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ABSTRACT 

Leadership being a complicated process involves a number of enablers and barriers. Lack of leadership has been 

identified to be one of the key barriers in implementing innovation since leaders play a significant role in providing a 

favourable environment to the employees as well as motivating them to increase the chances of innovation success. 

Limited research on innovation in SMEs in UAE led conducting a survey with leaders of SMEs in UAE.Six categories of 

leadership qualities were identified from previous research namely strategic thinking, planning and delivery, people 

management, change management, communication and persuasion and influence. It was found that the leadership 

qualities are important in implementing innovation when applied collectively since these were not found to impact 

innovation practices individually. The impact of leadership qualities on innovation practices is thus confirmed by the 

present research as well as previous research. SMEs in UAE are thus recommended to enhance the leadership qualities of 

their leaders through appropriate ways. 
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INTRODUCTIONS  

As the contemporary business world faces globalisation and fierce competition, it becomes imperative for 

businesses to adopt strategies for survival as well as for growth (Abdu and Jibir, 2018). One of the strategies is 

innovation. Innovation enables the organisations to think creatively and present unique solutions to problems 

having remarkable impact on the business outcomes (Edwards-Schachter, 2018). Innovation is regarded as a useful 

approach for organisation of any type and business because of the ability of innovation to benefit the businesses and 

customers through continuous improvement in products and services (Zouaghi et al, 2018). Extensive researches 

have been conducted on the enablers of innovation. Lack of leadership is found to be a key barrier of innovation 

(Campbell et al, 2021; Vidmar, 2021). Leaders as the creators of organisational culture, supporter of the employees 

in their innovation behaviour along with their decision-making power play a key role in planning and implementing 

the innovation measures. Although there is limited research on innovation practices in UAE, there is a strong 

evidence of UAE organisations adopting innovation practices making the country one of the most innovation-driven 

economies in the world (Edelman, 2014). This paper aims to explore the leadership qualities leading to innovation 

in SME sector in UAE allowing to determine what leadership qualities are most important in implementing 

innovation. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Lack of Leadership as a Barrier of Innovation  

As the innovation culture initiate from the top, lack of leadership is considered to be a key barrier towards 

implementing innovation in organisations (Ryan and Daly, 2019; Polzin et al, 2016). Although employees can be 
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source of idea generation and play a key role in implementing the creative ideas, it is not until they get the support from 

their leadership that they feel encouraged to show innovative work behaviour (Qi et al, 2019). Moreover, a strong and long 

term vision of innovation is formulated by the leadership which guide it to organise the resources accordingly (Totterdill 

and Exton, 2017). Formulating and communicating a clear vision is the leadership responsibility and its absence leads to 

lack of innovation culture and employees’ initiatives towards the innovation (Riaz et al, 2018). Failing to have a clear 

mission, the leadership is unable to organise the resources for the adoption of innovation (Semeul et al, 2017). Leadership 

also involves motivating the employees to engage them into innovation as well as devise effective rewards and recognition 

(Hughes et al, 2018). Poor leadership fails to provide the feedback to the employees which can be destructive to their work 

behaviour. It might also be unable to align the business objectives with the innovation measures causing the innovation to 

have no impact on the business outcomes (Bagheri and Akbari, 2018). Furthermore, lack of leadership leads to absence of 

risk taking, ineffective decision-making, inability to understand the market needs and clearly conceptualise the innovation 

and failing to formulating short term goals and strategies which overall have negative impact on innovation culture and 

initiatives.  

Leadership Qualities Impacting Innovation 

Leadership refers to the act of using a number of skills to guide, direct and motivate a group of people called followers 

with the aim of achieving a common aim and objective (Kruse, 2013). As it is evidenced that humans have higher 

productivity when work together as compared to working individually, there is a need for a leader to manage and guide the 

group to ensure common goals are communicated well and the efforts are directed in the right direction (Mango, 2018). 

Leadership involves a number of qualities and behaviour play a key role in making the followers behave in the desired way 

(Naumov et al, 2017). These include vision, integrity, honesty, communication, decision-making, problem-solving, 

innovation, delegation, motivation, influence, ethics and strategic thinking among others. Some of the qualities have 

greater impact on innovation adoption. 

An effective leader needs to be visionary for implementing innovation successfully (Tang et al, 2020). Being able 

to formulating short term and long term strategic goals and researching the market, competitors, customer needs, 

organisation capabilities and available resources allows the leadership to plan innovation initiatives (Kastner, 2021; Meng 

et al, 2017). Another key responsibility of the leadership is to communicate the vision and goals to the employees and 

empower and involve them in the innovation practices to make them encouraged to adopt innovative work behaviour 

(Nazir and Islam, 2020).  

Poor leadership fails to motivate the employees and does not provide a conducive environment to the employees. 

Rewards, recognition and feedback is not offered to employees and risk taking behaviour is discouraged by ineffective 

leadership. Involving all the stakeholders in the innovation process enables the leadership to create support and buy-in 

from them to have reduced resistance to change (Hall et al, 2017). Strong analytical and problem-solving skills are also 

needed along with open communication, integrity and honesty and creative thinking are highly desirable to adopt 

innovation measures in an organisation (Farahnak et al, 2020). A leader must have transformational style as well as 

visionary and situational leadership styles to be effective for innovation adoption. A specific set of leadership qualities 

enable a leadership to create a strong leadership culture in the organisation, motivating the employees to think creatively, 

have reduced resistance and aligning the innovation practices with overall business goals when implementing the 

innovation leading to higher success potential of innovation practices (Kisirkoi, 2019; Naidoo et al, 2019; Chhotray et al, 
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2018).  

Development of Leadership Qualities 

The debate of leadership qualities being innate or acquired is never-ending (Marathe and Kakani, 2020). Some researches 

suggest that leadership qualities are innate and certain individuals are by birth effective leaders (Zugelder et al, 2018; 

Nelson and Squires, 2017). However, there is evidence that leadership qualities can be learned with education, coaching 

and practice. According to Harrison (2018), leadership qualities can be innate as well as be acquired. The 

acknowledgement of the ability of acquiring leadership qualities is useful in study the impact of leadership qualities on 

innovation practices since the efforts can be undertaken for the development of the qualities leading to better innovation 

practices. Enhancing leadership skills is thus recommended to ensure leaders are better equipped with the required qualities 

to adopt and implement innovation practices in their organisations (Taylor et al, 2019). 

Innovation Leadership in UAE 

UAE government’s commitment towards innovation is evidenced from its ranking in the top 38 innovative driven 

economies in 2016 (Bani-Melhem et al, 2018). The government is known for implementing innovation driven policies and 

programs like customer happiness initiatives have widely been practiced across the government departments through 

innovation practices (Shamsi et al, 2018). Moreover, the UAE government encourages the small and medium enterprises in 

practicing innovation by offering them support and help (Mohammed, 2019). The government’s encouraging attitude 

towards innovation guides the SMEs to engage into innovation practices. There is little research on the leadership of SMEs 

in UAE affecting the innovation practices in the sector which this research aims to partially fill through conducting an 

empirical research.  

Conceptual Model 

The wide variety of leadership qualities is categorised into six categories to develop a conceptual framework. These 

categories are strategic thinking, planning and delivery, people management, change management, communication and 

persuasion and influence. The leadership qualities are noted to be independent variable which affects the innovation 

practices making it a dependent variable. The conceptual model developed for the research is presented in Figure1 below: 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Model for Leadership Qualities Affecting Innovation Practices 
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The following hypothesis and sub-hypotheses are developed for the research: 

H1: Leadership qualities have a significant influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE 

HA: Strategic thinking as a leadership quality has a positive influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE. 

HB: Planning and delivery as a leadership quality has a positive influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE. 

HC: People management as a leadership quality has a positive influence o on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE. 

HD: Change management as a leadership quality has a positive influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE. 

HE: Communication as a leadership quality has a positive influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in UAE. 

HF: Persuasion and influence as leadership qualities have a positive influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in 

UAE. 

METHODOLOGY 

A positive philosophy is adopted for the present research because of its ability to collect and analyse the data scientifically 

and objectively to test the theories through collecting the first-hand data (Burton-Jones and Lee, 2017). The range of 

leadership qualities has been identified from the previous research which is studied to evaluate their impact on the SME 

sector in UAE. A quantitative survey is conducted with the leaders of SMEs in UAE. A questionnaire is designed using 

likert scale and multiple choice questions and survey is conducted by email. Past researches used survey and interview 

method for data collection about leadership qualities and was able to gather first-hand data which empirically studied the 

qualities contributing towards the leadership literature (Rahman and El-Emad, 2018; Mudau and Ncube, 2017). 

 Purposive sampling is used to identify the logically eligible and appropriate members of the population (Ames et 

al, 2019). The sample consisted of the directors, managers and supervisors of SMEs in UAE since these are considered to 

be the suitable individuals to collect data on leadership qualities. The data analysis is conducted through SPSS and the 

relationships between independent and dependent variables are assessed to test the hypotheses. The consent from the 

respondents were acquired and they were informed about the purpose of the survey as well the usage of data being limited 

to this study and non-sharing with any third party.  

The reliability and internal consistency of the measurement scale was measured by Cronbach Alpha which was 

found to be 0.762 which is considered to be acceptable.  

RESULTS 

Demographics  

Out of 100 potential respondents contacted for the survey, only 74 replied with completed and useable returned 

questionnaires. Majority of the respondents (N=45; 61%) held senior management position with 1.49 mean and 0.667 SD 

showing data points to be closer to mean. A high proportion of the respondents (N=46; 62%) were in the age group of 50-

64 with mean value 3.53 and SD 0.667. 85% of the respondents (N=63) had experience of over 15 years with mean value 

4.76 and a higher SD value of 0.637 indicating a smaller spread of data values. Out of 74 respondents, majority (N= 66; 

89%) held Master’s degree with 1.89 mean value and a lower SD value of 0.313.  
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Table 1: Demographics of The Survey Respondents 

 
N % MEAN SD 

Job Role 

Senior management 45 60.8% 

1.49 .667 Line manager 22 29.7% 

Team leaders 7 9.5% 

Age Category 

Less than 25 0 .0% 

3.53 .667 25 – 34 7 9.5% 

35 – 49 21 28.4% 

50 – 64 46 62.2% 

Experience 

Less than 1 year 0 .0% 

4.76 .637 

1 – 5 1 1.4% 

6 – 10 5 6.8% 

11 – 15 5 6.8% 

Over 15 years 63 85.1% 

Education  

Bachelors 8 10.8% 

1.89 .313 

Masters 66 89.2% 

PhD 0 .0% 

Others 0 .0% 

Total 
 

74 100% 

 

Assessment of Leadership Qualities  

This section presents the findings of the first section of questionnaire which attempted to assess the leadership qualities in 

the respondents’ organisations.  

Strategic Thinking 

When asked about the strategic thinking qualities of leadership, majority of the respondents either agreed or strongly 

agreed that the leadership of their company had a long term vision for innovation, aligns the innovation practices with the 

business goals and translates the long term vision into short term goals. Figure 1 presents the findings for strategic thinking 

quality. 

 

Figure 1: Strategic Thinking Qualities of Leaders 
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Planning and Delivery 

As shown in Figure 2, majority of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that the leadership in their company 

engages into effective planning for innovation practices, identified and allocated the resources for the innovation and 

undertakes the risk management during the planning process.  

 

Figure 2: Planning and Delivery Qualities of Leaders 

People Management 

As shown in Figure 3, majority of the respondents agreed that the leadership in their company motivate, engage/ empower 

and reward the employees for engaging in innovation practices. 

 

Figure 3: People Management Qualities of Leaders 

Change Management 

When asked about the change management qualities of leadership, it was found that the majority of the respondents agreed 

that the leaders are adaptable to the changes, initiate the changes and take the steps to reduce the resistance to change. The 

findings are shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Change Management Qualities of Leaders 

Communication 

As shown in Figure 5, majority of the respondents agreed that the leaders in their company communicate the vision as well 

as the need for innovate to the employees. They also agreed that the leaders listen to the ideas from the employees. 

 

Figure 5: Communication Qualities of Leaders 

Persuasion and Influence 

When asked about the persuasion and influence qualities of leadership, it was found that the majority of the respondents 

agreed that the leaders persuade the employees through logical arguments about the need to innovate, influence the 

employees by informing them about the advantages of innovation and to generate new ideas. The findings are shown in 

Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Persuasion and Influence Qualities of Leaders 

Correlation Analysis  

When the variables were correlated, it was found that planning and delivery (0.399) and communication (0.351) were 

positively correlated with innovation practices of SMEs. Other leadership qualities were not found to influence innovation 

practices as shown in Table 2. Positive relationships were identified between some of the leadership qualities like strategic 

thinking and planning delivery which meant that when one quality enhanced, it led to improving other quality 

simultaneously.  

Table 2: Correlations between Variables 
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Strategic Thinking 1 
      

Planning and Delivery .449** 1 
     

People Management .337** .397** 1 
    

Change Management .293* .265* .064 1 
   

Communication .307** .579** .327** .368** 1 
  

Persuasion and Influence .270* .415** .296* -.016 .403** 1 
 

Innovation Practices .247* .399** .189 .102 .351** .261* 1 

 

Examining the Relationships 

This research aims to examine if leadership qualities have a significant influence on the innovation practices of SMEs in 

UAE. A simple linear regression was conducted to examine this hypothesis, which revealed a significant result (p< 0.05 = 

0.023).  

As seen in the Table3 below, the correlation strength between the dependent factor (i.e. innovation practices of 

SMEs in UAE) and the independent factor (leadership qualities) was 0.438, which indicates a moderately strong 
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relationship. Furthermore, the variance accounted by leadership qualities on the innovation practices of SMEs was 19.2%. 

Amongst the six coefficients under leadership qualities, none was found to have a significant effect independently on the 

dependent variables. This indicates that the leadership qualities are effective in significantly influencing the innovation 

practices of SMEs in the UAE, however, they should be applied together and not individually to have significant influence. 

Hence, the hypothesis 1 is accepted.  

Table 3: Regression Analysis 

MODEL SUMMARY 
  

Model R R Square 
Adjusted 

R Square 

Std. Error Of 

The Estimate   

1 .438a .192 .120 1.65929 
  

       
ANOVAB 

Model Sum of Squares Df Mean Square F Sig. 

1 

Regression 43.816 6 7.303 2.652 .023a 

Residual 184.468 67 2.753 
  

Total 228.284 73 
   

       
COEFFICIENTSA 

Model 

Unstandardized Coefficients 
Standardized 

Coefficients 
T Sig. 

B 
Std. 

Error 
Beta 

1 

(Constant) 19.755 3.148 
 

6.276 .000 

Strategic 

Thinking 
.078 .124 .081 .630 .531 

Planning and 

Delivery 
.189 .113 .251 1.679 .098 

People 

Management 
-.016 .160 -.013 -.102 .919 

Change 

Management 
-.078 .190 -.051 -.412 .682 

Communication .147 .122 .177 1.206 .232 

Persuasion and 

Influence 
.093 .177 .067 .522 .604 

 

DISCUSSION  

This paper attempted to explore the leadership qualities leading to innovation in SME sector in UAE leading to determine 

what leadership qualities are most important in implementing innovation. Lack of leadership was identified to be a key 

barrier in implementing innovation by previous studies (Ryan and Daly, 2019; Polzin et al, 2016). The leadership qualities 

were categorised into six groups namely strategic thinking, planning and delivery, people management, change 

management, communication and persuasion and influence. It was found that individual leadership qualities were not 

found to impact innovation practices in SMEs in UAE although these were found to collectively impact the innovation 

practices. The findings are supported by previous research including Kastner (2021), Nazir and Islam (2020), Mango 

(2018) and Naumov et al (2017) which confirm that the leadership qualities affect the innovation practices of 

organisations. The adoption of leadership qualities results in leaders to motivate the employees and create a favourable 
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environment desirable for implementing innovation. Since these qualities can be acquired, the positive impact of leadership 

qualities on innovation practices as evidenced from the research guides the leaders to enhance their skills and improve their 

qualities as confirmed by Zugelder et al (2018) and Nelson and Squires (2017). The research findings complement the 

findings of previous research which evidenced the link of leadership qualities with innovation practices and it is confirmed 

that lack of leadership is a strong barrier in implementing innovation since the presence of collective leadership qualities 

enhance innovation practices in organisations.  

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

This paper conducted a survey with the leadership of SMEs in UAE to explore the leadership qualities leading to 

innovation in SME sector in UAE through a structured questionnaire. Six categories of leadership qualities were identified 

from previous research, namely strategic thinking, planning and delivery, people management, change management, 

communication and persuasion and influence which were used to conduct the survey. It was found that the leadership 

qualities are important in implementing innovation when applied collectively since these were not found to impact 

innovation practices individually. The impact of leadership qualities on innovation practices is thus confirmed by the 

present research. Based on the research findings, it is recommended that leadership qualities applied by leaders should be 

regularly monitored to know what qualities are being lacked in the leaders to identify the gap and develop the weak 

qualities. It is also recommended that SMEs sector in UAE should collectively enhance all the six leadership qualities and 

the leaders should be encouraging to develop their qualities through coaching, mentoring, self-learning and other 

development methods.  
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SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Dear Respondent,  

I would like to thank you for your participation in this research. 

This survey aims to explore the leadership qualities affecting the innovation practices in SME sector in UAE. 

Your identity and responses will be kept confidential and the data will be used for the purpose of academic research only. 

In case you wish to withdraw from the research, you can quit the survey at any point.  

For further information, please contact by return email. 

Regards 
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Section 1:Demographics (Please Tick One for Each Question) 

1. Job Role  

1. Senior management 

2. Line manager 

3. Team leaders 

2.Age  

1.  Less than 25 

2.  25 – 34 
3.  35 – 49 

4.  50 – 64 

3. Experience 

1.  Less than 1 year 

2.  1 – 5 

3.  6 – 10 

4.  11 – 15 

5.  Over 15 years 

4. Education  

1. Bachelors  

2. Masters  

3. PhD 

4. Others  

 

Section 2:Assessment of Leadership Qualities 

In this section, the leadership qualities in your organisation are evaluated. For each group of leadership qualities, a set of 

statements is provided with a Likert scale. Please tick one option for each statement as per your response: 

SD = Strongly Disagree 

D = Disagree 

N = Neutral 

A = Agree 

SA = Strongly Agree 

 SD D N A SA 

STRATEGIC THINKING      

1. The leadership of my company has a long term vision for innovation.  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leadership of my company aligns the innovation practices with the 

business goals.  
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The leadership of my company translates the long term vision into short term 

goals.  
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

PLANNING AND DELIVERY      

1. The leadership in my company engages into effective planning for innovation 
practices.  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leadership identified and allocates the resources for the innovation. ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The risk management is undertaken by the leadership during the planning 

process. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

PEOPLE MANAGEMENT      

1. The leaders in my company motivate the employees for engaging in 
innovation practices. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leaders in my company engage/ empower the employees for engaging in 

innovation practices. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The leaders in my company reward the employees for engaging in innovation ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 
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practices. 

CHANGE MANAGEMENT      

1. The leaders in my company are adaptable to the changes. ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leaders in my company initiate the changes. ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The leaders in my company take the steps to reduce the resistance to change.  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

COMMUNICATION      

1. The leaders in my company communicate the vision to the employees.  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leaders in my company communicate the need for innovate to the 
employees.  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The leaders in my company listen to the ideas from the employees. ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

PERSUASION AND INFLUENCE      

1. The leaders in my company persuade the employees through logical arguments 

about the need to innovate.  
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. The leaders in my company influence the employees by informing them about 
the advantages of innovation.  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. The leaders in my company influence the employees to generate new ideas.  ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 

Section 3: Assessment of Impact of Leadership Qualities onInnovation Practices 

In this section, the impact of leadership qualities on innovation practices of SMEs is assessed. A set of statements is 

provided with a Likert scale. Please tick one option for each statement: 

SD = Strongly Disagree 

D = Disagree 

N = Neutral 

A = Agree 

SA = Strongly Agree 

 SD D N A SA 

1. Strategic thinking as a leadership quality positively impacts the innovation 

practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

2. Planning and delivery as a leadership quality positively impacts the innovation 

practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

3. People management as a leadership quality positively impacts the innovation 

practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

4. Change management as a leadership quality positively impacts the innovation 

practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

5. Communication as a leadership quality positively impacts the innovation 

practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

6. Persuasion and influence as a leadership quality positively impacts the 

innovation practices of your company. 
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ 

 

 


