
 

 

 
OPENNESS: THE GATEWAY TO KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT INNOVATION  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
We live in a rapidly changing business environment. Change forces, such as globalization and 
technology, continuously accelerate the pace of change and business has to cope with challenges 
created by change, to remain competitive. This is common knowledge. However, very few 
organizations have the capacity to respond to change on rational, operational, creative, as well as 
emotional levels. Innovation in knowledge management requires a very specific approach to 
change. But let us first look at the different ways people approach change: 
 
APPROACHES TO CHANGE 
 
 In general, we can distinguish between four different approaches to change:  
 

 Ignore change: Organizations deny the impact of change, but eventually become a victim 
of change. 

 Adapt to change: Organizations recognize that change is inevitable and make the 
necessary adjustments to cope with change. 

 Anticipate change: Organizations proactively anticipate change and create visions and 
strategies to position themselves strategically in the future business environment. 

 Initiate change:  Organizations create fundamental change through innovation that 
provides direction and sets the pace for change. 

 
For Steve Jobs, innovation distinguishes leaders from followers. But, as Jobs experienced himself, 
innovation is often met with resistance from people who do not believe, trust or share in the vision 
for innovation. The most important reasons why people resist change, are of an emotional nature 
such as: 
  

 They fear for a loss of security, status and territory, that their skills may become redundant, 
and that they may not be able to cope with new demands.  

 The current reality provides a comfort zone that is familiar and certain, while the future 
reality is unfamiliar and uncertain and is therefore often perceived as a threat. 

 The risk for failure causes feelings of insecurity and anxiety. 

 They do not trust or believe in the future benefits of innovation. 

 They do not share the same vision as the innovators.  
 
Organizational behaviour is often driven by emotion. When people experience emotions such as 
fear, uncertainty, threats, insecurity, lack of trust and anxiety, it reduces the level of openness for 
innovation significantly and can even result in negative behavioural patterns, such as resistance to 
change, turf protection, promoting of own interests, internal conflict and even sabotage of change 
processes.  Special interventions are therefore required to create a sufficient level of openness for 
change. 
  
 
 OPENNESS IN BUSINESS TEAMS 
 
For Peter Senge (1990), openness is a cornerstone for creating learning organizations. In any 
business team, three levels of openness are imperative for innovation: 
 
Reflective openness involves self-understanding (self-awareness, self-disclosure and 
understanding own paradigms), conducting introspection, admitting own deficiencies and a 
personal commitment to change. 



 

 

Interactive openness involves a willingness to share even unpopular and critical ideas and 
information convincingly, whilst still regarding own ideas as contributions rather than final answers 
and a willingness to listen and incorporate other ideas into an integrated solution. 
 
Structural openness involves the organizational capacity to accept ideas on merit and give 
recognition regardless of status and seniority. This also involves the abdication of positional power 
in favour of individual freedom to generate ideas in a caring culture, where original ideas are 
valued higher than conformance to hierarchy. 
 
CREATING OPENNESS IN BUSINESS TEAMS  
 
The emotional incapacity of team leaders and members to acknowledge their own emotional 
vulnerability, dysfunctional behavioural patterns and lack of openness, are the most important 
obstacles to innovation in business teams. As a consequence, teams tend to develop a culture 
where everybody expects others to change, but nobody acknowledges the need for changing 
themselves. This is a major obstacle, because teams can only change if individuals change. The 
individual emotional capacity to acknowledge the need for change, is therefore a prerequisite for 
innovation. Leadership Dynamics facilitates the following experiential processes to create 
measurable improvement in the capacity for innovation and change in business teams: 
 

1. Identifying and analyzing dysfunctional behavioural patterns in teams that serves as 
obstacles to innovation and change. 

2. Measuring and statistically analyzing the openness levels for innovation and change within 
teams (pre-test). 

3. Developing emotional intelligence required for openness on individual and team levels. 
4. Facilitating non-threatening interventions enabling individuals to acknowledge own 

deficiencies and commit to change.   
5. Facilitating workshops to develop team dynamics, supportive of innovation and change. 
6. Creating the leadership capacity to direct innovation and change. 
7. Providing coaching services to support individuals with personal change. 
8. Measuring and statistically analyzing improvement in openness for innovation and change 

(post-test). 
 
By following these processes, the level of openness for innovation and change has already been 
significantly enhanced in a great number of South African and multi-national organizations. Results 
have indicated improvement of up to 85%  between the first and final openness assessments 
(steps 2 and 8) of teams following these processes. In this way Leadership Dynamics contributes 
towards developing gateways for innovation in corporations, that is also particularly important for 
innovation in Knowledge Management.      
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