, we have studied an online sample of 194 managers
who supervise at least four people.

Our Study One ndings suggest that, the
managers in these rms make crucial decisions:
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1) by coming up with innovative ideas themselves
and then passing these ideas onto employees to
implement,

i) to create an innovative culture where
employees are constantly coming up with new
ways of doing things,

iii) by Itering ideas of employees to decide
which ideas are good quality and also by making
practical decisions of which ideas can be
implemented within the budget, and

iv) they also drive the innovativeness of the rm
by making practical decisions on how best to
implement the ideas.


https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/Campaigns-Site/Documents/innovation-in-mid-market-report-on-study-1.pdf
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/AGSM-Site/Documents/Innovation-in-Mid-Market-Firms-Phase-One-Executive-Report.pdf
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/AGSM-Site/Documents/Innovation-in-Mid-Market-Firms-Phase-One-Executive-Report.pdf
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/AGSM-Site/Documents/Innovation-in-Mid-Market-Firms-Phase-One-Executive-Report.pdf
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/AGSM-Site/Documents/Innovation-in-Mid-Market-Firms-Phase-One-Executive-Report.pdf
https://www.business.unsw.edu.au/Campaigns-Site/Documents/innovation-in-mid-market-report-on-study-1.pdf
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is has relevance to mid-market rms where
top managers tend to be involved in all aspects
of the running of the rm.  ese top managers
need to see the big picture of the overall rm,
have a vision for the future, and see how the
details all ttogether. However, mid-market top
managers also need to be cognisant of the details
because problems with details can also undo
strategy and disrupt the smooth running of the

rm.

Some research suggests that global and local
thinking style are a general tendency, but also
that it can be conditioned (or induced) tempo-
rarily. In our study, we wanted to examine both,
because managers may have a general natural
tendency to be more global or local, and it may
be possible for them to be trained through re-
peated exposure to a particular type of global or
local stimuli.
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Cognition broadly refers to how people
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Findings

Global and local thinking styles are

predictive of creativity and innovation

Managers are faced with a multitude of
decisions that need to be made. Some are very
broad and some are very speci c. Our research
found that global or local thinking styles are
central to decision making about creativity and
creativity is central to successful innovation.

People do not always choose the

most appropriate thinking style

Results showed that managers use a variety

of global and local thinking styles and only some

managers use the appropriate one. is nding
shows that appropriate use of the optimal
thinking style represents a little-known way of
thinking that can improve decision making.
While it might have been expected that people
would use a local thinking style for a local
problem solving and a global thinking style for
a global problem solving this is not what was
found. In reality, people approach problems
from a variety of perspectives.

is counter-intuitive nding should be a
warning sign that people are not always making
the best use of their thinking styles when
making decisions in particular situations.
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People who use the wrong thinking
style for the situation perform more

poorly than those who use the more
appropriate thinking style

For local creativity problems, we found the
best thinking style is to have a local orientation.

4 Itis possible to learn how to switch

between thinking styles through
practice
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Implications

1 Thinking style is important for fne-

tuning employees’ performance

An implication of the study is that it may
be good to give employees tasks that suit their
thinking style.  inking style is a variable where
individuals di er. Some people have more of a
local thinking style whereas other people have
more of a global thinking style. It may be good
to try and determine which sta  members have
more of a local thinking style and which have
more of a global thinking style.  en, tasks
and projects can be allocated that suit their
thinking style. Also, hiring can potentially be
conducted with thinking style in mind because
the business for example may need people with
more of a global thinking style. If hiring a new
top manager, then the hiring committee can
assess how much of a global thinking style the
person has and whether the person is still able
tosu ciently grasp the details. Businesses may
not have thought much about global and local
thinking to date but now might be the time to
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start thinking along these lines. Better employee
performance can lead to better organisational
performance.

It is possible to change people’s

thinking style

A second implication relates to the fact

that we found that it is possible to temporarily
induce or change people’s thinking styles.  is
is important because it means that, while people
have a general tendency toward a particular
thinking style, thinking style is not set in stone.
Rather it can be adjusted to suit the situation.

is ts with theory that suggests that people
have an innate predisposition in terms of their
thinking style, but it can also be adapted based
on requirements from the external environment.

e external environment can of course include
the business environment and what kinds of
decisions are required.  is suggests important
applications of our work to help train people in
business to make better decisions.
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Identifying that a local thinking style assists
with local decision making is a useful outcome
because it suggests that people with a local
thinking style could be put onto projects that
require local decision making, and also that
potentially activities could be engaged in to assist
with local decision making.

Moreover, in Study 1 that we previously

conducted, one issue we found is that mid-market
rms have limited resources, whether that is

human resources (because they o en cannot

a ordto pay sta as much as the larger rms)

or budgetary resources. So, determining how to
nd local solutions is likely to be a low-cost way

of innovating while staying on budget. Big global

plans may not suit small mid-market budgets!

On the other hand, con ning to local thinking
can also be a mistake. Research shows that
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managers who innovate only in terms of
incremental change can be missing the
advantages of “big picture” innovation which

is sometimes required to maintain competitive
advantage. Interestingly, our research shows that
people involved in such innovations need to
focus on global and local details to perform well.
Such results are in line with latest management
thinking that strategic leaders interested in large
scale innovation need to also focus on technical
and managerial details in order to be successful
(Goleman, 2013).
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Further Reading

Armstrong, S. J., Cools, E., & Sadler-Smith, E.
(2012). Role of thinking styles in business and
management: Reviewing 40 years of research.

Project Details

IS executive report summarises the
outcome of an experimental study which forms
the second phase of a major three year research
project (2014-2017) examining the drivers of
innovation in Australian mid market rms.

e rst phase was an interview study and the

third phase will be a two wave survey study of

rm leaders. e research is supported by an
Australian Government (Australian Research
Council) grant (LP140100838). We wish to thank
our linkage partner Pitcher Partners who are
thought leaders of mid-market needs, wants and
future vision. e researchers are based at the
School of Management, UNSW Sydney.
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Looking Forward: Stud™ 3

In Study  ree, we also plan to examine
global and local cognition as Study One found
the top manager is highly important for mid-
market rms and Study Two found that global
and local cognition are important for making
particular types of decisions. Study  ree s
a survey study with two time-points. We will
examine how cognition in uences innovation,
and how various other factors mediate and
moderate the relationship. Study  ree will
provide more applied evidence to support these
preliminary ndings from Study Two.
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Research
Team

Lead Researcher

Steven Lui

Associate Professor Steven
Lui’s research focuses on
inter rm cooperation, trust,
and innovation. His research
examines how cooperation
leads to innovation and when
trust becomes a liability in
cooperation.

Supported B%:

Chris Jackson

Professor Chris Jackson's
research focuses on cognition,
change, innovation, and
performance. Chris led this
particular project within this
programme of research.

Benjamin Walker

Dr Benjamin Walker (Research
Fellow) investigates personality
and cognition and how they
predict outcomes such as creativity
and innovation. Ben and Chris
have written much of this report
with great support from the other
team members.

Salih Zeki O demir

Dr Salih Zeki Ozdemir investigates how
the overall structure of social networks
and organisations’ positions within these
networks a ect the strategic decisions
they undertake and the evolution

of these social networks based on
performed actions.

George Shinkle

Associate Professor George Shinkle
investigates strategic goal setting,
strategic agility, innovation,

strategy formulation, and strategy
implementation, particularly in
turbulent environments. His research
targets the nexus between strategic
management and organisation theory.
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