
LEADING TO INSIGHT:
The Science behind becoming an 

Innovative Leader

The ability to be an 
innovative leader is not  
a genetic predisposition.
 It is a way of thinking and doing that any leader 
can cultivate and will ultimately enable him/her 
to create a culture of innovation. First things 
first, though. What is the difference between 
creativity and innovation? Creativity is the 
production of new and useful ideas or solutions. 
This is the precursor to innovation, which is 
the successful implementation of creative ideas 
and solutions within an organisation. Successful 
leaders must be able to develop their own 
capacity for creativity and innovation. They must 
drive creativity through unlocking bright ideas as 
well as implement the structure, processes and 
organisational systems to create a sustainable 
culture of innovation.   

ImprOvING prOfITAbILITy.  Reducing production costs. Creating operational 
efficiencies. Developing new and improved systems. Providing world-class customer  
service and experience. These are just some of the challenges that leaders face as  
they strive to improve company results and sustain a safe and happy workforce.  
Generating creative thinking and implementing breakthrough ideas is the key to  
meeting these challenges and the cornerstone of innovation. Therefore, building 
capability around innovation is critical to leaders and organisations wanting to 
achieve improved business performance. 
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The 5 Habits  
of the Innovative 
Leader
 
Innovative leaders are driven by two coexisting forces. 
The desire to change the status quo, combined with 
the courage to take a risk to make change happen. 
The world’s most successful innovators, such as 
Apple’s Steve Jobs, Amazon’s Jeff Bezos and eBay’s 
Pierre Omidyar, have been shown to exhibit a specific 
set of thinking, qualities and behaviours that define 
their innovative abilities. Through developing these 
same habits, leaders can highly impact their industry, 
organisation or department similar to these well-known 
game-changers. These habits are:

ASSOCIATING: Through constantly staying abreast 
of a broad range of fields and satisfying their curiosity 
through reading, talking and learning widely, innovative 
leaders discover new directions by making unique 
connections between seemingly unrelated factors. 

QuESTIONING: Through provocative questioning that 
challenges conventional wisdom, innovative leaders test 
their own and others’ thinking by asking “ Why?”; “Why 
not?”; and “What if?”. They play the devil’s advocate and 
rather than accepting constraints and the way things 
are, they like to question the status quo because “surely, 
there is a better way”.

ObSErvING: As keen behavioural observers and 
listeners, innovative leaders generate insights through 
seeing the challenges and frustrations of others. Like 
a social scientist, they scrutinise common phenomena 
and see a better way.

ExpErImENTING: As Edison said: “I haven’t failed. 
I have simply found 10,000 ways that didn’t work.” 
Innovative leaders embrace fear, have the courage to try 
new things and create a culture that empowers others to 
try new things and explore the possibilities.
  
NETwOrkING:  Innovative leaders go out of their way to 
meet new people and have a broad and diverse network 
which provides them with the stimulus to challenge their 
own thinking and fuel their radically different perspective. 
 
 
 

Boost Creativity
 
In 1899, Charles Duell from the US patent office said 
“Everything that can be invented has been invented.” 
As an innovative leader – how can you ensure that this 
type of thinking is not pervasive and that you promote 
and empower creative thinking instead? The science 
and psychology of creativity shows us that everyone 
has creative abilities. The more you understand the 
foundations for creativity and engage in creativity 
training and practice, the greater potential there is for 
creative output from both yourself and your team. 

First, let’s outline a few brain facts about creativity.    

1. We are more creative when we are happy and content. 
Why? Because when we are happy, we have lots of 
dopamine - a brain neurotransmitter or chemical 
(quite simply – the mechanism by which our thoughts 
and feelings are produced) flowing through our brain. 
Dopamine influences the production of creative 
thought – which at a brain level is your ability to make 
connections between disparate or unconnected 
thoughts to create a new perspective, idea or insight.  

2. Most people have experienced a moment of insight, 
that is, that point where the answer, idea or new 
thought just comes. It literally creates a physical 
buzz and often leads to a breakthrough of some 
sort. When these moments of insight occur, we 
get a spike in a particular type of brain activity; it is 
called a gamma wave and it occurs in the prefrontal 
cortex – or the executive function of our brain. The 
exciting news is that research shows that we can 
increase these “aha” moments and get our best 
insights when we go through a process of incubation 
(i.e., a more intuitive and subconscious time away 
from consciously thinking about a situation). We 
call this “The Paradox of Insight” – finding new 
ideas and solutions without thinking about it at all! 

3. The notion that creativity happens in the right part 
of our brain or that creative people are more right-
brain dominant is a myth. Whilst the most recent 
neuroscience has been unable to definitively identify 
any one region or system of the brain that is involved 
in creativity, we do know that it involves dopamine 
and a range of areas of the prefrontal cortex.

                        .       
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So, what can you do to boost your own and your 
team’s creativity? We have a whole bag of tools proven 
to improve creativity. Here are just a few:  

BrainShare:
 
Research out of the Harvard School of Business 
has demonstrated that traditional methods of 
brainstorming are not as effective as a technique that 
at Sentis we call “BrainShare”. This technique involves 
first getting individuals to generate their own ideas 
independently first, then going through a process 
of everyone sharing the ideas and discussing their 
merits or otherwise. BrainShare generates more ideas 
that have a greater depth and breadth, and ultimately 
a more effective solution, than the traditional all-in-
group brainstorm discussion.                                .    

Crush Assumptions:
 
Using questions, such as “Is there another way of 
looking at this?” or “If this was improved, what would it 
look like?” to challenge the way you think about things 
and create a new reality. Think of the assumptions or 
preconceived notions that you operate off. What do you 
take for granted and would never think of challenging? 
This is a great starting place to generate new solutions.   

Develop “Insight” 
Project Teams:
 
Dedicated teams that are diverse and who feel 
empowered to solve a challenge or come up with novel 
ideas will provide you with some of your best solutions 
and ideas no-one has ever thought of. For example, 
have teams consider topics such as “how can we 
provide better customer service?” or “what do we need 
to stop doing and what should we start doing to be 
more efficient?” to generate operational improvements. 

Unleash Innovation
The innovative leader ensures that creative ideas become 
more than just the fantastic idea shared six months ago. 
It is critical to create a culture of innovation to capture and 
embed the ideas that will drive the business forward. The 
top seven initiatives a leader can implement to ensure 
they are fostering innovation include: 

1. Link innovation to the company’s mission, vision and 
core values;

2. Develop an innovation strategy as an integral 
component of the overall business strategy;

3. Set innovation targets;
4. Provide learning and development in creativity and 

innovation – particularly help leaders develop their 
own innovation capability;

5. Create an organisational structure that supports 
innovation, such as a dedicated Innovation Team;

6. Adopt a systematic innovation model that includes 
executive sponsors for new initiatives, process 
guidelines and support to identify, capture and 
implement new ideas; and 

7. Recognise innovative behaviour – the more your 
reward it, the more you will get of it.

Leaders who can develop their own and harness others’ 
creativity, and create a culture of innovation will become 
the leaders in their industry. They consistently outperform 
leaders and companies in growth and profitability than 
those who do not. And as Edison said, “There is a better 
way to do it. Find it”. 
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