
Vol.:(0123456789)1 3

Leadership, Education, Personality: An Interdisciplinary Journal (2023) 5:13–20 
https://doi.org/10.1365/s42681-023-00034-7

OPINION PAPER

Transformation process meets innovation leadership—an analysis 
of new challenges in change theory

Gerhard Heilemann1 · Werner G. Faix1,2

Received: 17 August 2023 / Accepted: 17 October 2023 / Published online: 22 November 2023 
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH, ein Teil von Springer Nature 2023

Abstract
The continuous changes in the business environment require transformation processes and innovation in organizational 
structures to maintain competitiveness. Innovation is required for future orientation and need an appropriate leadership style 
to be implemented in the company successfully. Various studies in the literature examine the topic of change models and the 
requirements for effective implementation of changes. Based on the constant change in the labor market, which is due to ongo-
ing digitalization, the need for research of transformation, change-management and radical or disruptive innovation remains 
topical. A new challenge arises with a transformation in the entire company which affects all essential business processes. 
Because several levels are simultaneously affected by the transformation process, a more complex concept is required for the 
implementation than it could be found in the literature. There is a lack of empirical research in general for innovation-driven 
transformation processes and a missing connection to the implementation of radical or disruptive innovation in company. The 
aim of this paper is to investigate the need for new research in change theory. The focus is on the importance of innovation 
leadership for a radical or disruptive innovation change process, what is to be classified under a comprehensive transforma-
tion process in the company. In addition, the need for an innovation transformation model is established.
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1 Introduction

Organizations need to prepare for an unpredictable and 
uncertain environment to adapt to the accelerating pace 
of the labor market due to globalization, digital transfor-
mation and increasing competition. The ongoing change 
brings ambiguity and complexity that should be solved by 
successful navigation through it (Jones et al. 2019). The 
digital world is growing and the challenges for companies 
are increasing. Volatile customer demands, rising market 
dynamics and the need for continuous advancements must 
be considered (Porter and Heppelmann 2014). Already 
2010, in an IBM study, executives announced that the 
world would become more complex, dynamic, uncertain, 
and structurally changed (IBM 2010, p.15). The current 

business environment is with other words: volatile, uncer-
tain, complex, and ambiguous (Rodriguez and Rodriguez 
2015). Change is constant, complex, ever-present and 
comes in many shapes, sizes, and forms (e.g., By 2005). 
It is an ongoing process in organizations on a strategic and 
operational level (Burnes 2004). Organizational change is 
complex and requires an integrated approach including all 
necessary phases and factors to understand and control the 
change process (Errida and Lotfi 2021). It is no longer usual 
that you have to think about a comprehensive transforma-
tion of the company situationally after several years due to 
competitive or market conditions, nowadays it is twice a year 
in any branch (Spiesshofer 2017).

Change in organization is sophisticated because several 
processes run simultaneously (Jones et al. 2019). All organ-
izational aspects are affected such as objectives, strategy, 
internal structure, processes, employees, and corporate cul-
ture. Therefore, the change must be very well planned and 
more adaptable (Kanter et al. 1992). Organizational change 
and organizational strategy are related issues (Burnes 2004) 
which should be processed together.

 * Gerhard Heilemann 
 gerhard.heilemann@yahoo.de

1 University of Bamberg, Bamberg, Germany
2 Steinbeis School of International Business 

and Entrepreneurship, Herrenberg, Germany

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1365/s42681-023-00034-7&domain=pdf


14 Leadership, Education, Personality: An Interdisciplinary Journal (2023) 5:13–20

1 3

Different studies show a high failure rate of change ini-
tiatives: rates from 70% (e.g., Burnes 2011) to 75% (e.g., 
Smith 2002) are reported. Missing valid framework for 
the implementation and management of change could be 
the reason for this high failure rates. Best practices, theo-
ries and approaches are various and contradictory (Burnes 
2004). Furthermore, there is a lack of empirical research on 
change-management (By 2005) and change models (Burnes 
and Jackson 2011). Therefore, Hughes (2011) doubts the 
validity of the failure rates. This leads to increased interest in 
research in this field in order to make the change successful 
by identifying positive factors (Rafferty et al. 2013).

Questions like how to conduct an organizational change 
successfully in the new VUCA 1 world, which one is the 
best leadership style for change and how empirical evidence 
about change models can be used are open. These factors 
should be investigated to close the existing research gap in 
change literature (Jones et al. 2019).

The aim of this investigation is to answer the following 
research question: Do the existing transformation processes 
meet the need for the implementation of innovation in cur-
rent labor market? For this purpose, a literature review on 
the important topics was conducted to identify whether there 
is a need to add the topic of innovation into change literature. 
Then the results of the study are presented, and conclusions 
are drawn.

2  Theory

In this section, important terms will be introduced, and the 
definitional framework set up. Terms are often used differ-
ently in the literature depending on the context. Therefore, 
a clear conceptual separation of terminology is necessary.

2.1  Change‑management

Change-management is essential when it comes to changes 
in the company. Because of this, change-management is one 
of the most investigated terms in the change literature. There 
are a variety of definitions and conceptual frameworks for 
this term.

Moran and Brightman (2001) define change-man-
agement as “[…] the process of continually renewing an 
organization´s direction, structure, and capabilities to serve 
the ever-changing needs of external and internal custom-
ers´” (p. 111). The insights from empirical literature are con-
sidered for change-management principles. These include, 
for example, the importance of leadership and communi-
cation for the process. However, some principles are not 

considered, such as improving readiness for change and 
pilot testing (Stouten et al. 2018) for example. The existing 
literature is described as: “[…] theories and approaches to 
change management currently available to academics and 
practitioners are often contradictory, mostly lacking empiri-
cal evidence and supported by unchallenged hypotheses con-
cerning the nature of contemporary organisational change 
management.” (By 2005, p. 369).

This is an indication for the research potential of this 
topic. Although there are numerous studies on why change 
could fail (e.g., Burnes 2011; Jones et al. 2019; Kotter 1995), 
little is known about success factors of change initiatives 
(Higgs and Rowland 2005), which could give clear answers 
and advice for successful change.

Hughes (2011) doubts the well-known change failure rate 
of 70% for change initiatives. Indeed, a recent meta-analysis 
by Jones et al. (2019) shows the opposite result reporting 
that more than 70% of the change initiatives are success-
ful. Nevertheless, Hughes' (2011) criticism can be taken up 
regarding the failure rate since neither failure nor success 
are defined in the context of change.

2.2  Transformation

In addition to general extensive transformation processes, 
digital transformation is also an issue. The latter is defined 
as the use of technology to enable improved business per-
formance. Digitalization takes place when the increased 
usage of technologies lead to changes within business 
(Westerman et al. 2011). The digital transformation not 
only includes the use of technologies, but also leads to 
the transformation of essential business elements and 
influences processes, products, management concepts and 
organizational structures (Matt et al. 2015, p. 339). Espe-
cially the successful and efficient implementation of digital 
transformation is a current topic in research. For example, 
the investigation of its impact on labor is going on (Zaoui 
and Souissi 2020).

2.3  Innovation

The most famous definition for innovation is from Schumpeter 
(1947). He defines innovation as “[…] the doing of new things 
or the doing of things that are already done, in a new way.” 
(ibid., p. 151). Another definition is as follows: Innovation 
“[…] is the profitable implementation of strategic creativity” 
(Dundon 2002, p. 6). Thus, this definition involves four key 
elements, which are profitability, implementation, strategy, 
and creativity. The latter is to find new ideas. The strategy 
determines the usefulness of the new idea. Implementation 
means to put the useful idea into action for maximizing the 
added value, thereby to reach profitability (ibid., p. 5ff). Inno-
vations emerge from the successful implementation of new 1 VUCA: volatility, uncertainty, complexity, ambiguity.
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ideas, which may have been arose by an individual or a team. 
The production of this new and useful ideas for the company 
is the result of creativity (Amabile et al. 1996).

Incremental innovations are changes to existing products, 
services or processes that strive for development or optimi-
zation. Radical or disruptive innovations have the aim to 
develop new products, systems, or technologies (Faix et al. 
2015, p. 53f). Young companies strive for radical innova-
tions more often than older companies and therefore can 
achieve large growth effects in case of successful innovation 
(Coad et al. 2016). Furthermore, the size of the company is 
no longer important, but speed (e.g. Carbon et al. 2021, Faix 
et al. 1994). Through their radical or disruptive ability to 
innovate, young companies can push older companies out of 
the market as they can hardly realize any innovations (Dachs 
et al. 2020). Radical innovations are of great importance for 
a flourishing economy (Faix et al. 2015). For countries, like 
Germany, which mainly implement incremental innovations 
there is a need for radical or disruptive innovations (Carbon 
et al. 2021).

Due to the depth of transformation processes and the 
trend towards digitalization, not only products and processes 
are affected by the need for innovation, but also business 
models (Becker et al. 2018, p. 20f). Figure 1 shows the inno-
vation value chain, which consists of four different stages. 
Idea generation, conversion, diffusion, and feedback. It is 
presented as successive stages. But literature shows that 
changes in the current economic context does not happen to 
end. It is an ongoing process and innovation is a part of it. 
Innovations can be seen as triggers for the implementation 
of change measures.

2.4  Leadership

As we have seen innovation is an important aspect for the 
future orientation of a company. The area of responsibility 
for innovation lies with leadership.

Leadership involves innovating new concepts and 
new ideas to reach certain outcomes. Furthermore, the 

components creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship are 
also included for managing change processes successfully 
(Soderholm 1989). The term innovation leadership appears 
frequently in leadership literature (e.g., Basadur 2004; Bel 
2010; Kremer et al. 2019; Rahman 2016), but there is no 
distinct differentiation to other leadership definitions.

In the context of globalization, ongoing digitalization and 
constant change, a new understanding of leadership is nec-
essary in the twenty-first century, which corresponds to the 
new requirements of a complex world (Faix et al. 2021). The 
following definition comprises the responsibility of lead-
ership extensively: “Leadership means to lead oneself and 
communities through open, complex, and dynamic situations 
into an innovative and creative future, with personality and 
in ways that are reasonable, responsible, and ethical, while 
taking into account the framework conditions and collective 
rationality.” (Faix et al. 2019).

This definition is a “comprehensive and forward-looking” 
version of leadership (Faix et al. 2021, p. 13). Furthermore, 
this formulation includes different aspects, which will be 
explained subsequently. Leading means to be the reason for 
people to reach a common goal (Mergenthaler 2017). Having 
good reasons to achieve sustainable positive development 
for the community means to be reasonable, responsible, and 
ethical. Additionally, creating value while preserving nature 
is another related important aspect (Faix et al. 2021). The 
currently existing complex and dynamic world requires hav-
ing an idea of future scenarios in order to derive goals from 
them. This ensures a creative formation of the future (e.g., 
Kisgen 2017). The goal of permanently promoting innova-
tions enables a creative and innovative future, which should 
contain radical innovations as well as disruptive ones (e.g., 
Faix et al. 2015). To ensure collective rationality, as many 
stakeholders as possible must be involved in cooperation 
(Faix et al. 2021). Innovative leadership enables the emer-
gence of an innovation friendly culture and builds trust in 
employees to innovate (Rahman 2016, p. 208). Furthermore, 
an innovation leader manages the innovation process by sup-
porting a creative work environment to manifest new ideas 

Fig. 1  Innovation value chain (see Faix et al. 2015; Hansen and Birkinshaw 2007)
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(Basadur 2004). They have a special ability to recognize and 
develop opportunities (Bel 2010). Classic management is no 
longer up-to-date due to monolithic structures, as there are 
new challenges on the labor market. For this reason, new 
methods are necessary. Leadership is required to lead com-
panies into a sustainable future successfully with the help 
of radical or disruptive innovations (Carbon et al. 2021). 
Figure 2 shows the distinction between management and 
leadership. For radical or disruptive innovation leadership 
is required.

2.5  Conceptional framework

The different terms mentioned above and their interdepend-
ences are summed up in Fig. 3 to provide an understanding 
of the conceptional framework. All processes take place in 
the company and are managed by leadership. The innovation 
idea emanates from the leadership level, which initiates the 
transformation process. All change measures are carried out 
within a given transformation. The change processes are also 
triggered by the innovation, which should lead to profitable 
change in the company.

3  Current change models and requirements

A narrative literature analysis was conducted to gain insights 
about change models, transformation processes, leadership, 
change-management, and innovation.

Lewin (1947) and Kotter's (1995) change models are 
widely used in change-management and are one of the most 
respected models. Change models are mainly structured as 
steps that should be conducted during a change process to 
reach the objective. Table 1 shows and compares several 
change models, which are widely present in literature.

Even if the shown change models cover important aspects 
there is a need for a new model. On the one hand exist-
ing models do not contain all necessary factors that lead 
to success of organizational change (Jones et al. 2019). On 
the other hand a new model should serve as a tool that can 
be used in a more flexible way (Burnes 2011) as. It is not 

sufficient to have several change models to cover the needs 
of different situations (Burnes 2011) because these depend 
on the context and may vary between organizations (e.g., 
Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015). It could be a constructive 
solution to combine effective change models (By 2005) 
to achieve the best mix in the context of organization and 
change for the implementation (Appelbaum et al. 2012). 
Furthermore, environmental factors must be considered, 
and the change methods need to be evolved continuously 
(Al-Haddad and Kotnour 2015). “Advocates of particular 
change ideologies mostly claim that their model is univer-
sally applicable. However, turbulent times demand different 
responses in varied circumstances. So managers and consult-
ants need a model of change that is essentially a “situational” 
or “contingency model,” that is, one that indicates how to 
vary change strategies to achieve “optimum fit” with the 
changing environment.” (Dunphy and Stace 1993, p. 905).

Fig. 2  Management versus leadership and its importance for different types of innovation (Carbon et al. 2021)

Fig. 3  Change process in company (own illustration)
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Furthermore, there is no innovation transformation model 
in literature. Although innovation is mentioned as important 
for the current labor market and to maintain competitiveness 
a detailed description and investigation is missing. Table 2 
shows two approaches by Portnova and Peiseniece (2017) 
and Kremer et al. (2019). Their elements can be used for an 
innovation-based model.

Considering the different change models as well as the 
innovation approaches which are seen as common (e.g. 
Garvin 2000; Hiatt 2006; Kanter et al. 1992; Kotter 1995), 
Fig. 4 links the relevant factors as a cycle because they are 
connected with each other. Leadership is on the top as most 
important factor with direct impact on the change capabili-
ties of an organization (e.g., Gilley et al. 2009; Jones et al. 
2019). All processes are managed by the management level, 
which means that leadership plays a crucial role. A clear 
vision during the actions is very important and well-planned 
communication is also necessary to reduce resistance to 
change (Lewis 2006). In addition, a suitable communica-
tion style of the vision is important to generate awareness of 

the change process (Hiatt 2006). The need for change must 
be openly communicated to avoid uncertainty and achieve 
success (Bateh et al. 2013). Change needs a clear vision 
regardless of the change coalition to be successful. Since 
employees need to understand the reasons for the change 
initiative to support the actions (Galli 2018). One of the 
first steps should be to create a guiding coalition for a suc-
cessful management of change. A change team should be 
set up and take responsibility for the ongoing processes and 
therefore needs powerful individuals with enough expertise 
and leadership skills (Kotter 1995). Progress in the form 
of short-term wins serves to keep employees motivated. 

Table 1  Overview change-models in literature

Lewin (1947) Kotter (1995) Garvin (2000) Hiatt (2006) Stouten et al. (2018)

Unfreeze Establish a sense of urgency Leader behavior Awareness Assess to opportunity or problem 
motivating the change

Move Form a powerful guiding coalition Creating a shared need Desire Select and support a guiding change 
coalition

Refreeze Create a vision Shaping a vision Knowledge Formulate a clear compelling vision
Communicate the vision Mobilizing commitment Ability Communicate the vision
Empower to act on the vision Making change last Reinforcement Mobilize energy for change
Create short-term wins Monitoring progress Empower other to act
Consolidate Improvements and pro-

duce more change
Changing systems and structures Develop and promote change-related 

knowledge and ability
Take new approaches in the corporate 

culture
Identify short-term wins and use as 

reinforce-ment of change progress
Monitor and strengthen the change 

process
Institutionalize change in company 

culture, practices, and management 
succession

Table 2  Innovation approaches

Portnova and Pei-
seniece (2017)

Kremer et al. (2019)

Invention Develop the right group norms
Implementation Design teams strategically
Innovation Manage interaction with those outside the team

Show support as a leader
Display organizational support
Use performance management effectively

Fig. 4  Important change factors (own illustration)
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Finally, the changes must be institutionalized and anchored 
in the corporate culture (Kotter 1995).

4  Concept for change leadership

The investigation of the literature on change processes and 
change models shows that there are numerous approaches 
for the implementation of change initiatives in companies. 
But there is no clear definition of the terms such as trans-
formation, change, leadership, and innovation although the 
content goes back decades. Therefore, it is important to set 
a definition framework.

Radical or disruptive innovations are seen as a trigger for 
a transformation process, in contrast incremental ones rep-
resent optimizations and thus it causes only small changes. 
Change management was considered in connection with 
changes in the company and placed in the context of lead-
ership. It seems that the term and the meaning of change 
management is outdated because leadership is in the process 
to replace management with new requirements and areas of 
responsibility that are added in contrast to the traditional 
understanding of the manager. Management and leader-
ship can be distinguished conceptually. While the areas of 
responsibility of managers are understood in the traditional 
way, leadership includes a greater future orientation through 
responsibility for the new VUCA-world. The challenge 
for leaders is to learn how to lead in the today´s VUCA 
world (Bawany 2016, p. 31) because managing and leading 
change is an upcoming required leadership skill (Jones et al. 
2019). For successful long-term changes powerful leaders 
are needed (Harrison 2011). In addition, the implementa-
tion of innovation requires leadership and not management. 
Moreover, leadership of the future is referred to as innova-
tion leadership (Carbon et al. 2021).

This paper focuses on transformation process and innova-
tion leadership because both are top themes for the recent 
and future economy. Due to external factors, companies are 
initiated to go along with changes and initiate transformation 
processes to be successful. This can be successfully man-
aged through a proper leadership style, such as innovation 
leadership in this case. Innovations are also one of the cur-
rent topics and should be given more attention in change the-
ory to be able to create suitable models. It has already been 
established that change is an ongoing condition in today's 
economy and cannot be viewed as a line. This should also 
apply to innovations. Therefore, the innovation value chain 
is represented as follows in Fig. 5. It shows the innovation 
value cycle, which consists of the four different stages: idea 
generation, conversion, diffusion, and feedback. These are 
not only consecutive steps, but elements of a cycle.

Therefore, the term change leadership instead of change 
management is suggested.

5  Conclusion

The aim of this paper was to analyze existing literature with 
regard to their fit with current topics on the labor market and 
its transformation processes. Changes are now part of the 
day-to-day business of companies and must be well planned 
for successful implementation. This requires effective lead-
ership. In addition, innovations in the company are neces-
sary to maintain competitiveness. Although the importance 
of innovation for the survival of the company is often men-
tioned in the literature, innovation is given little attention 
in change theory. There are change models and innovation 
approaches in literature, but an innovation transformation 
model does not exist. This represents a research gap that 
should be explored about change processes and the need for 
radical or disruptive innovations in the labor market. Com-
panies have to go through holistic transformation processes 
in order to be able to achieve defined goals successfully 
regarding change initiatives.
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