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Abstract

Social support teams are intended to meet societal demands by acting innovatively in the social care
sector. However, the introduction of social support teams has not led to expected results. Drawing on
perceptions of professionals and leaders, this study examines how psychological safety can moderate
innovation outcomes of exploration and exploitation. Using multilevel data from 764 professionals
and 60 leaders from 84 teams from five different municipalities, it shows that psychological safety
positively and significantly moderates the relationship of innovative leadership behavior and
exploration. The findings and discussion show how leaders can increase innovation outcomes in the

organizational forms adopted in social support teams.

Key words: psychological safety, social innovation, public sector innovation, exploration &
exploitation.
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1. Introduction

“Leaders have many tools at their disposal to create and nurture a workplace conducive to

learning, innovation and growth” (Edmondson, 2018, p.187).

The social care sector in the Netherlands is dealing with a multitude of complex problems,
placing pressure on organizations, employees and ultimately, care delivery. Long waiting lists
and long waiting periods for social care are mounting nation-wide (Kort, 2021; Oelp, 2022;
Regionieuws Hoogeveen, 2022). Some of the problems facing the public care sector can be
considered ‘wicked’ problems. This concerns problems which are difficult to identify, complex
and require multiple solutions (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Weber & Khademian, 2008). Examples
of wicked problems currently facing the social care sector, are the increasingly ageing society
which creates problems of providing sufficient care for elderly people, rising poverty and debt
among citizens and integration of people with a migrant background. Innovation is needed for
the public care organizations to face these mounting problems and prosper; hence the
government has issued changes in the social care sector (De Vries et al., 2016).

In line with New Public Governance (NPG) reforms, which are characterized by
collaborations, participation, new problem-solving methods and cooperative accountability, the
social care sector underwent a significant transition in 2015 (Vigoda, 2002). In this year, the
organization of social care was reformed by the adoption of the Social Support Act [Wet
maatschappelijke ondersteuning], the Youth Act [Jeugdwet] and the Participation Act
[Participatiewet]. Technically, this entailed that these domains are placed in the care of
municipalities rather than the central government (Rijksoverheid, n.d.). In practice, this meant
a cultural change, where the government wants to encourage providers to offer more
customization and to develop innovative solutions. This has far-reaching consequences for how
social care is organized, funded and carried out. The State Secretary for Health, Welfare and
Sport, M.J. van Rijn elucidates in an explanatory memorandum (Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-
3, 2014) that the government aims to prevent individuals from running into excessive costs for
customized facilities or treatments. By decentralized financing, municipalities can devise both
general facilities as well as innovative and efficient arrangements (Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-
3, 2014). Social support teams, as intended by the legislator, are thus meant to act innovatively
in a decentralized and local setting to bridge the increasing obstacles of the wicked problems

in social care.



Social support teams are composed of health and social care professionals from a broad
range of disciplines. For example, a youth worker, a SSA Consultant, a nurse and an elderly
advisor (Stimulansz, n.d.). Collaboration between actors plays a prominent role in these teams.
In efforts to implement the Social Support Act, social support teams [wijkteams] have been the
‘go to’ for many municipalities (Government of the Netherlands, n.d.). In 2019, 83% of the 212
municipalities that participated in a national evaluation made use of social support teams as an
implementing measure (van Arum et al., 2020). Participatory involvement of actors such as
informal caregivers, volunteer organizations or other social partners is one of the ways in which
social support teams can respond to innovation demands (Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-3, 2014).
The guiding principle of the social support teams is that by innovating, they can reduce costs
of more expensive care by providing direct care and focusing on preventive interventions
(Movisie, n.d.; Van Arum et al., 2020; Van Zijl et al., 2021).

To sum up, the main idea behind the decentralization of social care is that local care
provision can reduce the costs of expert care because of innovative ways to address problems
via customization and prevention (Efat, n.d.; Movisie, n.d., 2022; Nederlands Jeugdinstituut,
n.d.; Van der Burg, 2016). As well as create more efficiency and effectiveness (Van der Pas,
2017). There is a special role for social support teams, as innovative working method, to create
innovative solutions (Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-3, 2014). Social care is organized differently
in each municipality (Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, n.d.). Therefore, the tasks and organization of
the social support teams also differs among municipalities in the Netherlands. However, each
municipality must deal with their own set of complex problems which are riddled with
uncertainties and differences.

It is thus expected of social support teams to respond innovatively to the needs within
their municipality. Innovation in the public sector can be defined as “the development and
implementation of a novel idea by a Public Service Organization to create or improve public
value within an ecosystem” (Chen et al., 2020, p. 1677). Innovation is usually focused on
technological advancement to increase profits. However, innovations in the public sector are
aimed at developing solutions to problems experienced by society. A newly advancing
component of innovation is ‘social innovation’ (SI). SI is concerned with improving society
without profit (Dawson, 2010). Sl is a concept relatively understudied in the academic field,
but frequently used in ‘grey’ policy literature (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; Galego et al., 2022;
Notarnicola et al., 2022; VVoorberg et al., 2015). A common definition used in the literature is:
“social innovations are defined as new ideas (products, services and models) that

simultaneously meet social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations. In other
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words, they are innovations that are both good for society and enhance society’s capacity to
act” (Murray et al., 2010, p.3).

Thus, this study focuses on the topic of Sl in social support teams, which are
predominantly responsible for innovating the social care sector. SI can be seen as a concept
consisting of two parts: exploration and exploitation. Exploration denotes creative novel
solutions for future clients and problems and generally yields long term results (March, 1991).
Exploitation is focused on refining current activities for existing markets and clients and is more
likely to yield short term results (Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). Innovation thus
plays a significant role in the ‘new’ social care strategy which social support teams are expected

fo execute.

1.1 The functioning of social support teams

However, unlike the expectations set for social support teams, recent studies have shown
that they are struggling to provide outreaching and preventative work as well as facilitating
collective solutions (Steijn et al., 2017; van Arum et al., 2020; van Arum & Lub, 2014; Van
Zijl et al., 2021). Furthermore, various objections have been made regarding the performance
of social support teams. One of them being that social support teams have increased social care
costs rather than reduced them (Huisman, 2019; Vriesema, 2019). However, this could also be
because better care is being delivered, which is more costly. Nonetheless, the fear has been
expressed that social support teams are becoming yet another link in the social care chain
instead of a means to an end (van Arum & Lub, 2014). An important critique is that most social
support teams do not get around to do what they were put into place to do: work in an
outreaching manner, provide preventive care, create (informal) care networks and encourage
collective facilities within neighborhoods (Berns et al., 2021; van der Lans & Hilhorst, 2016).
This is wry, especially since research has shown that when teams do provide care of their own
it is demonstrably more effective (van der Zwaan, 2022). Blaming this on capacity is too
shortsighted (van der Lans & Hilhorst, 2016).

Two main reasons why social support teams are unable to meet expectations have been
touched upon. Firstly, the context of a tight labor market in social care professionals as well as
a high outflow of professionals due to high working pressures and burn out play a significant
role (CBS, 2021). Secondly, the high caseload number and the complexity of issues that require
expert knowledge and mostly time play their part in the struggle for social support teams
(Movisie, 2022; Van der Voet et al., 2019). Now that it is clear what is not working in social

support teams, this begs the question how can the functioning of these teams be improved?



Recently, Van Zijl et al. (2021) have published a report ‘Teamwork in the neighborhood’
[Teamwerk in de Wijk]. One of the main findings of has been that differentiation and variety
between social support teams’ composition and approaches between municipalities means less
for performance than how the team is organized. In other words, the functioning and
performance of neighborhood teams is largely determined by factors at the level of the teams,
and not by factors at the level of the municipality (Van Zijl et al., 2021). From this it becomes
clear that for social support teams to be successful, leadership matters. Both for the basic
function of social support teams to ‘learn and improve’ and for the core theme ‘innovation and
performance,’ leadership plays a significant role (Van Zijl et al., 2021). Leadership behaviors
to encourage innovation are thus essential to yield innovation outcomes. Innovative leadership
behaviors employed by the leader of a team can drive innovative solutions in social support
teams (Yukl, 2012).

Leaders, by showing innovative leadership behavior, encourage professionals to act
innovatively. However, professionals in social support teams find themselves in a tricky
situation; they are expected to comply with their goal of acting innovatively to solve pressing
problems in the social care sector while at the same time providing care for an ever-increasing
number of clients while their capacity is diminishing. In other words, creating space to learn,
improve and innovate is at odds with the budgetary pressure and the accountability that must
be given in the public sector context (Chen et al., 2020; Feller, 1981). Combined with high
caseloads and unrelenting work pressure (van der Lans & Hilhorst, 2016).

Moreover, innovation carries risks and can have potential consequences for professionals
when they do not play out well. Fear of punishment, the risk of making a mistake and the
repercussions this may bring weigh heavy on their decision to show such behavior (Edmondson,
1999;, 2003). A possible counterweight to this perceived threatening work climate is
psychological safety (Edmondson, 1999). Psychological safety describes a climate were
professionals feel safe, comfortable and respected which allows them to speak up (Edmondson,
1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2011). When professionals perceive their social work context
as psychologically safe, they might be more likely to honor the leader’s request of innovation,
via innovative leadership behavior, to initiate innovative solutions.

In sum, innovation is an important aspect in the functioning of Dutch social support teams
(Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-3, 2014). Leaders of teams show innovative leadership behavior
to encourage this. However, acting innovatively and thereby taking risks can potentially have
negative effects for professionals (Nembhard & Edmondson, 2011). Willingness to show

innovative behaviors, may be dependent on social support team members to feel safe enough
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to take these risks (Baer & Frese, 2003). Therefore, this study aims to research and explain the
following question: To what extent does psychological safety moderate the relationship
between intended innovative leadership behavior and innovation outcomes in Dutch social
support teams? This question is examined through quantitative research based on data collected
on both leaders and professionals working in five different municipalities in the Netherlands.
This data has been collected in the period 2021-2022 for the purposes of the project ‘Teamwork
in the Neighborhood’ [Teamwerk in de Wijk] (Van Zijl et al., 2022).

1.2 Relevance

This study takes the perspective of a case study concerning innovation in social support
teams in the Netherlands. This results in practical significance of this study. However,
entrenched in academic literature, this study additionally contributes to the academic discussion
of Sl, psychological safety and innovative leadership in the field of public administration

specifically.

1.2.1 Societal relevance

Increasingly complex demands for social care within the Dutch society require innovative
ways to tackle the often-bureaucratic social care sector (Notarnicola et al., 2022) Currently,
significant differences in the functioning of social support teams persist, which is detrimental
to fair service delivery (Van Zijl et al., 2021). Thus, there is significant room for improvement
in social support teams in achieving their goals (Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, 2020). Inequalities
in social care directly impact the quality of life of citizens in need of care (Regionieuws
Hoogeveen, 2022). SI can provide a solution for stagnation in the social care sector (Van der
Pas, 2017).

This study contributes to the advancement of SI within social care by determining what
potential opportunities leaders have to foster Sl in their organization. Limitations of Sl are
addressed as well to provide a balanced argument of the potential value of SI. Additionally, the
understanding of the importance of the role of psychological safety on this relationship
contributes to the tools that managers and leaders of social support teams can use to advance
innovation. This in turn, contributes to the work conditions of social care workers and to the
effectiveness of public service delivery. Which in turn, can significantly contribute to the well-
being of citizens of the Netherlands. The conclusion includes practical policy recommendations

and managerial implications for social team leaders and municipalities.
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1.2.2 Academic relevance

The main contribution of this study extends to a better understanding of the moderating
role of psychological safety on the relation between innovative leadership behaviors and
exploration and exploitation. Previous research shows how leadership behaviors can positively
affect innovation outcomes (Elenkov et al., 2005; Howell & Avolio, 1993; Johannessen, 2018;
Oke et al., 2009; Uddin et al., 2022). By focusing on innovative leadership behaviors in
particular, this study adds to the understanding of leadership behavior in relation to innovation
(Yukl, 2012). Similarly, much is known about the positive effect of psychological safety on
fostering innovation (Andersson et al., 2020; Baer & Frese, 2003; Kostopoulos & Bozionelos,
2011; Newman et al., 2017). As well as on the moderating role of psychological safety (Bradley
et al., 2012; Carmeli, 2007; Chen et al., 2014; Gu et al., 2013; Newman et al., 2017).

However, little is known on how innovative leadership behavior and psychological safety
interact, this study fills this research gap. To date, this is the first study exploring the moderating
role of psychological safety on the relation between innovative leadership and exploration and
exploitation as innovation outcomes within the public sector, making it a unique contribution
to the field of public administration (Desmarchelier et al., 2019). Therefore, study contributes
to this by further exploring further the moderating role of psychological safety (Baer & Frese,
2003; Bradley et al., 2012; Gibson & Gibbs, 2006; Martins et al., 2013).

In doing so this study contributes to the practice of innovation in the public sector as well
as the role of leadership herein (Bommert, 2010; Borins, 2002; Choi & Chandler, 2015; Feller,
1981; Marin-ldarraga et al., 2016; Parsons, 2006; Stewart-Weeks & Kastelle, 2015).
Elaboration of the understanding of how perceptions of leadership behaviors relate to
innovation outcomes in the public sector, is understudied (Choi & Chandler, 2015; Jacobsen &
Andersen, 2015; Yukl, 2012).

Moreover, as recognition of the importance of psychological safety in organizations is
growing, research on the concept in the public sector specifically is lacking. Hence, by studying
psychological safety in the public sector this study adds value for individuals, teams and
organizations in the public sector as well as for further research (Edmondson, 2018; Newman
etal., 2017).

Furthermore, this study contributes to the development of the concept of Sl in the social
reform debate by explaining its innovation potential in Dutch social support teams. Sl has
become increasingly important however various contestations are left unaddressed (Adams &
Hess, 2010; Chalmers, 2013; Grimm et al., 2013; Murray et al., 2010; Rana et al., 2014; Sinclair
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& Baglioni, 2014; H. Volberda et al., 2018). This study contributes to that by discussing some
of the limitations of the societal value of SlI.

Additionally, this study contributes to the use of exploration and exploitation as
innovation outcomes (Azadegan & Wagner, 2011; Chang & Hughes, 2012; Marin-Idarraga et
al., 2016). The use of these concepts is versatile, contributions to their use as component of
innovation aids in the development of a more nuanced discussion on innovation (Marin-
Idarraga et al., 2016).

In the conclusion steps for further research in the development of Sl, exploration &
exploitation as innovation outcomes and psychological safety as moderator are established, to
further contribute to the field of public administration.

2. Theoretical framework
This section will elaborate on the concepts of ‘innovation,” ‘innovative leadership’ and
‘psychological safety’ used in this study. As mentioned in the introduction the research aim is
to study the relationship between innovative leadership and innovation, and the moderating role
of psychological safety in this relation. In the course of this section the literature of the concepts

will be synthesized, and workable hypotheses will be derived from there.

2.1 Dependent Variable: Innovation

Innovation is a vague and ambiguous concept often discussed and in various
understandings of the term. It allows organisations to resist both internal and external
environmental turbulence and can enhance organizations’ competitive advantage (Jiménez-
Jiménez & Sanz-Valle, 2011; Kerman et al., 2012). Innovation is broadly defined by Baregheh,
Rowley and Sambrook (2009, p. 1334) as: “a multi-stage process whereby organizations
transform ideas into new/improved products, service or processes, in order to advance, compete
and differentiate themselves successfully in their marketplace”. It can be both a process and an
outcome (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010).

In this study innovation will be determined as an outcome. Within innovation, two
competences or activities are frequently distinguished namely, exploration and exploitation
(Azadegan & Wagner, 2011; Chang & Hughes, 2012; Marin-Idarraga et al., 2016).
Distinguishing between these two knowledge processes is necessary because they draw on
different administrative routines (Lubatkin et al., 2006). Organizations often strive for both
types of innovation outcomes simultaneously (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Gupta et al., 2006;

Jansen et al., 2006). The following two sections elaborate on distinguishing features of the two
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activities. Followed by a section on constraints on innovation in the public sector, a section on

Sl and lastly a section on how this relates to the mission of social support teams to innovate.

2.1.1 Exploration
Explorative innovation is aimed at creating new knowledge, products and services for

emerging clients (Chang & Hughes, 2012; Jansen et al., 2009). Explorative innovation requires
flexibility and risk-taking behaviors of professionals (March, 1991). Exploration denotes
finding novel solutions to problems, this can be achieved through “search, variation, risk-
taking, experimentation, play, flexibility, discovery, and innovation” (March, 1991, p.71).
Explorative innovations are radical in nature and aimed at servicing new markets or clients
(Benner & Tushman, 2003; Jansen et al., 2006). The focus on emerging markets and clients
may result in uncertainties about long term prospects. Explorative innovation comes with a
certain amount of risk, as success overall cannot be guaranteed (Chang & Hughes, 2012,
Levinthal & March, 1993).

2.1.2 Exploitation
Exploitative innovation is focused on expanding knowledge within existing practices to

improve and refine services for existing clients (Chang & Hughes, 2012; Jansen et al., 2009).
This type of innovation is aimed at developing incremental improvements to existing practices
(Benner & Tushman, 2003; Jansen et al., 2006). This can be achieved by focusing on repetition
and replication of existing practices and refining these incrementally (Levinthal & March, 1993;
March, 1991). By focusing on improving successful practices, short term results are more likely
than in the case of exploration (Levinthal & March, 1993). However, this type of innovation
runs the risk of proofing insufficient in the long term (Benner & Tushman, 2003). Exploitation
can occur through knowledge-related activities involving “refinement, choice, production,

efficiency, selection, implementation, and execution” (March, 1991, p.71).

2.1.3 Public sector innovation

Public ‘wicked’ problems currently facing society, can be considered paradoxical because
they are characterized by contesting conditions (Parsons, 2006). Wicked problems are difficult
to identify because of the interconnections between subsets of problems which may range

across policy domains. Moreover, they engage various conflicting values for example
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efficiency and quality of care, (Stone, 2012). Therefore, they are not easily solved and require
complex solutions (Rittel & Webber, 1973; Weber & Khademian, 2008).

New Public Management (NPM) emerged in the late 1980s and with it emerged the first
focus on ‘public sector innovation’. This was a relatively new concept at that time, where most
information stemmed from studies on innovation in the private sector. It is defined as “the
development and implementation of a novel idea by a Public Service Organization to create or
improve public value within an ecosystem” (Chen et al., 2020, p. 1677). Public sector
innovation has become more prominent, boosted by subsequent New Public Governance (NPG)
reforms. NPG is a broad concept used to group public administration management trends where
multiple actors and stakeholders are involved (Desmarchelier et al., 2019). NPG reforms of
public management are focused on relational and inter-organization collaboration, which
contrasts with NPM where the main locus was on output within organizations (Desmarchelier
et al., 2019; Osborne, 2006). Torfing & Triantafillou (2013) elaborate on the positive impact
NPG reforms can have on innovation. NPG allows for this by placing emphasis on the
characteristics of ‘collaboration,” making use of experimentation by “empowering and
engaging stakeholders in public problem solving and service production” (Torfing &
Triantafillou, 2013, p.14). Thus, the characteristics of collaboration such as citizen
participation, shared information and distribution of powers open the way for innovation
(Desmarchelier et al., 2019; Vigoda, 2002).

Public sector innovation can potentially address societal problems. However, the public
sector has in its origin certain barriers which prevent easy and frequent innovation
(Desmarchelier et al., 2019). Namely, lack of competition, difficult to measure performance,
insufficient financial resources, short term time horizons and lack of internal evaluation
methods (Desmarchelier et al., 2019; Feller, 1981; Jaskyte, 2011). Additionally, accountability
plays a significant role. Formalization and red tape are consequences of this, which stand in the
way of innovation (Jaskyte, 2011). Rule density means inflexibility which goes against
innovation, as this requires ‘thinking outside the box,’ the ability to break rules and capitalize
on emerging opportunities (Nemeth, 1997). Furthermore, normatively, public sector innovation
must take into consideration its inherently different nature where public values are the main
goal (Chen et al., 2020). These differing values can create policy paradoxes where social goals
have to compete with efficiency goals (Stone, 2012). For instance, public sector innovation to
improve efficiency, risks the stability and adaptability capacity that it needs to provide essential

services such as healthcare or education (Parsons, 2006).
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Therefore, it was explicitly intended by the legislator in the 2015 Social Support Act, to
facilitate innovation by reducing red tape and administrative burdens. This was achieved though
decentralizing, providing greater discretionary powers for professionals, and allowing for
customization of solutions. Thus, because municipalities can organize the form, rules and
structure of the social support teams, they can rid themselves of some of the inherent overly
bureaucratic structures within the public sector (Kamerstukken 11, kst-33841-3, 2014, Van Zijl,
etal., 2022).

2.1.4 Social innovation

It has been widely acknowledged that technological innovation is not sufficient to
overcome the current social, economic and environmental challenges facing societies today
(Brandsen et al., 2016; Domanski et al., 2020; Loo et al., 2013; Pot, 2009). Sl is a contrasting
innovative force, aimed at improving societal welfare (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014). It denotes a
collective term for innovations in management, organization, and labor relations both between
managers and employees as well as employees and other social partners (Pot, 2009). Sl
encompasses broad concept, riddled with conceptual ambiguity (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014; van
der Have & Rubalcaba, 2016). A clear delineation of the concept in the academic field is still
lacking however, concrete practices are burgeoning especially at local levels (Brandsen et al.,
2016; Notarnicola et al., 2022). Additionally, the concept is also frequently used in mainstream
policies, for example in initiatives by the European Commission and the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) (European Commission, 2013; Hubert,
2009; Nicholls & Edmiston, 2019; OECD, n.d.).

Recently the concept is receiving renewed interest in mainstream policies as it is seen as
a way to reform both the public and private sector in the face of growing social inequalities and
problems of increasingly stretched budgets in social care (Adams & Hess, 2010; Galego et al.,
2022; Ranaetal., 2014; Sinclair & Baglioni, 2014; Voorberg et al., 2015). Hence, it is receiving
considerable attention in social sciences in the past two decades (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014;
Galego et al., 2022; Notarnicola et al., 2022).

In a 2012 report it was found that care organizations that make use of social innovations
generally perform better (\Volberda et al., 2012). However, it was also found that innovation in
care organizations that have formalization and rule-adherence, is not an easy feat (\olberda et
al., 2012). Organizations can make use of social innovations and do so focused on different

aims. In general, two outcomes of social innovation are seen. Social innovations focused on
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new care services for new clients and markets as well as social innovations focused on new
healthcare services for existing clients and markets (Pot, 2012; Volberda et al., 2012).

Currently, it is used as a means to address complex societal problems of reduction of
workforces due to declining fertility rates, and intensification of required social care due to
ageing populations (Grimm et al., 2013; Karré, 2017). Especially rural areas suffer from the
effects of greying population, economic crises and declining capacity for social care due to
labor shortages, which is why social innovation constitutes valuable tool (Brandsen et al.,
2016). By using local small-scale initiatives with citizen participation, public organizations can
develop swifter service delivery in the context of tight labor markets, high demand and low
resource capacity (Brandsen et al., 2016; Oeij et al., 2010; van der Have & Rubalcaba, 2016).
Although seemingly a straightforward solution, SI is quite complex. As the number of
stakeholders in creating innovative solutions increases, so do the number of complexities within
it (Pot, 2009).

Thus, S| offers potential for greatness if it can live up to its reputation. By addressing
large societal problems with new ways of working, collaborating, organizing and managing it
can enhance societal well-being (Murray et al., 2010). Active citizen participation increases
democratization of societal issues and can stimulate citizen involvement (Adams & Hess, 2010;
Grimm et al., 2013; Sinclair & Baglioni, 2014).

Moreover, it can significantly contribute to work enjoyment of employees. For example,
previous research found that socially innovative companies have more satisfied and enthusiastic
employees compared to non-socially innovative companies (Murray et al., 2010; Volberda et
al., 2018). This is partly be explained by the creation of trust and an open working environment
(Volberda et al., 2012).

2.1.4.1 Social innovation in social support teams

Sl, as determined previously, is a broad and ambiguous concept and encompasses many
activities (Grimm et al., 2013). Its goals are large and benefit from further differentiation
(Cajaiba-Santana, 2014). In an attempt to contribute to specifying and making the concept more
concrete this study distinguishes Sl as a dependent variable and subdivides it into explorative
innovation and exploitative innovation.

Exploration concerns itself with finding new products and new processes for emerging
clients or markets (Gupta et al., 2006; March, 1991). Explorative innovation in Sl aims to
establish new products or services for new or emerging markets/clientele (\Volberda et al.,
2012). The organizational goal this type of innovation aligns with developing new products and
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services (Loo et al., 2013). This type of innovation is associated with more autonomy for
employees to explore and act creatively (Lopes de Leao Laguna et al., 2013).

Exploitation on the other hand is a form of innovation aimed at refining existing processes
and increasing cost-efficiency (Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). Exploitative
innovation in Sl is concerned with new and existing social innovations for existing clients and
markets (Volberda et al., 2012). The organizational goal of exploitative Sl as outcome aims to
make use of existing knowledge and competences more effectively. Moreover, it aims to
increase labor productivity and thereby improve performance (Loo et al., 2013).

From this above analysis it becomes clear that the dependent variable ‘innovation’
comprises of several contextual layers in the case-study of social support teams. Innovation to
customize care to clients and adapt it to local needs is what was aimed for with the reforms.
This study is aimed at understanding innovation within social support teams, which are argued
to have Sl as its goal (Kamerstukken Il, kst-33841-3, 2014). The above arguments have
demonstrated the contextual constraints and conceptual nuance of ‘innovation,” ‘public sector
innovation’ and eventually ‘social innovation.” Concluding from this, the concept of SI,
constraint by the context of the public sector and divided into exploration and exploitation, will

be used in this study as dependent outcome variable.

2.2 Independent variable (1) : innovative leadership behavior

Leadership is a concept with a widely varying definitions, and various variables ascribed
to it (Winston & Patterson, 2006). This paper will build partly on the integrative definition of a
leader provided by Winston and Patterson (2006, p. 7):
“A leader is one or more people who selects, equips, trains, and influences one or more
follower(s) who have diverse gifts, abilities, and skills and focuses the follower(s) to
the organization’s mission and objectives causing the follower(s) to willingly and
enthusiastically expend spiritual, emotional, and physical energy in a concerted
coordinated effort to achieve the organizational mission and objectives”.
Leaders can facilitate employees to realize organizational objectives by employing certain
leadership behaviors that can influence the processes that determine performance outcomes
(Yukl, 2012). Mostly because leaders can help employees understand in a more clear and
comprehensive matter what factors contribute to organizational performance. Previous research
indicates that leadership behavior is positively associated with innovative work behavior
(Elenkov et al., 2005; Howell & Avolio, 1993; Johannessen, 2018; Oke et al., 2009; Uddin et
al., 2022).
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To clarify and make definitions of leadership behaviors more specific, Gary Yukl (2012)
created a hierarchical taxonomy with four main meta-categories which contain fifteen specific
behavior elements. One of these comprises change-oriented leadership behavior. In his
taxonomy Yukl (2012) determined that change-oriented leadership behavior has three primary
objectives: to increase innovation, to increase collective learning and to increase adaptation to
the external environment. The first objective is placed central in this study to provide a specific
delineation of innovative leadership behavior. Leaders can portray certain kinds of behavior to
increase innovation. For example, to encourage innovation, leaders can encourage professionals
to take different perspectives on a problem, to think ‘outside the box’ and to find innovative
ideas or experiment with new ideas (Yukl, 2012). Thus, by showing innovative leadership
behaviors, leaders encourage and request professionals in their team to act innovatively.
Starting with exploration from the two previously established forms of innovation, leaders
request of professionals to be creative, think of future markets and clients and create novel
solutions.

In general, exploration requires more from professionals. For example, establishing new
collaborations, finding resources and experimenting with new forms of service delivery for
future problems (Choi & Chandler, 2015; March, 1991; Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 2001; Un, 2010).
Explorative innovation thus comprises activities that are difficult for professionals to fulfill
because they carry certain short-term risks with them (Chang & Hughes, 2012). . Leaders
showing innovative leadership behavior aim to encourage professionals to display innovative
initiatives (Yukl, 2012). However, despite these intended encouragements, professionals’
interpretations might vary (Jacobsen & Andersen, 2015). Professionals working in the social
sector are under considerable work pressure. Requiring of them to act innovatively can increase
their stress and work pressure.

Moreover, professionals are bound by existing rules and policies placed on them in the
public sector context (Parsons, 2006). Explorative innovations might place considerable stress
on professionals and consensus among involved parties. Not only the content but also the scope
of the innovation must be determined, particularly as social innovation by definition implies
multiple stakeholders (Feller, 1981; Loo et al., 2013; Lubatkin et al., 2006; Parsons, 2006).
Meaning that professionals must invest their scarce time, resources and energy into finding
solutions which are unlikely to yield short term results (Levinthal & March, 1993).

Furthermore, explorative innovation would require professionals to convince their leader,
management and team-members that a new way of doing things is necessary in their opinion.

Which can be threatening, especially when this leader is their superior, able to influence the
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future of the professional in that organization when something plays out negatively. Fulfilling
the requirements and portraying behavior that can involve personal risk, make explorative
innovation a difficult feat in the public sector context (Choi & Chandler, 2015). Outcome
uncertainty, risk of failure as well as increased stress due to additional responsibilities may pose
a threat to professionals even when the leader portrays innovative leadership behavior
(Edmondson, 1999; March, 1991; Oeij et al., 2006). Therefore, it is hypothesized in figure 1
that innovative leadership behavior will have limited impact on the risk-taking behaviors
required by professionals in the social care sector to produce exploration outcomes. The “+” in
the relationship model indicates the positive expected impact of innovative leadership on

exploration.

Hypothesis 1a: Innovative leadership behavior is positively associated with exploration.

Figure 1. Relationship model exploration.

Innovative

leadership »| Exploration
behavior

By contrast, exploitative innovation concerns improving and refining existing practices
and procedures (March, 1991). Generally, exploitative activities occur in existing processes,
which are refined and optimized to make them more efficient (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Choi
& Chandler, 2015; Jansen et al., 2006; Marin-ldarraga et al., 2016). These exploitative
innovation activities are likely to show short term success (March, 1991). The public sector
context, where stability and accountability are central values, are consistent with the leadership
requirements needed to foster exploitation (Jansen et al., 2006). Formalization of rules and
policies positively influence exploitative innovation. This means that the public sector context,
with its inherent accountability and formalization, should facilitate both leadership behavior to
encourage innovation, as well as professional’s ability to heed this call.

Exploitative innovation is considered less risky for professionals as it generally comprises
finding innovative ways within the existing processes and making them more efficient and
optimally suited for the existing clientele (Jansen et al., 2006; Levinthal & March, 1993; Oeij
et al., 2010; Volberda et al., 2012). It requires little to no experimentation and pay-off is likely
to be positive (Levinthal & March, 1993).
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While still being an extra demand placed on the subordinate, exploiting existing
opportunities carries less mental weight than exploring new opportunities (Hills et al., 2015).
Risk of failure or potential harm for the subordinate are less likely (Hills et al., 2015; Levinthal
& March, 1993), Therefore, it is hypothesized in figure 2 that innovative leadership behavior
will have more extensive impact on the exploitative innovation than on explorative innovation
in the public sector context. The double “+” in the relationship model indicates the higher

expected impact of innovative leadership on exploitation in comparison to exploration.

Hypothesis 1b: innovative leadership behavior is positively associated with exploitation, but
more strongly than with exploration.

Figure 2. Relationship model exploitation.
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2.3 Independent variable (2): psychological safety

Psychological safety refers to a shared belief that one is safe within the organization and
thereby can take interpersonal risks (Edmondson, 1999; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2011). It
concerns assumed implicit beliefs about one’s environment and how one is perceived and will
be reacted to within this environment (Chen et al., 2014). These beliefs matter when one
considers taking a risk by speaking up or by proposing a new idea or reporting a mistake
(Edmondson, 1999).

Speaking up with innovative ideas, questioning the status quo and venturing beyond ‘in-
role behavior’ can be seen as risky business for employees (Detert & Burris, 2007; Edmondson
et al., 2001; Kahn, 1990; Newman et al., 2017). This holds true especially when this effort is
unsuccessful, the new idea or method is a failure which can reflect badly upon the employee(s),
which can lead to bullying in the workplace (Baron & Neuman, 1998; Nguyen et al., 2017,
Robinson et al., 2012). Aggression and indirect verbal disapproval are frequent expressions in
unsafe work environments (Baron & Neuman, 1998). Therefore, experimenting and speaking

up, showing ‘extra-role behaviors’ are risk-taking behaviors (Kahn, 1990; van Dyne & LePine,

20



1998). These risk factors can lead to employees not contributing to the learning process and
innovation of the organization (Detert & Burris, 2007). In current work environments
importance is placed on efficiency and process improvement within organizations (Newman et
al., 2017). Innovation plays an increasingly prominent role in keeping public organizations ‘up
to date’ and responsive (Chen et al., 2020)

Innovations of organizational processes are needed and have a positive effect on
organizations. As innovation is about the organization’s goals, professionals may feel the
organization is after its own interests and when this is endangered by a mistake they make, it
will reflect badly on them (Edmondson, 2003). This will reduce their likeliness of taking
interpersonal risks (Miao et al., 2020). When employees perceive a psychologically safe
environment, they feel safe, comfortable being themselves and respected by others in the
organization (Edmondson, 1999). They are more likely to speak up and in turn will not
disapprove of other colleagues when they voice their opinions (Edmondson, 1999).

Finding innovative solutions for future clientele may be less stressful for professionals
when they experience psychological safety. Thus, the elements of feeling safe to speak up and
make mistakes function as a precondition to mitigate the fear of failure linked with exploration.
Therefore, it is hypothesized in figure 3 that psychological safety positively associates with
exploration. The double “+” represents the positive influence of psychological safety on

exploitation.

Hypothesis 2a: psychological safety is positively associated with exploration.

Figure 3. Relationship model exploration

Psychological +

Safety Exploration

Exploitation requires, in comparison to exploration, less risk-taking behaviors,
experimentation and speaking up (March, 1991). It relates to finding solutions for problems
occurring within the existing market and for existing clientele. This typically concerns the
refinement of existing processes and making use of ‘past’ knowledge (Gupta et al., 2006;
Levinthal & March, 1993). Stability and refinement of processes is being pursued which means

there are fewer risk costs and fewer risks of sunk cost in general (Choi & Chandler, 2015).
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Arguably, exploitation is less risky than explorative innovation. There is minor risk
required of professionals in exploitation, it does not require development of new skills, creative
initiatives from professionals nor the risk of experimentation of innovative ideas (Lubatkin et
al., 2006). Despite this, it would be too shortsighted to deem exploitation without risk. When
relating back to the context of social support team members, the current situation in the social
care sector, with high work pressure, high absenteeism, low resources and high demand, might
place significant stress on the mental capacity of employees. Psychological safety allows for
more trust in other team members, giving constructive feedback, and a sense of safety when
speaking one’s mind. In finding innovative exploitative solutions, especially within a team
context, this might increase performance (Edmondson, 2018). Thus, because exploitative
activities require less risk taking, figure 4 shows that psychological safety is expected to have
a positive influence on the relation between innovative leadership and exploitation. The “+”

represents the positive influence of psychological safety on exploitation.

Hypothesis 2b: psychological safety is positively associated with exploitation, but less strongly

than with exploration.

Figure 4. Relationship model exploitation
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2.4 Moderating variable: psychological safety

Apart from exploring the explanatory power of the relation between psychological safety
and social innovation, psychological safety could also play a role in altering the strength of the
relationships between innovative leadership and social innovation. In other words,
psychological safety may act as a moderator (Edmondson, 2018; Edmondson & Lei, 2014;
Newman et al., 2017). For example, in a study on team innovation in virtual teams,
psychological safety was found to help teams in the challenges of electronic dependence,
diversity and dispersion around the world (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006). Psychological safety could
support employees to bridge barriers faced by teams working virtually. The psychologically
safe climate facilitates everyday work in such a way that team members are found to be more

likely to bring together knowledge and resources needed. Moreover, the psychologically safe
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climate increases informal communication such as giving and receiving feedback and increases
trust (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006).

Another study by Bradley, Postlethwaite, Hamdami and Brown (2012) found that task
conflict, under conditions of high psychological safety, can actually lead to better performance.
In this way the moderating role of psychological safety allows people to express themselves
without fear or embarrassment (Bradley et al., 2012). Martins et al. (2013) highlighted the
power of psychological safety as a moderator in harnessing strength from diversity in teams.
Diverse teams were found to perform better in the context of high psychological safety, and
worse when this was low (Martins et al., 2013). Finally, Un (2010) found that organizational
forms where the context provides psychological safety, are better suited for exploration because
it reduces pressure on employees and facilitates experimentation with innovative ideas (Un,
2010). In short, psychological safety has in previous research been found to prove valuable as
a moderator.

As established, the impact of innovative leadership is expected to be less intense in the
case of explorative innovation. This is in part because leaders are less likely to encourage this
type of behavior as it is unlikely to yield short term results. Performance indicators in the social
care sector play a part in this (Stone, 2012). Secondly, because in order to achieve explorative
innovation as an outcome, professionals have to heed the leader’s call for innovation. As
described previously, it is expected that professionals find this request risky. Therefore,
professionals need to feel a sense of safety and trust as a precondition to show innovative
behavior (Miao et al., 2020). Where the context of innovative demands by a leader is cushioned
with a sense of trust and space for risk taking.

Professionals may, when they perceive psychological safety, be less wary to speak up and
show types of explorative innovation activities (Edmondson, 2003). The interaction between
the request of innovative leadership and the influence of perceived psychological safety by
professionals is expected to be more positive in the case of exploration than exploitation, as this
form of innovation requires more risks. This leads us to hypothesize that psychological safety
moderates the relationship between innovative leadership and explorative innovation. In figure
5, the double “+” in the relationship model, indicates the more extensive positive impact of the

moderator on the relationship in comparison to exploitation.

Hypothesis 3a: psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between innovative

leadership behavior and exploration.
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Figure 5. Relationship model exploration with moderator.
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Although it has been established that there is less risk present in the case of exploitation
than in exploration, it is not without burden. Leaders are more likely to encourage this type of
innovation for the same reasons they are less likely to encourage explorative innovation:
exploitation is more likely to yield short term results, it comprises less risks of failure and
focuses on existing and therefore known markets and clients.

Nonetheless, innovative leadership behavior places demand from the leader on the
shoulders of professionals. Even without risk being present the weight of innovative demands
placed on the employee, who is navigating in a context of scarce resources, high absenteeism
and high demands, is still considerable (Choi & Chandler, 2015). Not feeling embarrassed,
afraid or worried to speak one’s mind, for example to indicate that finding innovative solutions
has not been possible due because one has too much work on his/her plate, can potentially
benefit innovation outcomes.

Therefore, it is hypothesized that psychological safety will impact the relation between
innovative leadership behavior and exploitation in a positive manner, though less extensive than
the in the case of exploration. The “+” in figure 6 thus indicates the positive impact of

psychological safety making the relation between innovative leadership and exploitation.

Hypothesis 3b: psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between innovative

leadership and exploitation but less strongly than with exploration.
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Figure 6. Relationship model exploitation with moderator.
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3. Methodology

This study aims to shed light on and explain the relationship between innovative
leadership and innovation, subdivided into exploration and exploitation. As well as the
relationship of psychological safety and the before mentioned innovation outcomes.
Furthermore, this research aims to explain how this relationship is moderated by psychological
safety. To do so, quantitative research will be employed to establish whether correlations

between these variables are present and significant.

3.1 Data collection

The data used in this study has been originally collected for the purposes of the project
‘Teamwork in the Neighborhood’ [teamwerk in de wijk] (Van Zijl et al., 2022). The quantitative
data collection process took place in the form of a survey and was carried out between
November 2021 and March 2022. The selection process of respondents comprised of those
working within social support teams, therefore employees and leaders of social support team
from five different municipalities in the Netherlands were approached to participate.
Respondents were reached via email. To increase response rates, at least two reminders have
been sent. The survey focused on the following themes: the themes: ‘teamwork,’ ‘leadership,’
‘individual work experience,” and ‘innovation and performance.” Surveys are specifically
suitable for deductive research due to their standardized measurements and set categories (Van
Thiel, 2014).

This study makes use of multi-source data, existing of both professionals/professional’s
perceptions as well as leader perceptions. Both leaders and professionals were presented with

a survey which comprised of statements concerning personal characteristics, perceptions of
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teams and leaderships perceptions. Leaders were presented with a survey about their own
leadership style and how they perceived the team to be scoring on assorted topics among which
innovation and contextual factors. A different survey has been presented to the professionals.
Their survey included questions about how they perceived their leader, cooperation, team

learning and individual perceptions such as psychological safety.

3.1.1 Data sample
The original sample consisted of 2094 professionals and 75 team leaders working in 84

teams. The response-rate of this sample was 962 professionals and 60 team leaders. After
matching the surveys from both the leaders and followers, as well as deleting missing values
from the control variables and independent variables X1, X2 ,Y1 and Y, the final data sample
consists of 824 professionals matched with 60 leaders. The dataset consists mostly of scale and
nominal measures. Due to the research taking place in the Netherlands, the survey was also
conducted in Dutch. For the benefit of the reader these items have been translated into English
in annex Il. Furthermore, respondents have been guaranteed anonymity. Therefore, the coding
process included anonymization, where association between responses and participants is not
traceable. To conclude, the data has been handled in accordance with the Dutch General Data

Protection Regulation [Algemene Verordening Gegevens (AVG)].

3.2 Operationalization of the variables

In this section it is elaborated how the dependent variables Y1 (exploration) and Y>
(exploitation), the independent variables X: (innovative leadership) and X (psychological
safety) and the moderator M (psychological safety) are measured. The chosen variables are
comprised of multiple items to increase validity (Van Thiel, 2014). All the statements presented
to the respondents could be answered based on a five-point Likert scale where 1 signifies “I

totally disagree” and 5 signifies “I totally agree”.

3.2.1 Social innovation

Social innovation is operationalized by division into the two concepts of exploration and
exploitation as developed by March (1991). Where exploration implies ‘thinking outside of the
box’ and finding innovative solutions for future clientele and markets (Levinthal & March,
1993; March, 1991; Rosenkopf & Nerkar, 2001). Exploitation on the other hand, refers to

refinement of current process in incremental steps, focused on current clientele and markets
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(Benner & Tushman, 2003; March, 1991). A key point of the operationalization of the
exploration and exploitation is that it is measured by leaders scoring teams on how innovative

they perceive them to be.

3.2.1.1 Exploration
The concept of exploration (X1) is operationalized by four statements concerning

exploration. These four statements are 1) “the team comes up with new ideas by thinking “out
of the box ™, 2) “the team uses new methods to deliver care more successfully”, 3) “the team
deploys innovative care” and 4) “the team uses creative solutions to meet client needs”. These
statements are added together and divided by their total to represent the exploration variable.
Cronbach’s alpha of these items is 0.826, which denotes high internal consistency. A >0.70
value of Cronbach’s alpha, on a scale of five instances, is typically seen as a sufficient indicator

to represent internal consistency (Taber, 2018).

3.2.1.2 Exploitation
The concept of exploitation (Y2) is operationalized by four statements concerning

exploration. These four statements are 1) the team is committed to reducing costs, 2) the team
continuously improves the ways the team works, 3) the team is working more efficiently, and 4)
the team refines their currently employed processes. These statements are added together and
divided by three to represent the exploitation variable. Cronbach’s alpha of these items is good
(0.759).

3.2.2 Innovative leadership behavior

Innovative leadership (Xi1) is operationalized using the “encouraging innovation” of
Yukl’s (2012) leadership taxonomy. This behavior consists of the leader speaking of the
importance of innovation, encouraging innovative thinking and out of the box problem solving.
Furthermore, the leader will show support for efforts by professionals to develop new work
processes and develop new services and products (Yukl, 2012).

Due to self-rating bias frequently playing up with self-scoring leadership behavior,
perceptions of professionals are deemed more valid (Holzbach, 1978; Jacobsen & Andersen,
2015; Thornton, 1968). Additionally, the arguments made previously concerning CSB, also
apply here (Favero & Bullock, 2015; George & Pandey, 2017). Therefore, professionals were

presented with the following three statements in the questionnaire concerning the innovative
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leadership behavior of their team leaders: 1) “the leader talks about the importance of
innovation for the success of the team”, 2) “the leader encourages team members to better
achieve the team's goals” and 3) “encourages team members to improve performance in
innovative ways”. These three statements have as goal to collectively represent perceptions of
professionals of the extent to which the leader shows these behaviors. The items will be added
together and divided by three, to represent the innovative leadership behavior variable.

Cronbach’s alpha of these items is 0.912.

3.2.3 Psychological safety

Psychological safety is tested as a direct independent variable (X2) as well as moderator
(M) on the relationship of innovative leadership on innovation outcomes. It refers to the extent
to which the climate of the team is perceived as safe for interpersonal risk taking and speaking
up (Edmondson, 1999, 2018). This concept is developed by Edmondson (1991) into four
aspects: admitting mistakes, appreciation of unique team member traits, asking for help and
being able to discuss problems (Edmondson, 1999). These four types are converted into the
following four statements: 1) “making a mistake is allowed in our team”, 2) “in our team,
everyone's unique skills and talents are valued”, 3) in our team it is easy to ask others for help,
and 4) in our team you can bring up problems or difficult issues”.

These statements were then added together and divided by four to represent the
psychological safety variable as perceived by individual team members. Cronbach’s alpha of
these items is 0.843. In order to obtain the moderator variable, the newly created variable of
innovative leadership and psychological safety have been multiplied. Psychological safety is
found to be a moderator when the size or strength of the independent variable on the dependent

variable depends on it (Hayes, 2014).

3.2.4 Control variables

Control variables used in this study count three in total and comprise of: 1) Gender,
measured in male, female or other. 2) Age, measured in years. Lastly, 3) education level,
measured in primary education, secondary education, vocational education (MBO), higher

vocational education (HBO), university education (WO) or doctorate (PhD).

3.3 Data analysis
This study makes use of descriptive statistics, linear regression and multiple regression

in the IBM SPSS Statistics program, version 28.0.1.0 (124). Four simple regression analyses
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are used to explore whether there exists a positive relationship between follower-perceived
innovative leadership behavior (X:) and leader-perceived innovation (exploration &
exploitation) (Y1). As well as, whether there exists a positive relationship between follower-
perceived psychological safety (X2) and leader-perceived innovation (exploration &
exploitation) (X2). Additionally, multiple regression analysis is used to determine whether there
exists a significant interaction effect of psychological safety (M), and whether it thus acts as a
moderator, influencing the relationship between follower-perceived innovative leadership
behavior and leader-perceived innovation (exploration & exploitation).

Regarding the internal validity of this study, two types of biases will be addressed. Firstly,
self-rating bias implies that in rating oneself, more favorable leniency is applied, which reduces
reliability (Klimoski & London, 1974; Thornton, 1968). Secondly, common source bias (CSB),
becomes a risk in the usage of self-reporting methods such as surveys. Because CSB can cause
inflation of correlations between variables, reducing reliability (Favero & Bullock, 2015;
George & Pandey, 2017). By using multi-source data, from both leader as professionals’
perceptions, this study strongly reduces both self-rating bias and CSB and strengthens the
validity of this study (Favero & Bullock, 2015; Neuman & Neuman, 2013).

Moreover, equivalence reliability is addressed because of the use of multiple items within
the questionnaire. To determine whether the various items used to measure the concepts yield
consistent results the Cronbach’s alpha is used. The common threshold of >0.70 is used to
determine the adequacy of the construct’s internal consistency (Taber, 2018). Additionally
contributing to the construct validity is that the items used to measure the concepts are grounded
in literature and are frequently used in research.

Furthermore, to be vigilant of multicollinearity, meaning the presence of high correlations
among predictor variables that can lead to misleading results, this study mean-centers the
variables “psychological safety” and “innovative leadership” before the multiple regression is
run (lacobucci et al., 2016). Mean-centering is done by “subtracting the sample (Kromrey &
Foster-Johnson, 1998). It is commonly recommended within social science because it can
reduce risks of multicollinearity in research questions focused on particular influences of
independent variables (lacobucci et al., 2016). Although not obligatory, nor always necessary,
it can facilitate the interpretation of the coefficients (Hayes, 2014). The use of mean-centering
is noted because the direct effect of the variables may be slightly different than when using non-
standardized variables. Furthermore, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is used for each

independent variables, to detect multicollinearity in the regression model. As a relatively large
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sample is used, which reduces multicollinearity problems, a stricter threshold is chosen of VIF
> 2.5 (De Jongh et al., 2015; Johnston et al., 2018).

4. Results

This section addresses the outcomes of the abovementioned data analysis procedure.

4.1 Descriptive results

Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics of the data collected from 824 social care
employees with the online questionnaire, from which 764 are professionals and 60 are leaders
from 84 social support teams. The average age of the participants is 41 years (SD =11.56) and
there are slightly more women than men (SD = .36). On average participants have an education
level of higher vocational education scoring themselves 4.15 (SD = .45) where the minimum
education level is primary level (2), and the maximum are those having obtained a doctorate
(6). The presence of psychological safety is on average high 4.24 (SD = .76). Similarly,

relatively high are average perceptions of innovative leadership behavior with 4.24 (SD = .76).

Table 1: descriptive statistics

Variables Mean SD Min. Max.
Age (years) 41.98 11.56 20.0 66.00
Gender (female = 1, male = 2, other = 3) 1.87 0.36 1.00 3.00
Education level (primary = 1, secondary = 2, vocational 4.15 0.45 2.00 6.00

(MBO) = 3, higher vocational (HBO) = 4, university (WO) =
5, doctorate (PhD) = 6)
Follower-perceived innovative leadership 3.92 0.93 1.00 5.00

Individual perceived psychological safety 4.24 0.76 1.00 5.00
Sample characteristics (N = 824)

Table 2 shows the correlations between variables. Innovative leadership and education
level have a positive correlation of .110 which is significant (p > 0.01). From this we can assume
that the higher one’s level of education, the more likely a leader is to show innovative leadership
behavior, or even, the higher educated, the likelier one is to be a leader. Similarly, psychological
safety also correlates positively with education level .118, which is additionally significant (p
>0.01). Finally, an interesting correlation is found between innovative leadership behavior and
psychological safety. With a strong positive coefficient of .527 that is significant (p > 0.01).
This indicates that innovative leadership and psychological safety go hand in hand. In other
words, leaders that are perceived to show innovative behaviors are also likely to be perceived

as acting in a psychologically safe manner for professionals.
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Table 2: correlations between variables.

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Gender 1.87 .36

2. Age 41.98 11.56 -.065

3. Education level 4.15 45 .036 -.056

4. Inno.Lead.Beh. (mc) 3.92 .93 -.065 -.051 110"

5. Psych. Saf. (mc) 4.24 .76 -.048 .025 118" 527

*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed).

4.2 Regression results

This section elaborates the regression analysis and establishes which hypothesis are
supported and which are rejected. Both for table 3 and 4, model 1 shows the linear regression
outcome of innovative leadership behavior (X1) on exploration (Y1) or exploitation (Y2). Model
2 shows the same for psychological safety (X2). Finally, model 3 represents the interaction
effect of the hypothesized moderator psychological safety (M). The following section reports

the results of the analysis and determines whether the hypotheses are supported or rejected.

Firstly, Table 3 contains the regression model of the independent, moderator and control
variables on the dependent variable exploration (Y1). It shows that innovative leadership
behavior (X1) has a weak, negative and non-significant relationship with the dependent variable
exploration (Y1): -.027 (p = .247). Table 4 contains the results of the independent, moderator
and control variables on the dependent variable exploitation (Y2). A non-significant negative
relationship shows between innovative leadership behavior and exploitation: -.017 (p = .432).
Hypothesis la states that innovative leadership behavior is positively associated with
exploration. This hypothesis is rejected as no significant, positive relationship between
innovative leadership behavior and exploration was found. Hypothesis 1b posits that innovative
leadership behavior has a positive more extensive impact on exploitation than on exploration.
Thus, hypothesis 1b similarly is rejected as no positive significant relationship between
innovative leadership and exploitation was found.

Secondly, table 3 reveals that the relationship between psychological safety (X2) and
exploration is small, .004 and not statistically significant (p = .879). Table 4 indicates the
relationship between psychological safety and exploitation similarly small: .011 and not
statistically significant (p = .675). Hypothesis 23, states that psychological safety is positively

associated with exploration. This hypothesis is rejected, not in the least because statistical
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significance is a requirement to support a hypothesis, which is not found. Consequently,
hypothesis 2b, which posits that psychological safety is less strongly positively associated with
exploitation, is thus rejected as well.

Finally, table 3 shows the influence of psychological safety (M) as moderator on the
relationship between innovative leadership and exploration. This relationship is positive and
statistically significant: .051 (p =.044). Table 4 illustrates the influence of psychological safety
on the relationship between innovative leadership and exploitation. This relationship is found
to be positive though not statistically significant: .038 (p = .114). Hypothesis 3a, states that
psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between innovative leadership
behavior and exploration. This hypothesis is thus supported as the relationship is positive and
statistically significant, as well as greater than the moderating effect on exploitation. Hypothesis
3b, stating that psychological safety positively moderates the relationship between innovative
leadership and exploitation but less strongly than with exploration, lacks statistical significance.
Therefore, this hypothesis is rejected. These results demonstrate that psychological safety as
moderator can facilitate the exploration as innovation outcome but not exploitation.

Proceeding, table 3 indicates that the relationship between control variable gender and
exploration is negative and statistically significant in all three models as a possible explanation,
it can be ventured that males (0), rather than females (1), show more proclivity for risk taking
behaviors (Millward & Freeman, 2002). Table 4 indicates that the relationship between the
control variable education and exploitation is negative and statistically significant in all three
models. A potential explanation for this could be that people with a lower education are more
involved in improving current practices as they are the ones executing them.

Regarding the VIF’s, the results indicate that all independent variables (including the
interaction effect), are not burdened with multicollinearity problems. Since all the VIF scores

are lower than the threshold number of 2.5
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Table 3: linear regression model DV exploration

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
DV = exploration (Y1)
Variable Coef. SE P VIF Coef. SE P VIF Coef. SE P VIF
Age -.002 .002 222 1.011  -.002 .002 197 1.007  -.002 .002 245 1.014
Gender -.156 .060 009" 1.010 -.161 .060 .007" 1.007 -.153 .060 010" 1.011
Education -.023 .048 .630 1.017 -.030 .048 513 1.018 -.014 .049 781  1.038
Inno.lead.beh.  -.027 .023 247 1.020 -.046 .027 093 1421
Psy.saf. .004 .028 .879 1.016  .003 .036 928  1.609
Interaction .051 .025 044" 1.301
effect
R-square .012 .011 .018
R-square Std. .616 .616 .614
Error
F 2.574 2.240 2.533
*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
Table 4: linear regression model DV exploitation
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
DV = exploitation (Y3)
Variable Coef. SE P VIF Coef. SE P VIF Coef. SE P VIF
Age -.003 .002 .107 1.011 -.003 .002 .098 1.007 -.003 .002 121 1.014
Gender -.011 .056  .852 1.010 -.014 .056 798  1.007 -.009 .056 .880 1.011
Education -.107 046  .019° 1.017 -114 .046 013" 1.018 -.101 .046 .028"  1.038
Inno.lead.beh.  -.017 022 432 1.020 -.035 .026 A75 1421
Psy.saf. 011 .027 675 1.016  .011 .034 743 1.609
Interaction .038 .024 114 1.301
effect
R-square .011 .010 .015
R-square Std.  .582 .582 581
Error
F 2.266 2.155 2.088

*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

5. Conclusions and discussion

This section will proceed in the following manner: first, the meaning of the findings is

discussed, and possible explanations are provided. Second, the theoretical implications of this

study are addressed. Thirdly, the practical implications are listed and recommendations for

leaders are provided. Finally, the limitations of this study are addressed.
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5.1 Discussion

In response to the research question: To what extent does psychological safety moderate
the relationship between intended innovative leadership behavior and innovation outcomes in
Dutch social support teams? This study has shown that leadership encouragement for
innovation only effectively stimulates explorative innovation, and this is only effective on the
condition that professionals feel psychologically safe to engage in such behavior. Leadership
encouragement for innovation does not significantly impact exploitation behavior of
professionals, also not when psychological safety is sufficiently present. So, innovative
leadership behavior on its own does not lead to either innovation outcome. Furthermore, the
direct effect of psychological safety impacts both types of innovation positively, though non-
significantly. This similarly means that psychological safety on its own is not a determining
factor in creating either exploration or exploitation in social support teams.

A possible explanation for the finding that neither innovative leadership an sich, nor the
interaction between innovative leadership and psychological safety proof sufficient
determinants for exploitation, could be because of the current organization form. Social support
teams are an example of an organizational structure intended to reduce bureaucracy and
formalization in order to grant professionals more ‘space’ (Kamerstukken Il, kst-33841-3,
2014). Jansen et al. (2006), previously established that although decentralization positively
affects explorative innovation, formalization positively influences exploitative innovation. This
begs the question whether the current decentralized organization form, intended to reduce
formal rules, is congruent with exploitation in social support teams?

This poses a problem because it compromises the cost-effectiveness and future of the
social care sector, and social support teams in particular. Consensus exists that explorative- and
exploitative innovation should be balanced within an organization (Benner & Tushman, 2003;
Choi & Chandler, 2015; Gupta et al., 2006; Hunter et al., 2017; Lavie et al., 2011; Levinthal &
March, 1993). Prior research shows that although a balance between the two is usually struck
for organizations to endure, organizations are more inclined toward one or the other (Levinthal
& March, 1993; Lubatkin et al., 2006). Focusing more on one than the other can cause a
‘competency-trap’ where opportunity costs steadily increase the more one type of innovation
is invested in (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Levinthal & March, 1993; Lubatkin et al., 2006). This
could offer a potential explanation for the rising costs incurred by social support teams since
their introduction (Huisman, 2019). Scarce resources lead to trade-offs between exploration and
exploitation, consequently too much focus on exploration can endanger the cost (Benner &

Tushman, 2003; Levinthal & March, 1993). Inclining more to one than the other is not
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necessarily a conscious choice as more a natural development where learning activities and
context contribute to either dynamics of more exploitation or more exploration (Benner &
Tushman, 2003; Levinthal & March, 1993). Further research on the organizational form of
social support teams specifically and innovation in the public sector in general is needed to
determine what balance is required to achieve innovations effective both short and long term.

Two potential explanations can be conceived for why both types of innovation are not
fostered by innovative leadership behavior on its own. Firstly, because professionals experience
high work pressure and have scarce resources available (CBS, 2021; Lipsky, 2010; Nederlands
Jeugdinstituut, n.d.; van Arum & van den Enden, 2018; Zacka, 2018) . Since their tasks span a
wide range of activities, they are preoccupied with daily casuistry and have insufficient time
for innovative practices, regardless of leader’s encouragement (Van Arum & van den Enden,
2018; Van Zijl et al., 2022). An avenue for further research is determining to what extent street
level bureaucrats are constrained, by limited resource capacity and work pressure, to act
innovatively.

Secondly, leadership may not have a significant impact on the autonomous professionals
working in the decentralized social support teams. Where the less bureaucratic and less
hierarchical organizational context contributes to the autonomy of the professionals. As
autonomous actors in a high demand setting, they focus on their experiences and training more
so than on a leader (Bernards, 2021).

Additionally, a potential explanation for why psychological safety is not a driver in
causing innovation outcomes stems from the fact that psychological safety, on its own does no
more than provide individuals with a sense of safety to speak up. However, under conditions of
scarce resources and high work pressure, speaking up may not be a priority (Bernards et al.,
2021; CBS, 2021; Lipsky, 2010; Zacka, 2018). Further research is needed to determine what

role psychological safety directly plays in achieving exploration and exploitation.

5.2 Theoretical contribution

This study makes a theoretical contribution to the literature on leadership and public
leadership in particular. Some scholars argue that leadership is effective in fostering innovation
(Elenkov et al., 2005; Howell & Avolio, 1993; Johannessen, 2018; Oke et al., 2009; Uddin et
al., 2022; Bernards, 2022). Others emphasize the complexity of ‘wicked problems’ and the
inherent constraints of the public sector in achieving innovation (Chen et al., 2020; Feller, 1981;
Jaskyte, 2011; Parsons, 2006; Weber & Khademian, 2008). This study adds to this debate by
showing how innovative leadership behavior an sich is not sufficient in the Dutch social support
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teams to foster innovation outcomes. To foster explorative innovation, leaders must show
innovative leadership behaviors as well as foster a climate of psychological safety.

Additionally, the moderating role of psychological safety has frequently been studied
(Edmondson, 2018; Newman et al., 2017). Previous research has demonstrated its value for
example in bridging barriers created by teams working virtually, making task conflict a valuable
source for increasing performance and harnessing the strength of team diversity (Bradley et al.,
2012; Gibson & Gibbs, 2006; Martins et al., 2013; Un, 2010). This study further contributes to
its development by asserting that in its function as moderator on innovative leadership and
exploration, can foster explorative innovation.

Furthermore, this study pioneers by exploring the moderating role of psychological safety
on the relation between innovative leadership and exploration and exploitation as innovation
outcomes within the public sector, making it a unique contribution to the field of public
administration. As a broad concept, more research is needed on Sl to determine what activities
it specifically encompasses (Rana et al., 2014; Sinclair & Baglioni, 2014; Volberdaet al., 2018).
Hence, future research in the form of empirical studies should focus on establishing practical
examples of Sl, to delineate the scope of the concept (Grimm et al., 2013; Sinclair & Baglioni,
2014). Additionally, it is recommended that future research continues to distinguish explicitly
between practices of explorative and exploitative innovation. To enhance the understanding

about the balance within organizations, increasing future perspective.

5.3 Practical implications

This study has several practical implications. First, psychological safety proofs important
in moderating the relationship between innovative leadership and exploration. Thus, leaders are
recommended to, as well as show innovative leadership behavior, create and foster a climate of
psychological safety. Leaders are recommended to emphasize the purpose of the work and set
expectations and encourage professionals to use their voice. Ways to do so are to host
mandatory workshops and provide training courses. When failure inevitably occurs, it is
important the leaders emphasize that failure is natural, especially when experimenting, and have
mandatory open-minded discussions about what went wrong. Thus, failure should be
destigmatized constructively discussing what lessons can be derived from the failure
(Edmondson, 2018).

Additionally, as exploitative innovation is not found in this study the question is raised
whether the organizational form allows for this type of innovation. Lack of formalization could
increase a sense of cognitive uncertainty amongst professionals. Cognitive uncertainty can be
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defined as employees “experiencing incomplete, unclear or conflicting information in one’s
work” (Bernards, 2021, p.1). This can be problematic as this has been found to impede the
effectiveness and performance of employees, needing cognitive space to try and comprehend
the rules and procedures in place (Bernards et al., 2021; Raaphorst, 2018). However, cognitive
uncertainty can also proof a valuable incentive for innovation, if leaders demonstrate substantial
ambidextrous leadership (Bernards, 2022). Another valuable contribution of ambidextrous
leadership is that it can contribute to the development of both exploration and exploitation, as
it combines both opening and closing behaviors (Bernards, 2022). Opening behaviors are
focused on encouraging new and creative ideas while closing behavior is intended to encourage
refinement of current practices (Rosing et al., 2011; Zacher & Wilden, 2014).

Thus, leaders are advised to capitalize on the opportunity of cognitive uncertainty that
presents itself in social support teams, to create innovation. They can do so by developing their
ambidextrous leadership skills, for example by following additional training. Additionally, it is
advised to municipalities to search for leaders that can show both innovative as well as
ambidextrous leadership as both are necessary to facilitate innovation. Municipalities should
also invest in resources for the development of psychological safety within social support
teams.

Further development of Sl is needed to improve working conditions for social care
professionals. Actions are required to solve the elevated level of absenteeism, high work
pressure and tight labor market pervading the social care sector (CBS, 2021; Lipsky, 2010;
Nederlands Jeugdinstituut, 2020). Research has demonstrated that professional can benefit of
Sl in their organization by experiencing increased work enjoyment. In part because they
experience more trust and an open work environment (Volberda et al., 2012). But mostly,
because they can develop a broader set of skills and cooperate more with team members as well
as with third parties to improve activities (Volberda et al., 2018).

Moreover, Sl is needed to ensure social care provision for all. Existing practices prove
insufficient for the increasing demands for social care. Innovative solutions are needed to
increase societal well-being. Especially, when social support teams cooperate across local
regions with other organizations and create a broader support base to increase sustainability of
initiatives (Brandsen et al., 2016; Murray et al., 2010). An example of this is the initiative
‘Participe Amstelland’ where the municipalities of Amstelveen, Aalsmeer, Uithoorn and
Ouder-Amstel work together with 80 professionals and 800 volunteers to provide social care

within the region. Examples of benefits of these initiatives are less costly care provision,
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preventing loneliness, increasing citizen engagement and increasing independent living
(Participe Amstelland., n.d.).

Therefore, leaders should prioritize facilitating SI within their teams. As mentioned
previously, a potential explanation why innovative leadership does not lead to innovation is that
professionals lack capacity due to high work pressure and lacking resources. 59% of
professionals (out of 179 responding municipalities) report insufficient time to focus on
prevention and early detection of required help. Additionally, 25% of this same group report
having insufficient (van Arum & van den Enden, 2018). These two activities play a key role in
social innovation practices, which is why they should not be underdeveloped (Oeij et al., 2010).
Leaders are thus advised to find ways to increase resources available for professionals and to

provide employees with the space to work with innovation (Volberda et al., 2018).

5.4 Limitations

This study has several limitations that should be addressed. Limitations pertaining to the
methodology of this study are firstly: using individual-level measurement of the psychological
safety which is typically constructed at the team level because similar perceptions of the
concept must be held by team members for it to take place (Edmondson, 1999). As this is done
by multiple other studies, it is deemed an accepted practice (Carmeli et al., 2009; C. Chen et
al.,, 2014; Detert & Burris, 2007; Newman et al., 2017). However, individual-level
measurements from followers across teams therefore limit the extent to which inferences can
be made on team psychological safety.

A second limitation of the methodology comprises the use of perceptions of
professionals and leaders. Perceptions are inherently flawed because they are colored by past-
experiences and beliefs (Neuman, 2014). By using a multi-source design this study greatly
diminishes common source bias as well as self-rating bias (Holzbach, 1978; Jacobsen &
Andersen, 2015).

Thirdly, by using a quantitative deductive approach this study can draw on a large N (824)
and establish the relationships between innovative leadership, psychological safety and
exploration and exploitation. However, further in-depth research is needed to understand the
underlying mechanisms and nuances in these relationships. Qualitative research in the form of
interviews lends itself for this.

Fourthly, a non-methodological but normative limitation should be addressed as well.
Social innovation has received renewed interest in the recent decades (Murray et al., 2010).
Caution is warranted because of the political nature of the concept (Brandsen et al., 2016; Karré,
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2017). Questions that are raised are whether Sl is simply a way for politicians to cut costs
(Grimm et al., 2013). Three reasons why societies should keep a skeptical view on the
development of Sl are addressed. First, the majority of SI’s are found to be short lived, both
due to cuts in public funding and because the project-based form lacks structural support
(Murray et al., 2010). Second, initiatives founded to solve specific local needs are not easily
‘up-scalable.” A specific solution for a specific local problem is not created with the intention
to be profitable or successful in other places. In other words, proponents of Sl overestimate the
societal impact it can have (Grimm et al., 2013; Murray et al., 2010).

Finally, encouragement by the government for citizen participation can be seen as a way
to place responsibility onto citizens. This is in line with neo-liberal free market tendencies
(Grimm et al., 2013). In this way, Sl risks placing an additional weight on the shoulders of
citizens to participate in initiatives rather than receiving the public service they require.
Furthermore, risks of participation pertain to lack of diversity and representativeness (Mooney,
2010; Sinclair & Baglioni, 2014). In sum, more attention and further research is needed for the
limitations and risks that come with SI.

Lastly, regarding the external validity, the generalizability of this study is limited due to
the specific context. Namely, the public sector context and the decentralized organizational
form of the social support teams. Further research is needed to determine the moderating effect
of psychological safety on innovative leadership behavior in different context in the public
sector, for example a more centralized context.

In conclusion, Sl offers a broad range of opportunities and is needed to confront both
rising social care demands and costs as well as the decreasing available work force. Its attraction
lies in its promise to reduce costs for society by finding innovative solutions to previously labor-
and resource intensive service delivery. Although promising, it is essential for the protection of
vulnerable groups within society to remain critical of new initiatives. This study has shown that
a psychologically safe work climate is crucial for achieving Sl in social support teams. In order
to deliver on the aims of the decentralization of social support by achieving innovative solutions
to existing social welfare questions, team leaders should thus not only stimulate innovative
work behavior but also facilitate a psychologically safe work environment in which they
experience room to innovate. Therefore, although innovation, especially explorative

innovation, can be considered a risky business, it does not have to be.
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Annex II: translation survey questions

Leaders:
Exploration
o The team comes up with new ideas by thinking “out of the
box”.
. The team uses new methods to deliver care more successfully.
o The team deploys innovative care.
. The team uses creative solutions to meet client needs.
Exploitation
o The team is committed to reducing costs.
. The team continuously improves the ways the team works.
. The team is working more efficiently.
o The team refines their currently employed processes.

Professionals:

Psychological safety:

o In our team you can bring up problems or difficult issues.

. In our team it is easy to ask others for help.

o Making a mistake is allowed in our team.

o In our team, everyone's unique skills and talents are valued.

Encouraging innovation:
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The leader talks about the importance of innovation for the
success of the team

The leader encourages team members to better achieve the
team's goals

Encourages team members to improve performance in
innovative ways.
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