Does leader humility matter? Effects on altruism and innovation

Purpose. This research analyses the effect of leader humility in firm innovativeness. The study
highlights the importance of promoting altruism within organisations as a mechanism that may

explain why leader humility fosters innovation.

Design/methodology/approach. The study was conducted in a sample frame of 11,594
Spanish companies. 568 valid questionnaires were obtained and 284 different companies

participated in the study. Structural equations were used to validate the proposed hypotheses.

Findings. All the hypotheses proposed in the conceptual model were confirmed. Results
provide empirical evidence of the positive relationship between leader humility and firm
innovativeness, as well as the mediating role played by altruism. In other words, leader

humility promotes altruism and, in turn, firm innovativeness.

Research limitations/implications. The sample of companies is heterogeneous in terms of
firm turnover, size, export ratio and age. The study is focused on firm innovativeness and only
studies altruism as a mediating variable in the relationship between leader humility and firm

innovativeness.

Practical implications. The present study provide some guidelines which may help

companies to improve their competitiveness, enhancing workplace conditions.

Originality/value. There are few empirical studies that analyse the effect of humble leaders
or leader humility on innovation. The main value of the present research is to further the current
knowledge of this relationship by disentangling the mediating effect of altruism within

organisations.

Paper type: Research paper.
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1. Introduction

During the latest years, a great deal of research has highlighted the importance of innovation
for organisations (e.g., Jia et al., 2018; Prasad and Junni, 2016). In a turbulent, extremely
dynamic and globalised context, innovation may help companies to improve their competitive
position, respond to rivals, as well as to enhance financial and non-financial results.
Therefore, innovation is a gateway to boost organisational performance and remain
competitive (Lam, 2005). As a result, numerous studies try to analyse which are the

mechanisms that promote innovation (e.g., Khalili, 2016).

The present research is part of the trend of studies that disentangle the antecedents of
innovation within organisations. Precedent research found evidences of different facilitators
for innovation to occur, such as appropriate information systems (Dominguez-Escrig et al.,
2018a), leadership style (Oke et al., 2009) or organisational learning (Jimenez-Jimenez et al.,
2008), to name but a few. Among the enablers of innovation within companies, leadership
plays an essential role (Prasad and Junni, 2016). Consequently, many studies have focused
on the function of leaders to promote a proper environment that may lead to innovation (e.g.

Dominguez-Escrig et al., 2016; Jia et al., 2018; Prasad and Juni, 2016).

In the latest decades, the need for a change in management and leadership styles in business
is evident. In this sense, some authors have identified some problems in contemporary
organizations: for example, abusive supervision (Liao et al., 2012; Mitchell & Ambrose, 2007),
unethical leadership (Brown & Mitchell, 2010), leader toxicity (Pelletier, 2010), destructive
leadership (Krasikova et al., 2013), petty tyranny (Kant et al., 2013) and social isolation and
alienation in the workplace (Sarros et al., 2002). Economic or environmental scandals,
inappropriate behaviors within companies or unacceptable human resource management
policies are reported more frequently (Sendjaya et al., 2008). So, toxic and harmful workplaces

are becoming unnecessarily common in the organisational context, limiting the



competitiveness of companies and organisations. As a consequence, a loss of confidence in
the business world has spread in society and an interest in improving workplace conditions
has arisen. Employees demand more friendly work centres, managers want to improve results

and academics try to find ways to satisfy both objectives.

Therefore, companies have to be managed in a different way and new leadership styles are
required to face this demand. In this context, different leadership theories based on human
values are gaining ground (Mallén et al., 2015). Leadership styles that focus on others well-
being and consider long term consequences of organisational activity, such as servant or
ethical leadership, have been positively related to both innovation and performance (Yidong,
and Xinxin, 2013; Yoshida et al., 2014). However, these styles are too broad, as they include
many dimensions. Consequently, it is difficult to understand how they lead to different results.
As a response to this situation, Yukl (2012) suggested to study how specific leader behaviors
affect different outcomes. This approach has been followed to study the effect of leaders’
behaviors on innovation (Dominguez-Escrig, et al., 2018a; Mallén et al., 2015). Therefore, the
present research follows this trend and analyses the influence of leaders’ humility on

innovation.

The study of humble leaders is not arbitrary. Although humility is often considered to be at
odds with common business practice (Frostenson, 2016), several scholars have devoted
substantial attention to this topic in recent years (for example, Li et al., 2016; Morris et al.,
2005; Ou et al., 2018; Owens et al., 2013). On one hand, humility has been highlighted as one
means to fight against corporate scandals, selfish behaviors or narcissism, which may lead
leaders to make bad decisions; on the other hand, in a dynamic and complex environment, it
is almost impossible for leaders to know every variable that may affect their business, so
humility may help to manage success and failure by understanding and considering other

points of view (Owens and Heckman, 2012).



Owens and Heckman (2012) stated that leader humility may be a powerful means to improve
organizational performance; however, little is known about the outcomes of such behavior and
what influences its effectiveness. These authors highlighted that most of the literature about
this topic is speculative, and there is a lack of qualitative and quantitative research that may
support previous ideas suggested in the literature about the characteristics and benefits of
humble leaders. In addition, recent research demands to keep studying the underlying
mechanisms through which humility has its effects in organisations (Gongalves and Brandéo,

2017; Nielsen and Marrone, 2018).

Recently, some research has focused on the effect of leader humility in team innovation or
employee innovation behavior. These studies have highlighted the importance of considering
mediating variables in the relationship between leader humility and innovation (e.g. Liu et al.,
2017; Zhou et al., 2018). In fact, when studying the influence of leadership on innovation it is
essential to consider other variables that may affect this relationship, because they help to
understand why the effects of leaders on innovation may lead to different outcomes (e.g.
Rosing et al., 2011). A good way to understand how leadership influences innovation is to
consider how the organisational context affects this relationship. Considering that humble
leaders may promote an organisational context in which helpfulness, cooperation and
prosocial behaviors arise, the present research analyses the mediating effect of altruism in
the organisation as a mediating variable in the relationship between leader humility and firm
innovativeness. Altruism in the organisation is conceptualised as those discretionary
behaviors that have the effect of helping another person with an organizationally relevant task

or problem (Organ, 1988).

Summing up, as innovation is a risky project, related to many uncertainties, it is important to
find out which mechanisms help companies to successfully develop innovative projects. To
this end, a conceptual model that analyses the influence of leader humility on altruism and, in

turn, on firm innovativeness has been proposed. Following Calantone et al. (2002), firm



innovativeness has been conceptualised as the willingness of organisations to try new ideas,
and seek out new ways of doing things. It also measures the creativity in their methods of
operation, and the extent of being the first in the market with new products and services.
Taking into account a sample frame of 11,594 Spanish companies according to a list published
by the Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness of Spain, an empirical analysis was

conducted, through structural equation models, to validate the proposed hypotheses.

2. Literature review and hypotheses

2.1 Leader humility

Recent studies have pointed out the importance of leader humility and have contributed to add
more theoretical and empirical rigor to the concept (e.g., Argandona, 2015; Nielsen and

Marrone, 2018; Wang et al., 2018).

Humility is often spurned as inappropriate in someone who holds a position of leadership
(Tangney, 2000). However, new theoretical and empirical approaches in psychology and in
business ethics have considered humility as a strength of the person, instead of as a
weakness. According to Argandona (2015, p. 63), humility is a “fundamental quality of a good
manager and good management’. The study of humble leadership gives new insights of
collaborative behaviors, information sharing and joint decision making that are necessary for

performance in today’s complex and dynamic work environments (Ou et al., 2014).

Humility has been considered as an essential dimension of servant leadership, so it appears
as an important trait in the conceptualisations proposed by different authors. Other positive
leadership theories, such as level 5 leadership, participative leadership (Owens and Heckman,
2012) and authentic leadership (Nielsen and Marrone, 2018) also consider humility as an

important leadership virtue.



Nielsen and Marrone (2018) developed a systematic review of the concept of humility and
identified three key components that emerged consistently in the literature: (1) accurate self-
awareness (which could be equited to the intra-personal dimension of humility, suggested by
Argandona, 2015); (2) an appreciation of others and their strengths and contributions; (3)
openness to feedback/teachability. The latter two components are comparable to the inter-

personal dimension of humility (Argandona, 2015).

The first component, labelled as “accurate self-awareness” by Nielsen and Marrone (2008),
refers to the willingness to see oneself accurately. According to Rodriguez-Carvajal et al.
(2014), humility is “the ability to value with the appropriate perspective, one’s own talents and
achievements, realizing that no-one is infallible and we all make mistakes”. Humble leaders
have realistic views of themselves and their capabilities and admit their mistakes and
limitations, which also includes to admit failures and weaknesses to their superiors and
bosses. Van Dierendonck and Nuijten (2011) considered that humility involves an appropriate
understanding of someone own strong and weak points. That means not viewing oneself as
better or worse than others. Through such behavior, leaders may acknowledge their limitations

and overcome weaknesses thanks to the contribution and advice they find in other people.

The other components identified in the literature are “an appreciation of others and their
strengths and contributions” and “openness to feedback/teachability”. These latter
components are related to the willingness to acknowledge and accept the views and feedback
of others. These leaders may learn from criticism, even when the critics come from their own
supervisors. They also learn from others’ points of view and take into account opinions of
people who think in a completely different way. These leaders try to have an open mind,
learning from criticism and suggestions from others. Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015)
considered that humility is one of the virtuous traits of leadership that underlies an orientation

to others. These leaders are not focused on themselves but on the others, the followers, and



involves the idea of serving other people, which is an idea not very common in the leadership
of business contexts. For this reason, Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) stated that this
behavior should not be considered a weakness. Additionally, these leaders consider and listen

to the advice of others, building up a leadership style less dictatorial.

According to recent research, there is empirical evidence about the positive effects of leader
humility on different outcomes. This stream of literature contributes to understand why, how
and when humble leaders are more effective in the context of a team or an organization. In
this vein, some studies have revealed and explained the positive effect of leader humility on
variables such as team performance (e.g., Owens and Hekman, 2012; Rego et al., 2017),
team effectiveness (Rego et al., 2018) or firm innovation (e.g., Zhang et al., 2017; Zhou and

Wu, 2018).

Owens and Heckman (2012, p.789) gathered up some of the characteristics of these leaders
that have been proposed by academics and scholars such as, self-awareness, openness to
new ideas, tendency to transcend oneself, willingness to understand the self, or orientation
towards others. These authors suggest some positive effects in the organisational context. As
it promotes a less self-interested behavior, it may increase trust in the leader among followers,
improve decision-making or boost organisational commitment of employees and followers.
Other scholars have highlighted other characteristics of humble leaders, such as a readiness
to concede faults, to ask for advice and an orientation towards teamwork (e.g., Collins, 2001,
Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez, 2004) and the effects of these behaviors on improved efficiency,
learning cultures or better working groups. Likewise, Owens and Hekman (2016)
demonstrated that leader behaviour can spread via social contagion to followers, producing
an emerging state focused on progressively striving toward achieving the team’s highest

potential, which ultimately affects team performance.



With regard to innovation outcomes, Zhang et al. (2017) explored the coexistence of two
seemingly contradictory CEO traits, humility and narcissism, and how these traits
complementarily create conditions for innovation. Zhou and Wu (2018) widened our
knowledge of the relationship between humble leadership and employee innovation
behaviour, studying the mediating or moderating role of other variables, such as core self-

evaluation (mediator) and the leader’s political skill (moderator).

Other academics, such as Carnevale et al. (2019) or Mao et al. (2018) have theorized and
empirically revealed how and when leader humility promotes followers’ helping attitudes and
prosocial behaviors. Carnevale et al. (2019) showed that humble leaders motivate their
followers to engage in helping behaviour by fostering a sense of shared identity, but this effect
is only significant in the presence of high LMX-differentiation. Mao et al. (2018) explored the
underlying psychological mechanisms (follower self-expansion and self-efficacy) that explain

the relationship between leader humility and task performance.

There is also extensive research showing the effects of leader humility at the individual level,
promoting positive outcomes such as job satisfaction or work engagement (e.g., Owens et al.,

2013; Owens et al., 2015) as well as followers’ helping behaviors (e.g., Carnevale et al., 2019).

2.2 Altruism

Altruism is a voluntary act which may be considered as the willingness to help others without
considering the effects that this action may have in oneself. Additionally, no rewards are
expected when being altruistic (Simmons, 1991). In the conceptualisation proposed by
Podsakoff et al. (1990), altruism involves helping people in different circumstances such as
helping people who has been absent by some reason, help colleagues who are overworked,

help new workers to integrate in the company even when there is not an obligation to do this
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task, help people who experience problems; or be ready to give a hand to those who may

need it.

Organ (1988) differentiated between altruism and courtesy by stating that altruism involves
helping someone who has already a problem, while courtesy is acting in advance to avoid or

mitigate problems.

2.3 Leader humility and altruism

Owens and Heckman (2012) stated that humility is one of the organisational virtues that may
promote prosocial or altruistic behaviors, and Van Dierendonck and Patterson (2015) stated
that humility entails a focus on others. Carnevale et al. (2019) provided empirical evidence
showing that humble leaders motivate their followers to engage in helping behaviors. By being
less self-interested, these leaders may promote, among followers, trust in leaders,
commitment and engagement with the organisation, supportive relationships or unselfish
behaviors among employees. Consequently, in this context, it is possible to promote

organisations in which a sense of helping others or concern for other people arises.

Humility may strengthen social relationships, among other mechanisms, through helpfulness
(Nielsen and Marrone, 2018). Research has found evidences that humble people are more
helpful than less humble people (LaBouff et al., 2012), so they are likely to be regarded by
others as more cooperative (Nielsen and Marrone, 2018). This may be considered by followers
as a role model and an ideal to achieve, promoting within the organisation, altruism or altruistic

behaviors.

On the other hand, humble leaders admit their weaknesses and are open to listen to the advice
of others. They recognise their limitations and request followers to help them, who find that

their advice is valuable (Owens and Heckman, 2012). This may motivate followers to
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participate and engage in helping behaviors, as they feel useful helping others. Owens (2009)
suggested that humble leaders encourage followers to engage in prosocial behaviors
emphasizing support and cooperation. Consequently, a participative environment in which
employees try to help others, may be promoted through leader humility. As a result, we

propose the first hypothesis of our study.

H1: Leader humility has a positive effect on altruism

2.4 Altruism and firm innovativeness

Altruism may be considered a helping behavior that entails a concern for others (Guinot et al.
(2016). When employees are motivated by prosocial behaviors, they go beyond their
responsibilities, improve their productivity and performance (Grant, 2008) and stimulate their
creativity (Grant and Berry, 2011). By perceiving that their work benefits others, they are more
engaged, dedicated and develop extra role behaviors. Consequently, they are inclined to

create new and useful ideas that may be positive for others (Grant and Berry, 2011).

Previous research studied the effect of altruism on processes that may potentially boost
innovation in the organisations. For instance, Guinot et al. (2016) found that altruism within
organisations may promote organisational trust and organisational learning capability. Van
Direndock and Nuijten (2011) suggested that organisational contexts characterized by trust
help employees to feel safe to make mistakes, take decisions and question current patterns,
which may lead to the development of innovations. On the other hand, altruism also facilitates
dialogue, communication, experimentation, risk taking and participative environments. These
elements have been highlighted in the academic literature as potential elements that enhance

innovation (e.g. Dominguez-Escrig et al., 2016).
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On the other hand, another line of research directly analysed the effect of altruism on
innovation. For instance, Dominguez-Escrig et al. (2016) found that altruistic behaviors of
leaders may promote radical innovation within the organisations, highlighting the underlying
effect of organisational learning. Salas-Vallina (2018) also found evidence of the relationship
between altruistic leadership style and innovative behaviour in the context of public hospitals.

Thus, we can pose our second hypothesis.

H2: Altruism has a positive effect on firm innovativeness

2.5 Leader’s humility and firm innovativeness: the mediating role of altruism

Humble leaders admit that they are not perfect, make mistakes and fail, so they are open to
get advice from other people (Owens and Heckman, 2012) and to new information, ideas or
paradigms (Vera and Rodriguez-Lopez, 2004), including contrary ideas and criticisms (Rego
et al., 2016). Since humble leaders are aware of their own limitations and weaknesses, they
are eager to improve themselves (Ou et al., 2018). Humble leaders prefer inclusive,
collaborative and flexible decision-making processes (Nielsen and Marrone, 2018).
Consequently, they may promote an organisational environment that allows dialogue, debate
and communication, through which employees may rethink current patterns, propose new
ideas or be creative, boosting innovation. These leaders also take the responsibility of the
mistakes made by their teams, so it may promote a feeling of safety between their
subordinates who may be more willing to experiment, take risks or accept the uncertainty that

involves the development of any type of innovation.

In addition, humble leaders spotlight follower’s strengths and contributions, and give them
freedom to take decisions and focus on work related tasks (Owens and Heckman, 2012),
which may facilitate bringing and supporting new and innovative ideas. On the other hand, as

these leaders are open to listen to new ideas and are receptive to feedback, they facilitate the
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conditions for learning, which has been highlighted by previous research as an essential

element that fosters innovation (e.g. Dominguez-Escrig et al., 2016).

Recent studies have empirically shown how leader humility positively influences innovation
within organisations. For instance, Zhou et al. (2018) found that humble leadership has a
positive effect on employee innovative behavior thanks to the mediating effects of core self-
evaluation and the moderating effects of leader political skills. Liu et al. (2017) found that
leader humility fosters team innovation by fostering team voice climate. These studies highlight
the importance of mediating variables to explain the relationship between leader humility and

innovation.

Given that leader humility may promote helpfulness, prosocial behaviors or cooperation

among employees within the organisational context, and that, in turn, altruistic behaviors are

beneficial to promote innovation, the last hypothesis of this study is proposed.

H3: The relationship between leader humility and firm innovativeness is mediated by altruism.

INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE

3. Research methodology

3.1 Data collection

The study was conducted in Spain considering a sample frame of 11,594 Spanish companies

included in a database provided by the Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness.
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The fieldwork was carried out in 2015 and a total of 568 completed questionnaires from 284
different companies were obtained. In each one of them, we interviewed by telephone both
human resources managers and general managers, so we obtained two questionnaires per

company.

To tackle common method bias, human resources managers answered the questions related
to humility and altruism, while general managers answered the questions about firm
innovativeness. These two kinds of managers were selected because their experience and
position within their companies makes them a reliable source of information, as they have an
overall view of what happens in their organisations. In addition, the anonymity of the

participants in the study was guaranteed.

A 7-point Likert scale (from 1, totally disagree, to 7, totally agree) was used to measure the
different scales that make up this study. By doing this, it is possible to analyse the degree of

agreement or disagreement with each statement included in the questionnaire.

Given that the study is focused on Spain, all the questions were posed in Spanish. The scale
that measured leader humility was originally developed in Spanish, while the scales related to
altruism and firm innovativeness were created in English. To guarantee the accuracy of the
translation, a double-back technique was followed with all the variables and statements that

made up the questionnaire.

3.2 Measurement instruments

The reliability of the scales was determined by Cronbach’s alpha, compound reliability, and

average mean extracted (Table 2).
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Leader humility was measured with the scale developed by Rodriguez-Carvajal et al. (2014);
the construct was reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92. Altruism was measured through
the scale of Podsakoff et al. (1990); the reliability was assured with a Cronbach’s alpha of
0.95. Finally, firm innovativeness was based on the work by Calantone et al. (2002); the

Cronbach’s alpha of this scale was 0.81.

3.3 Control variables

Number of employees, turnover, company’s age and export ratio (export sales/total sales)
were considered as control variables. These variables have been highlighted by previous
research by having a potential influence on innovation so it is worth to control for their influence

on firm innovativeness in the present study.

Regarding the number of employees, the sample is distributed as follows: fewer than 25
employees (31.0%), 26-50 employees (40.8%), 51-75 employees (14.1%), 76-100 employees

(6.3%), and more than 100 employees (7.8%).

With respect to annual turnover, the companies in the sample are classified as follows: less

than 1 million euros (12.0%), 1-2.5 million (22.5%), 2.5-5 million (35.9%), 5-10 million (20.1%),

and more than 10 million (9.5%).

According to their age, companies have the following distribution: until 10 years (12.3%), 11-

25 years (50.0%), 26-50 years (29.6%), and more than 50 years (8.1%).

Finally, regarding the export ratio, the sample has the following distribution: less than 10%

(31.7%), 11-25% (19.4%), 26-50% (33.8%), 51-75% (9.8%), and more than 75% (5.3%).

3.4 Analyses
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Structural equations and the statistical software AMOS-23 were used to empirically validate
the proposed model (Figure 1). In this model, we analyse the mediating role played by altruism
in the relationship between leader humility and firm innovativeness. It also includes the
following effects: the effect of leader humility on altruism, the effect of altruism on firm
innovativeness, and the indirect effect of leader humility on firm innovativeness. We opted for
the maximum likelihood estimation method. Additionally, a bootstrapped confidence interval

was used to validate the proposed indirect effect.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics and psychometric properties of the measurement scales

Table 1 provides information of the means, correlations and standard deviations in each
construct. Before using structural equation modeling to test the hypotheses, it was studied the
dimensionality and reliability, as well as convergent, discriminant and content validity of the

measurement scales (Tippins and Sohi, 2003), to determine the validity of the constructs.

Additionally, a full measurement model that includes all the variables was tested (Anderson
and Gerbing, 1988). The aim of this model is to establish the structure of the variables in the
context of other variables measured in the study. It helps to ensure that the measures are
different from one another. The overall fit of this model was: Chi square (d.f.) =178.88 (62); p
= 0.00; CFIl = 0.97; RMSEA = 0.07; confirming that the constructs were different from one

another.

Table 2 provides information of the reliability analysis. The results are satisfactory. Cronbach’s

alpha values are above the minimum accepted value of 0.7 (Nunnally, 1978). The same is
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true for those values of composite reliability. Besides, the average variance extracted in all the

constructs is above the minimum recommended value of 0.5 (Nunnally, 1978).

Content validity is supported because all the measurement scales were used and validated in
previous research. The variables used to measure firm innovativeness were based on the
work by Calantone et al. (2002). Leader humility is based on the scale by Rodriguez-Carvajal
et al. (2014). Finally, altruism was measured using the scale developed by Podsakoff et al.

(1990).

Convergent validity was evaluated through the average variance extracted (Fornell and
Larcker, 1981), the Bentler-Bonett coefficient, and the magnitude of the factor loadings.
Average variance extracted is above the minimum value of 0.5 for all the constructs; the values
of BBNFI reached or exceeded 0.9 in all the constructs; while the magnitude of factorial
loadings is above 0.5 for all the constructs. Consequently, the convergent validity of all the

constructs that make up this study is supported.

Finally, to evaluate discriminant validity, the average variance extracted must be greater than
the square root of the construct correlations, thereby suggesting that each construct is more

strongly related to its own measures than to others.

INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE

INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE

4.2 Testing the research hypotheses
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New trends in mediation analysis do not require evidence of a total effect to estimate direct
and indirect effects (Hayes, 2012). However, the results of the total effect were statistically
different from zero (c = 0.22, t =3.28, p < 0.00). Different conditions must be met to support
the mediation: 1) if there is a significant relationship in the total effect model (relationship
between leader humility and firm innovativeness), this must decrease considerably or become
non-significant in the mediation model; (2) the mediation model must explain more variance in
the dependent variable (firm innovativeness) than the total effect model; (3) a significant
relationship between leader humility and altruism innovation is necessary; and (4) in addition,
the relationship between altruism and firm innovativeness must be significant. On the other
hand, bootstrapping has to be conducted to test the significance of the mediated effect (Hayes,

2013; MacKinnon et al., 2012).

All the conditions proposed in the former paragraph were met. Consequently, the mediating
role of altruism in the relationship between leader humility and firm innovativeness was
confirmed: (1) the significant relationship between leader humility and firm innovativeness
becomes non-significant when it includes the mediating effect of altruism (c1 = 0.08, t = 1.03,
p > 0.05); (2) the mediated model explains more variance than the total effect model (0.13 vs.
0.05); (3) there is a significant relationship between leader humility and altruism (a = 0.46, t =
7.13, p < 0.00), confirming Hypothesis 1; (4) and between altruism and firm innovativeness (b
=0.32, t =4.23, p<0.00), which confirms Hypothesis 2. Finally, the estimated indirect effect
of leader humility on firm innovativeness is 0.15. The 95% bias-corrected confidence interval
for the indirect effect based on a 5,000 bootstrap sample was entirely above zero (0.07 to
0.23). Consequently, the indirect effect of leader humility on firm innovativeness is significantly
different from zero, and so the null hypothesis of no mediation can be rejected. Therefore,

Hypothesis 3 is confirmed.
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Regarding the control variables, none of them has a significant effect on firm innovativeness
(turnover: d1 =0.17, t = 0.84, p > 0.05; number of employees: d2 = -0.20, t = -0.95, p > 0.05;

firm age: d3 =-0.01, t =-0.19, p > 0.05; export intensity: d4=0.03, t = 0.42, p > 0.05).

INSERT FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE

INSERT FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE

5. Discussion

The scandals and inappropriate behaviors that have marked the business field in the latest
decades have provoked an increasing demand of new management and leadership styles
which promote a change towards more fair, sustainable and efficient organisations. In addition,
the competitive context, extremely turbulent and dynamic, also requires different approaches
in the way organisations are managed, as they need to be more flexible, adaptive and
innovative. To this end, the present study has focused on humility, as a leader behavior that

may facilitate organisational contexts that gather the necessary conditions to compete.

The main value of the study is in the mediating effect of altruism in the relationship between
leader humility and firm innovativeness. Altruism, as a prosocial behavior, has raised the
interest of a great deal of research as a means to improve organisational outcomes in the
context of fairer and more sustainable organisations. Although leader humility has been
recently related to innovation, the study of this relationship seems to be in the first stages of
development, so through this research, we have tried to further progress towards a complete

understanding of the mechanisms that explain this relationship. In addition, we hope that this
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research may serve as an incentive to continue empirically analysing the effects of leader

humility on different outcomes.

Results confirmed all the hypotheses proposed in the study. Firstly, leader humility has a
positive effect on altruism; secondly, altruism has a positive effect on firm innovativeness; and
finally, we found evidence of the mediating role played by altruism in order to explain the

positive effect of leader humility on firm innovativeness.

On the basis of the results obtained, the present research has theoretical implications in the
fields of leader humility, altruism and firm innovativeness. This study contributes to the
leadership literature by demonstrating the positive influence of leader humility to promote
altruistic organisational contexts that may improve firm innovativeness. Previous research
analysed the effect of humble leaders on employee innovative behavior and team innovation,
but neither had analysed its effect on innovation as an organisational outcome. In addition, to
the best of our knowledge, this is the first time that altruism has been empirically analysed as
an outcome of humility in leadership, and consequently as the underlying mechanism that

fosters innovation.

The study has also implications in the literature about altruism in the business fields. In this
case, we analysed altruism as a contextual factor within organisations. In this vein, the results
help to widen the understanding of the elements that promote organisational contexts in which
altruism arises. It also sheds light on the potential benefits of altruism, as a facilitator of

innovation in organisations.

Finally, the study enhances the literature about facilitators or promoters of innovation in the
organisation. Although there is a vast number of studies that try to disentangle the
mechanisms that promote innovation, there is a need to understand how new leadership

styles, prosocial or helping behaviors may facilitate innovative and creative organisations. The
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objective is to improve organisational results by showing a sincere concern for the welfare of
others, the future of society and sustainability. The present research tries to give new insights

by highlighting the role of humble leaders and altruistic organisational contexts.

5.1 Implications for practitioners

This study provides some practical implications for those companies that are interested in
promoting their capability to develop innovations. By promoting a leadership style that is open
to ideas of other people, accept criticisms and listen to suggestions, it is possible to lay the
foundations for an organisational context in which learning spreads, reflecting about your own
decisions, rethinking existing patterns and proposing new and innovative ideas. In this
environment, there is more freedom to accept mistakes and failures, new ideas are not
censored or silenced and a participative organisational context flourishes in which employees

feel confident to share their points of view.

In addition, taking into account that in these organisations new ideas are not going to be judged
negatively, and proposals or suggestions will be welcomed, employees are motivated to help
other people, building up organisations in which altruism or altruistic behaviors spread. When
people feel that their contributions are positive or have a significant impact in others, they are
likely to engage in helping behaviors, lending a hand to other colleagues in an unselfish

manner.

To promote humility and altruism, it is necessary that companies and organisations focus in
these behaviors and virtues when planning their human resources policies. Recruitment and
selection policies should focus on detecting humility when hiring new staff. Promotion should
also consider those employees who, among other characteristics, are humble in the
workplace. According to Ou et al. (2014), humility can gradually change through experience

or learning. Consequently, it would be interesting to develop coaching programs to teach and



22

promote humility as an important value in the business field. To date, this type of behavior has
been underestimate in the competitive world of organisations and companies, in which focus

is on achievements and success.

On the other hand, to promote organisational contexts that foster altruism or altruistic
behaviors, it would be interesting to control for those behaviors that are oriented to help other
people. For example, in work climate surveys, altruism would be measured by including
indicators to detect if employees help other colleagues when those experience problems or
by analysing unselfish behaviors. Nowadays, organisations tend to rely on indicators related
to financial and non-financial performance, however it is time to consider other variables that

may be in the origin of these outcomes.

5.2 Limitations and future research

Finally, it must be recognised that this study has some limitations that should be overcome in
the future. Firstly, this study focused on the effect of leader humility and altruism on
innovations. However, the study of innovation is a wide field that includes different typologies
and definitions. Future research should differentiate between typologies of innovation, namely
between radical and incremental innovation. The antecedents and consequences of these
typologies differ, so it would be interesting to disentangle if leader humility and altruistic
organisational context may promote or hamper both of them. On the other hand, it is important
to study if there are differences between product, service or process innovation, as they have

been conceptualised in a different way in the academic field.

The study was conducted in Spain, so the results are limited to companies of this country. The
European Innovation Scoreboard annually controls the innovative performance of countries in

the European Union. In the last report, launched in 2018, Spain was considered a moderate
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innovator. Consequently, it would be interesting to compare between countries with different

innovative performance (e.g. innovation leaders), in order to disentangle potential differences.

This research focused on the effect of altruism as a mediating variable to explain the effect of
leader humility on firm innovativeness. However, as this is a relatively new field of study, it is
necessary to consider other possible variables that may shed light in this process, such as

those related to organisational learning or organisational structure.

Regarding the methodology followed to gather data, there are also limitations. For example
firm innovativeness was measured using subjective data. Future studies should consider other
variables such as number of innovations developed. Regarding altruism and humility, we
directly asked to managers. Further research should consider the opinion of followers and

employees.

Concerning future research, it could be worthy to study if humble behaviors or a certain level
of them could lead to negative outcomes (Ou et al., 2014; Weidman et al., 2018). According
to Bharanitharan et al. (2018), the majority of empirical research on the topic of humility has
demonstrated its positive effects. However, these authors challenged the consensus and
concluded that a leader's humble behaviour can have contradictory outcomes in followers’
voice behavior. Future research should address if there is a tipping point from which the effects

of leader humility on innovation or other outcomes are negative.

Although this study focused on leader humility, there are many other leader behaviors that
demand more interest in the current competitive context such as stewardship, forgiveness or
accountability. Further research should expand the knowledge related to the antecedents and

consequences of these behaviors.
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Finally, this research gathered data from a heterogeneous sample frame in terms of firm age,
number of employees, export performance of turnover. Future studies should be conducted,

for example, in companies with a similar size or age.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations and factor correlations

Concept Mean SD 1 2 3
1. Leader humility 5.04 1.00 1

2. Altruism 4.62 1.03 .44** 1

3. Firm innovativeness 5.54  0.89 .16** .30** 1
n=284

**p<0.01

Table 2. Constructs reliability: Cronbach's alpha, composite reliability and average variance
extracted.

Average

Cronbach's  Composite variance

alpha reliability extracted
Construct (AVE)
Leader Humility 0.92 0.92 0.69
Altruism 0.95 0.95 0.78

Firm innovativeness 0.81 0.84 0.57
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