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Abstract 

This dissertation provides insight into how self-organisation as a system can foster creativity 

in an organisational context. Based on an extensive literature review, we selected a number 

of factors that influence creativity and related them to self-organisation, drawing on both 

existing self-organisation theories and our own implications. The research of this 

dissertation aims at examining whether and how those factors are fulfilled in real self-

organised settings and how professional individuals and organisations deal with conflicts 

that self-organisation theoretically imposes on creativity. In addition, we address how 

different forms of self-organisation relate to creativity in varying ways. To do this, we 

conducted in-depth interviews with 13 employees from three different self-organised 

organisations, two of which we interpret as self-led (with high autonomy levels), and one as 

self-managed (with lower autonomy levels). The findings show that self-organisation as a 

system indeed has the potential to foster creativity. In some aspects, the studied 

organisations however struggle to fully utilise this potential and to transform it to actual 

creative behaviour. A final finding is that, according to our expectations, self-leadership has 

an even stronger positive influence on creativity compared to self-management. All results 

are critically discussed and managerial implications as to how occurring problems can be 

resolved are presented. 
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Introduction 

Organising in a decentralised way with high degrees of employee autonomy both within 
teams and across entire organisations has re-emerged as a fairly common leadership theme 
in the past decade, both in the academic literature (e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; 
Shimizu, 2012; Javed et al., 2017; Raelin, 2012) and as a practiced way of organising. More 
and more organisations engage in some sort of self-organising structures, ranging from 
small startups to large corporations with thousands of employees such as GORE and Red 
Hat (Dignan, 2015). Self-organisation is especially common in the technology industry and 
is talked about as “the future of software development” (Humphrey, 2015). It can be seen as 
a response to changing circumstances that dictate “a need for a shift of focus toward internal 
leadership skills that can help individuals make smart decisions in the absence of traditional 
external leadership” (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006: 320).  

Hand in hand with adapting to the increasing pressures of dynamic markets comes the need 
to innovate. The abilities of solving problems and creating ideas in a creative manner, both 
on the levels of teams and individuals, are crucial ingredients of an organisation’s 
innovative potential. This dissertation is an inquiry into how self-organisation as a system 
can foster such creative behaviours and outcomes. 

The characteristics of a self-organised way of organising have substantial similarities with 
what is generally regarded as factors fostering organisational creativity. The most prevalent 
of these are autonomy (e.g. Amabile, Conti, Coon, Lazenby & Herron, 1996; Woodman, 
Sawyer & Griffin, 1993) and intrinsic motivation (e.g. Woodman et al., 1993; Ford, 1996). 
A number of scholars have theorised and researched this relationship, and suggested that 
self-organisation indeed fosters creativity (e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; Muthusamy, 
Wheeler & Simmons, 2005; Pearce & Manz, 2005). 

Despite a fair amount of academic attention on this relationship, a number of critical 
theoretical conceptualisations have not received the empirical attention they deserve. The 
empirical research conducted has mainly focused on the most obvious factors, while 
important factors have been left unstudied. In addition to a trend of “cherry picking” factors, 
the literature on self-organisation suffers from isomorphism as various terms are sometimes 
used interchangeably (Markham & Markham, 1995; Langfred, 2000; Mills, 1983). As a 
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result, the issue of isomorphism is also present in the literature bridging self-organisation 
and creativity.  

In this dissertation we look into a number of factors, derived from theoretical 
conceptualisations, suggestions of previous research and implied factors that have not been 
studied before, that might pose possible conflicts or issues in how self-organisation as a 
system influences creativity. In addition, we address the issue of isomorphism by carrying 
out an inquiry on how different forms of self-organisation relate to creative potential and 
creative outcomes. This is done by analysing interviews with employees from three, to 
various degrees self-organised organisations.  

This dissertation consists of six parts: literature review, methodology, analysis, discussion, 
limitations and conclusion. In the literature review we discuss the main theories and 
research conducted of the two central components of this dissertation: self-organisation and 
creativity. In the final section of that chapter we discuss these concepts in conjunction and 
review the research and theory conducted on the relationship, after which we formulate the 
potential problems and construct our research questions that will be addressed in the 
analysis and discussion sections.  

In the methodology section we describe and justify the methods used for the research in this 
dissertation. We reason our qualitative approach and go into detail of the data collection 
process and how the analysis was conducted. In the methodology section we also present the 
organisations and interviewees that participated in our research.  

In the analysis section we analyse the data material from the interviews, make sense of the 
data in light of theory and address each research question individually. In the discussion 
section that follows, we present our results and discuss how our findings relate to the 
academic literature on the relationship on self-organisation and creativity.  

This dissertation is rounded off with a brief discussion of the limitations of this dissertation, 
suggestions for future research and a summary of the findings along with concluding 
remarks.  
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1. Literature review 
The literature review consists of three main parts. In the first section we review the literature 
surrounding the first component of this dissertation: self-organisation. We define self-
organisation, present the predictable outcomes related to it and the necessary supportive 
structures and processes for the realisation of said outcomes, along with a critical reflection 
of self-organisation. In the next main section we review the second central element of this 
dissertation: creativity. We will discuss creativity in an organisational context and provide a 
critical point of view along with a discussion of outcomes of creativity. The creativity 
section is concluded with a review of ways to influence creativity through different 
structures and processes. The final section of the literature review constitutes the backbone 
of this dissertation. Here we combine the two previous topics and review the prior research 
and theoretical formulations on the relationship between self-organisation and creativity. 
After a review of prior research into the topic, we formulate the potential problems and 
construct the research questions of this dissertation. 

 

1.1 Self-organisation 
This section of the literature review begins with an outline of what is meant by self-
organisation. This is done by providing examples of different ways in which self-
organisation may manifest and in what situations self-organisation is an appropriate form of 
organising. After this general introduction to the topic, we present the predictable outcomes 
of self-organising, based on prior research and theory. A set of structures and processes 
supporting self-organisation are necessary for the realisation of said outcomes, which is why 
the key supportive elements will be presented and discussed in depth. The section on self-
organisation is concluded with a critical reflection of the system properties of self-
organisation and its role in the academic literature.  
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1.1.1 What is self-organisation? 

The varying definitions of self-management, self-managing teams, self-leadership, self-
organisation and self-directedness, and the interchangeable use of these terms is a common 
issue in the literature surrounding organisations with high degrees of employee autonomy 
(see for example Markham & Markham, 1995; Langfred, 2000; Pearce & Manz, 2005). Due 
to the history of organising, which has been heavily influenced by a long tradition of 
scientific management (Kostamo, 2017), the perception of work has been formed 
accordingly (Markham & Markham, 1995), up to the point where a mechanistic form of 
organising was regarded as the norm. This is evident when examining how the various 
forms of self-organisation seem to be defined, as it is often done by contrasting this post-
bureaucratic form of organising with more traditional forms. In addition to contrasting, the 
definitions surrounding self-organisation seem to be derived through the following 
organisational properties: the relationship between individual autonomy and system control, 
a lack of formal of leadership and a decentralized organisational structure. 

The basic idea behind self-organisation (which in this dissertation is regarded as an umbrella 
term for the various forms it manifests in) is that employees are experts in their own work 
and should thus be given autonomy and authority to carry out their work in the way they 
best see fit by reducing control from above. Compared to a mechanistic organisation with 
traditional hierarchies, employees then find themselves in a loosely defined role where the 
“role performer has the right to determine what is to be done and how it should be done“ 
(Mills, 1983: 447). Thus, individuals are expected to look after and control themselves, 
instead of relying on external control mechanisms, such as force, rules, codes, delegation 
and rewards (Raelin, 2012). This entails organising internal work without managerial 
intervention (Langfred, 2007) and implies that individuals are responsible to align their own 
goals with organisational goals. In short, this way of organising increases personal freedom 
and discretion (Langfred, 2007) and frees “people from institutional forces that limit their 
personal autonomy” (Raelin, 2012: 822, on emancipatory dialogue). As a result, external 
control systems, formal leadership, formal roles, systemised discretionary and 
developmental modes of control are, if not absent then not of central importance in self-
organised organisations. 
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Thus, self-organisation is also often defined through its organic outcome of a lack of formal 
leadership. It is regarded as a substitute for formal leadership (Markham & Markham, 1995; 
Mills, 1983) or as “an alternative to more traditional leadership” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 
133). As a result, the employee undertakes activities traditionally reserved for management 
(Mills, 1983) such as planning, scheduling, organising and controlling (Markham & 
Markham, 1995). The above-mentioned characteristics have implications on the 
organisational form, resulting in self-organised organisations often being organic, moving 
away from a “highly specialized differentiation of tasks, precise specification of authority 
and responsibility and well developed hierarchy” (Mills, 1983: 446). 

In the spirit of definition by contrast, the main difference between a self-organised and a 
traditional organisation is that whatever encompasses the term “management” in an 
organisation, is reduced (or perhaps redefined) both by automating management-related 
processes and by shifting the responsibility of job management to the employee in various 
degrees, thus severely reducing control and increasing autonomy on the individual level. 

In this dissertation, self-organisation is used as an umbrella term, which encompasses the 
overall system characteristics that the sub-categories all share. Admittedly, it is slightly 
misleading to use the term self-organisation in this context, as it relates to a system 
property: a seemingly spontaneous emergence of order, while for example self-leadership 
studies often focus on the individual’s relationship to organisational structures and 
properties and is regarded as a process of how to achieve goals without control from above 
(Houghton & Yoko, 2005). However, in this dissertation, we approach self-leadership, self-
management and other variants through a different perspective. We aim to dig into what 
properties for example self-leadership exhibits for the organisation when employed as the 
main coordination mechanism. By treating self-leadership as a system, rather than the 
relationship between the individual and the system or as a process, we are able to compare 
this post-bureaucratic way of organising to other forms of organising. Furthermore, this 
perspective allows us to approach the concept from a general point of view: what are the 
predictable outcomes of a self-organised way of organising? 

However, as in all organising, it is ultimately an individual, in coordination with other 
individuals that makes things move and happen. Thus, the individual and its relationship to 
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the organisational structures and processes (and the absence of them) is still of paramount 
importance and of high interest. 

  

1.1.2 Self-management and self-leadership 

As mentioned, the literature surrounding self-organisation in its various forms is dispersed, 
and terms are sometimes used interchangeably (Mills, 1983; Langfred, 2000; Markham & 
Markham, 1995). The two central and closely related terms used in literature are self-
management and self-leadership. Compared to traditional forms of organising, both cases 
exhibit high degrees of individual autonomy, and the individual takes on tasks traditionally 
reserved for management. However, when compared only in relation to each other, they 
differ on a few important points. 

Self-management has been defined as “managing oneself via a set of behaviourally focused 
self-discipline oriented strategies to meet existing standards and objectives typically set by 
someone else, most notably a leader from above” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 133). Thus, the 
employee takes responsibility for planning, scheduling and organising in addition to the 
execution of the job (Manz & Sims, 1980), while the task is defined by someone else. 

Self-leadership is “a process through which people influence themselves to achieve the self-
direction and self-motivation necessary to perform” (Neck & Houghton, 2006: 271). Thus, 
self-leadership encompasses and is an integral part of self-management (Pearce & Manz, 
2005), but it also supersedes it: “while self-leadership involves managing one’s behaviour to 
meet existing standards and objectives, it also includes evaluating the standards, and setting 
or modifying them” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 133). Thus, “self-management techniques tend 
to allow employees significant self-influence regarding how to complete a task to meet a 
standard (as defined by the system), whereas self-leadership addresses what should be done 
and why, in addition to how to do it” (Markham & Markham, 1995: 346). Therefore, self-
management can be seen as a subset of self-leadership, where the aforementioned relates to 
situations where an employee is responsible for the results of tasks that have predefined 
methods, measures and standards. Self-leadership relates to situations where the employee 
has internalized responsibility for goals and the means (Markham & Markham, 1995). 
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Self-managing employees aim to answer the question how, while self-led individuals answer 
the questions what and why, in addition to how. The sphere of influence is remarkably 
smaller for a self-managed individual than for a self-led one, and thus has implications for 
how the notion of autonomy should be understood. In a self-led situation, autonomy can be 
understood as the freedom to decide how to do things, but also what to do and why to do it. 
This implies that autonomy here can be understood as incentive for developing and 
experimenting outside the scope of current operations, which encourages risk-taking. This 
has substantial implications for the degree and type of autonomy an individual has, and thus 
also for the outcomes that can be expected on an organisational level. A self-led way of 
organising gives mandate to (and implicitly encourages) employees to explore new ideas 
and form new projects etc. Self-managed employees, on the other hand, given the freedom 
and discretion to influence how they perform their job, are likely to contribute with new 
ways regarding how to perform a certain task and less likely to form something that lies 
outside the scope of their current job design. 

Another important distinction between these is the role of intrinsic work motivation. “Self-
management emphasizes rewards that are separate from the task and that are received for its 
completion, whereas self-leadership explicitly recognizes intrinsic rewards that inherently 
result from performing these job-related activities” (Markham & Markham, 1995: 346). It is 
reasonable to assume, that the differing degrees of self-influence affect not only intrinsic 
motivation, but also other individual factors, such as a sense of ownership and control, self-
goal setting and so on. 

As Markham and Markham (1995) note (and as will be evident later), this important 
distinction has received little attention in empirical studies, as situations where individuals 
engage in some sort of self-organisation (whether it be self-leadership or self-management), 
are often treated as equal. This assumption of isomorphism is problematic, as one cannot 
assume that theory formulated on one level (for example maximizing self-leadership on 
individual levels) is simply transferable to team or organisational levels (Markham & 
Markham, 1995). The same holds true for the aggregation of autonomy: the sum of 
autonomous individuals does not necessarily translate into an autonomous and functioning 
team (Langfred, 2007). 
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1.1.3 Other bodies of literature closely related to self-organisation 

Several sub-genres of the leadership literature touch upon the same notions or share 
characteristics with the self-organisation literature. It is for example not difficult to 
conceptualise a progression from different forms of participative leadership to empowering 
leadership to self-leadership, despite them being developed independently (Markham & 
Markham, 1995). For example, self-leadership is often linked to empowering leadership and 
seen as a primary mechanism for empowerment (e.g. Prussia, Anderson & Manz, 1998; 
Shipper & Manz, 1992). As these concepts overlap and co-relate, research conducted on 
topics such as corporate entrepreneurship, supportive leadership, inclusive leadership, 
shared leadership and empowering leadership will be employed in this paper.  

  

1.1.4 In what situations is self-organisation appropriate? 

The justification for organising in a self-organised way is that the world is inherently 
complex, and the best way to respond to complexity is with strategic complexity (Hanén, 
2017). The operational environment of organisations constitutes a field of interconnected 
networks, where small changes in one part of the network can have major consequences 
somewhere else (Wheatley, 2007; Anderson, 1999). The complexity in the world 
surrounding us is formed by the number of existing variables such as actors and events, the 
relationship between them and the diversity of both their existence but also of their 
formation (Hanén, 2017). Through the accumulation and never-ending intertwining of 
situations, dialogues and action in the parallel contexts in which they occur, complexity is 
continuously and forever reproduced (Hanén, 2017). 

In this context, the organisation should not be viewed as a constant being, but as a social 
tool for seizing stability in a complex world. This seizing of stability can be done in multiple 
ways. Strict control is one efficient way to reduce uncertainty. Multiple levels of hierarchy, 
rigid structures and finely tuned processes improve productivity and efficiency, but reduce 
an organisation’s ability to adapt to new situations and renew itself from within. The focus 
on optimisation, i.e. producing predefined things in a predefined manner is in conflict with 
the complex operational environment that organisations face. This clash might lead to a 
situation where organisations are doing the wrong things but in the right way (Paju, 2017), 



 

 
 

9 

as the processes themselves (and the investments behind them) become the dominating 
factor behind the production of direction. 

Self-organisation and its inherent characteristic of a lack of formal control systems makes it 
an appropriate response to complexity: the concept of organisation (a group of individuals 
working together towards a common goal) is achieved, but without the rigid hierarchies, 
control systems and processes that makes an organisation slow and dependent on earlier 
heavy investments. When taken to the extreme, increasing complexity or a certain level of 
chaos within the organisation will not only increase the adaptability of organisations, but 
might also give way for disruption.  

The complexity within organisations provided by self-organisation might reduce the 
efficiency of production, as employees need to figure out what to do and how to do it. 
However, in return it increases adaptability and the likelihood of doing the right thing, but 
perhaps in a wrong way, which is still better than doing the wrong thing in the right way. 

In addition to increased adaptability, self-organisation has become a more common form of 
organising due to the decreasing relevance of routine work. When the characteristics of 
work are more complex and varied, a more fluid and organic form of organising simply 
makes sense. Recent technological advancements have also made it possible to work in 
more decentralised structures (Paju, 2017), thus contributing to the increasing popularity of 
self-organisation. 

Taking advantage of the complexity that is being organically produced within organisations, 
rather than trying to confine it in rigid structures, is an appropriate way to manage the 
complexity of the environment. However, not all organisations face the same level or kind 
of complexity. A nuclear plant faces different challenges and market needs than for example 
a consulting firm in the technology industry. Therefore, self-organisation should not be 
considered as a “silver bullet” of organising, but should instead be approached 
pragmatically through the perspective of contingency and context dependency (Hanén, 
2017; Houghton & Yoko, 2005). 

The organisational form should be determined based on the needs of the organisation. 
Houghton and Yoko’s (2005) relatively widely cited contingency framework identifies three 
key contingency factors recommended to be taken into consideration when choosing the 
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appropriate leadership style and/or form of organising: follower development (long-
term/short-term), situational urgency (low or high urgency) and task environment 
(structured/unstructured). 

Houghton and Yoko (2005) recommend empowering leadership styles or self-leadership in 
situations where follower development is high, urgency is low, and the task environment is 
unstructured. While this combination certainly functions as a good rule of thumb, it is by no 
measure an exhaustive list of what to take into consideration when deciding what form of 
organising would suit an organisation, nor should the aforementioned combination of 
factors be regarded as definitive. For example, self-organisation has been identified to be an 
appropriate response in multiple situations with high urgency, for example in Belgian police 
departments (Van Waeleghem, 2016) and in the U.S. military to counter terrorism 
(Wheatley, 2007). In the case of the U.S. Military (Wheatley, 2007), follower development 
is high, urgency is high and the environment unstructured. Nonetheless, self-organisation 
was perceived as the appropriate response. 

Thus, it is difficult, if not impossible to define exact parameters of when self-organisation is 
appropriate. Self-organisation in itself has no intrinsic value and will never be a magical 
solution to organisational issues. Rather, it should be approached case-by-case and 
dependent on context. Managers considering self-organisation should ask themselves the 
questions why do we need self-organisation? What do we mean by it? And in what way 
(and in which tasks) should employees lead themselves? 

In addition to examining the contingency factors discussed above, the question can further 
be answered by examining the predictable outcomes a self-organised way of organising 
entails, in light of those outcomes that are desired. 

  

1.1.5 Predictable outcomes of self-organisation 

Studies on self-led and self-managed organisations have provided a set of predictable 
outcomes. The most obvious and commonly predicted outcomes are the experience of 
autonomy and a sense of control (e.g. Manz and Sims, 2001; Houghton & Yoko, 2005; 
Neck & Houghton, 2006) and a higher degree of self-efficacy (e.g. Zhang & Bartol, 2010; 
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Neck & Houghton, 2006). Psychological empowerment is yet another commonly predicted 
outcome of self-organisation (Neck & Houghton, 2006), as well as perceptions of 
meaningfulness, purpose, self-determination and competence (Lee & Koh, 2001). These 
factors contribute towards desirable outcomes on individual and organisational levels. 

It is not difficult to imagine that the aforementioned factors, such as autonomy in choosing 
how to work, a sense of control, meaningfulness and purpose have motivational 
consequences for the employee (Dobrajska, Billinger & Karim, 2015). Increased intrinsic 
motivation has been suggested as a probable outcome of self-leadership (e.g. Neck & 
Houghton, 2006; Pearce & Manz, 2005). Psychological empowerment also positively 
influences intrinsic motivation (Amabile et al., 1996; Zhang & Bartol, 2010), and the 
delegation of authority increases confidence in decisions taken at lower levels, which in turn 
enhances employee initiative and effort (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Intrinsic motivation has also 
been linked to work engagement, and engaged employees “work harder, are more 
committed, and are more likely to go ‘above and beyond’ the requirements and expectations 
of their work” (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009: 199). 

Another predictable outcome of self-organisation is increased communication on all levels 
of the organisation, as the main coordination mechanism for decentralised organisations 
(such as self-organised companies) is mutual adjustment and communication (Mintzberg, 
1995). As a result, peer consultation is likely to increase, as it is one of the only sources of 
information and necessary for achieving coordination (Mills, 1983). Subsequently, trust and 
team potency have also been prescribed to be predictable outcomes of self-leadership, 
especially in situations without a formal leader (Bligh, Pearce & Kohles, 2006). However, 
this relationship is not a given, as it cannot be assumed that an increase in quantity and a 
lack of control directly translates into improved quality of communication and teamwork. 

On the organisational level, increased adaptability is often referred to as an outcome of self-
leadership and self-management (e.g. Markham & Markham, 1995; Langfred, 2007; Mills, 
1983). This increased adaptability is achieved by decentralizing decision making, as it 
reduces the organisational response time (Pearce & Manz, 2005) and increases flexibility in 
adapting structures to a variety of tasks and situations (Langfred, 2007). Furthermore, by 
mandating the authority to make decisions where the outcome of the decision is relevant, the 
quality of decisions is also likely to improve. Dobrajska et al. (2015) differentiate the 
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residency of decision making power between formal and real authority holders, and argue 
that decisions made at the top of the hierarchy will not always result in the best outcome for 
the organisation, as the formal authority holders might not have sufficient expertise 
knowledge to make effective decisions on all levels of the organisation. “Exercising real 
authority typically arises from an individual’s superior expertise, which comprises of 
specialized and often tacit knowledge that is difficult and costly to transfer among people” 
(Dobrajska,et al., 2015: 4). By reducing the proximity of where decisions are made and 
where the outcome of said decisions will have effect, more appropriate decisions are likely 
to be made, provided that the decision maker has sufficient knowledge of what should be 
taken into consideration. An experienced and skilled employee is arguably the best expert at 
his or her own job. 

One of the original incentives conceptualised for adopting self-management were the 
monetary savings it presumably entails for organisations (Manz & Sims, 1980). The benefits 
arise mostly from salary saving, by cutting down on the number of supervisory and 
managerial staff (Markham & Markham, 1995). In fact, a 5,000 employee-strong self-
organised Dutch health care company named Buurtzorg has reported a substantial drop in 
overhead costs (8%, compared to the industry standard of 30%) and increased operational 
efficiency, resulting in costs per client being less than 40% than the national average with 
high reported levels of patient satisfaction (EELGA, 2016). 

Self-organisation as an organisational form can also have positive effects on recruitment. 
Pearce and Manz (2005: 132) argue that “today’s employees desire more from work than 
just a paycheck. They increasingly want to make a meaningful contribution, which can, in 
part, be achieved through empowered self-leadership and team-based shared leadership”. It 
is not an unreasonable assumption to make that the flexible work methods (and often 
working hours) associated with the freedom and discretion provided in self-organised 
companies is an attractive factor in the eyes of a prospective employee. As self-organisation 
is still relatively uncommon, it can be viewed as a way to favourably differentiate oneself in 
the employment market. 

A final predictable outcome is its positive effects on individual creativity and organisational 
innovativeness (see for example DiLiello & Houghton, 2006 Muthusamy et al., 2005; 
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Pearce & Manz, 2005). This relationship is the core of this paper and will be discussed in 
more detail later. 

It is noteworthy, that the aforementioned predictable outcomes should not be regarded as 
definitive and cannot be assumed to happen automatically when implementing self-
leadership or self-management. A challenge in researching self-organised companies or 
teams is that a classic input-process-output model falls short as an analytical tool. Variables 
such as design and supportive structures, which are considered inputs affecting output (for 
example performance) in mechanistic organisations, might be considered outputs 
themselves in self-organised settings (Langfred, 2007). Furthermore, the uncertainty 
associated with a lack of control increases the number of possible outcomes of any 
operational activity. Langfred (2007) calls this extra layer or stage in the process “the 
emergent state”. As with all emergence, it can be predicted to some extent, but it always 
holds a certain degree of unpredictability. When control is reduced, team performance is 
more exposed to variable factors such as conflict, trust (or the lack of it), lack of self-
leadership skills and so on. Thus, research into self-organisation should not only focus on 
the effects of input to output, but also take into account the emergent state. The control of 
the emergent state and enabling it to serve organisational goals and purposes has important 
managerial implications and requires a number of supportive structures and processes, 
which will be discussed next.  

 

1.1.6 Supportive structures and processes 

As all forms of organising, self-organisation requires a number of supportive structures to 
function properly. Formal leadership and control is not fully absent in self-organised 
organisations, but rather takes on a different form. There are no universal rules for how 
these supportive structures or processes should be designed. As with the ultimate need for 
self-organising, it depends on context. That said, some basic principles are relevant for all 
self-organised organisations, but it is up to the organisation to decide how to implement 
them. In the following section we will present the key principles to take into consideration 
and provide examples of how some organisations have tackled this. 
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One of the central issues with self-organisation is how to achieve coherence and to avoid the 
formation of trajectories that do not contribute to the on-going direction of the organisation 
(or the appropriate formation of diverging trajectories, if that is the desired outcome of self-
organisation). In order to achieve this coherence, organisational goals must be clear and 
aligned with both the employees’ goals and tasks. As this task traditionally rests on the 
shoulders of the manager, an alternative must be developed for self-organised companies.  

Mills (1983) refers to this process as the creation of normative organisational rules, which 
can be seen as a set of guidelines for decision-making and behaviour that define the sphere 
of influence of the employee. These are important to have, not only to increase 
predictability and the appropriateness of decisions taken at the grass root level, but it also 
serves as a tool for empowerment. It is not difficult to imagine a situation where an 
employee is unsure whether or not he or she is allowed to make a certain decision. As 
mentioned previously, the definition of these normative rules must be made in relation to the 
organisational context: in what situations is it appropriate for the employee to decide 
autonomously? When should he or she consult someone else about the decision? 

There exist as many examples of normative rules as there are organisations, but to get an 
idea of what is meant and how coherence can be achieved through them, some examples are 
in order. Filosofian Akatemia, a consultancy, has the following normative rules for all 
employees: The revenue (and sales) goals are decided collectively to ensure internalising of 
organisational goals. In order to ensure responsible use of resources, employees are free to 
make purchases valued less than 200€, while purchases between 200-400€ must be 
informed to the budget holder and purchases over 400€ must be discussed with the budget 
holder. Before making decisions, employees are asked to consider Kant’s categorical 
imperative: you may proceed if you feel that your decision could be made into a common 
principle. If not, it should be discussed collectively with those influenced by the decision 
(Personal experience: one of the authors works for the company). 

Futurice, a tech-company with employees in the hundreds, has a “3x2” decision-making 
model in place. Before making a decision, employees should consider whether the decision 
is good for the people, the numbers and the customer, now and in the future (Futurice, 
2018).  



 

 
 

15 

In addition to coherence, coordination must also be achieved to ensure efficiency and 
meaningfulness. Some scholars (e.g. Mills, 1983) perceive self-management in itself as the 
coordination mechanism, but that perspective falls short in capturing how coordination is 
achieved in practice. Mintzberg’s (1995) conceptualisation of coordination in holacratic 
organisations through “mutual adjustment” can be of more use here. “Mutual adjustment” 
implies that work in self-organised organisations is - despite its perhaps misleading name - 
not only about leading yourself, but about leading yourself in coordination with others. Self-
organisation holds an important communal aspect to it: defining a common goal and 
together deciding how to reach that goal and executing it by adjusting yourself and your 
work to that of others. This encompasses another important point: communication. Without 
a formal leader, it becomes increasingly important that everyone involved in the process is 
up-to-date about progress and knows their part in the process in relation to others. 
Communication is important in all organisations, but crucial for self-organised organisations 
(Mills, 1983). 

Communication holds three aspects: knowledge management as communication between 
the organisation and its employees, communication channels among employees, and 
communal skills and behaviour that can be strengthened through culture.  

As managerial attention is a scarce resource, it becomes increasingly important to manage 
knowledge systematically (Dobrajska et al., 2015). This means that employees should have 
access to information in order to make weighted decisions and most notably, relevant 
information to avoid information overload (Dobrajska et al., 2015).  

Moreover, even though social competencies are important skills for employees in all kinds 
of organisations, they are even more so for self-organised employees, as teams are often left 
not only to manage their work, but also the communal aspects of the team (Pearce & Manz, 
2005). Facilitation of dialogue (Raelin, 2012), trust and psychological safety become 
increasingly important for the functioning of a self-organised team (Langfred, 2007). Social 
aspects can be strengthened through organisational culture and communal exercises. For 
example Filosofian Akatemia, a consultancy, has a session every quarter where the 
collective meets to speak of whatever is on their mind (Personal experience: one of the 
authors works for the company).  
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Self-managed organisations usually have managers, as the employees’ freedom and 
discretion relates to how to perform a task and not defining the task itself. The manager’s 
role should however be less supervisory and be more facilitative, supportive and 
empowering in its character. Managerial tasks for self-managed employees should include 
facilitation of dialogue by taking a neutral stance (Raelin, 2012), assisting employees in 
“maintaining task boundaries through a consultative style of management” (Slocum & Sims, 
1980: 201, cited by Mills, 1983), psychologically empowering employees through 
encouragement (Houghton & Yoko, 2005) and assurance in uncertain situations (Mills, 
1983), and redefining subordinate zones and bounds of authority, when needed (Mills, 
1983).  

The final and most commonly cited support mechanism for self-organised organisations 
relates to self-leadership skills. As self-organisation transfers both authority and 
responsibility to the individual, individual skills are of paramount importance (Markham & 
Markham, 1995). “Managers need to be aware of the importance of giving self-managing 
teams the proper skills to manage themselves well, as opposed to letting them "sink or swim 
on their own” (Langfred, 2007: 895). “Self-leadership strategies hold promise for meeting 
the important empowerment challenges posed for members in the complex, highly dynamic, 
less hierarchical and team-based knowledge work systems” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 133). 
Self-leadership skill areas are broad and a proper definition of what encompasses self-
leadership skills seems to be elusive. In their summary, Pearce and Manz (2005) include the 
following skills to the set of self-leadership skills: self-observation, self-goal setting, self-
reward, rehearsal, self-job redesign, self-management of internal dialogues and mental 
imagery. In addition to these skills, the self-leadership literature also acknowledged the 
following individual skills to be relevant for self-leadership: self-control (Mills, 1983), self-
observation (Neck & Houghton, 2006), constructive thought pattern strategies aimed at 
creating constructive self-punishment and self-correcting feedback (Neck & Houghton, 
2006) and natural reward strategies, which help create feelings of competence and self-
determination (Neck & Houghton, 2006).  

It is relatively misleading to speak of individual skills as support mechanisms for a system, 
but some sort of self-leadership skills are necessary for the functioning of it. Furthermore, 
these skills can be perceived as trainable and training in self-leadership skills is 
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recommended (Markham & Markham, 1995), especially in cases when organisations move 
from a mechanistic form of organising to a more organic form with decentralised decision 
making and increased individual autonomy. It is thus appropriate to include individual 
“meta skills” as supportive functions.  

The review of the literature on predictable outcomes and the supportive structures and 
processes paint a rosy picture of self-organisation. However, as with all organisational 
forms, self-organisation also has its drawbacks. The remainder of this chapter will be 
dedicated to a critical reflection of self-organisation. 

 

1.1.7 Critique of self-organisation 

Self-organisation is often viewed as a means to emancipation in the literature. However, 
scholars sometimes take a condescending tone towards the employees, in that employees are 
treated as individuals who are not capable of managing themselves. One may argue that 
knowing how to lead yourself should not be an issue for organisations in the first place, as 
individuals already lead their own personal lives. People raise children, manage bank loans 
etc., which certainly requires skills in self-leadership. Why would people not be able to lead 
themselves in a work context (Launonen, 2017)?  

Despite deploying self-leadership skills in everyday life, it is hasty assumption to make that 
individuals are able to transfer these skills to an organisational setting without some hinges. 
A number of issues relate to the individual and his or her self-leadership skills. 

First, for an organisation to work properly, individuals should have a certain level of 
proficiency in self-leadership. Not all individuals manage their own life or their job equally 
well (if one can say that there is a right or wrong way to manage your personal life). This 
might be a problem, as working in a self-organised organisation requires a certain 
proficiency in self-leadership (Markham & Markham, 1995) in addition to professional 
skills concerning the task at hand. For example, as evaluative feedback is often left to the 
individual, a lack in self-leadership skills might lead to self-punishment, self-criticism and 
guilt, which can be destructive for efficient work (Manz & Sims, 2001). 
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The second issue relates to prior socialisation. As mechanistic organising is the norm, it is 
likely that people are accustomed to work in that environment and might thus have 
difficulties adjusting to self-organisation. As Pearce and Manz (2005: 139) note: “Some 
may have been exposed to controlling bosses or centralized work systems that allowed little 
opportunity for the development of necessary skills. Others may have simply developed a 
habitual focus on only the knowledge work they perform and have thought little about the 
nature of influence in their work system”. Socialisation is a continuous process and surely 
happens in the self-organised organisation. However, some research indicates that crucial 
professional orientation happens before individuals enter the organisation (see for example 
Friedlander, 1971). 

Taken this, and other prior experiences into consideration, should the same kind of self-
leadership training then be provided to all employees (Markham & Markham, 1995)? If not, 
how do you determine who should receive training and how do you deal with the potential 
feelings of unfairness arising in the group? 

The most central issue relates to whether or not self-management and -leadership skills can 
be learned. According to Markham and Markham (1995: 345) “it is theoretically unclear if 
self-management is really an enduring personality trait”. Williams (1997) has suggested that 
certain personality traits substantially correspond with self-leadership, such as extraversion, 
conscientiousness, self-efficacy, emotional stability and internal locus of control. 
Personality traits are enduring factors that are difficult to influence with training. Evidence 
suggests that individuals with an external locus of control prefer directive leadership, while 
internally controlled individuals (i.e. people that “believe that what happens to them occurs 
because they personally influence such events” (Mills, 1983: 448)) prefer a participative 
management style (Mitchell, Smyser & Weed, 1975). Self-organisation requires individuals 
to deal with a certain amount of uncertainty and some evidence implies that individuals with 
an internal locus of control tend to perform better in nebulous environments (Anderson, 
Hellriegel & Slocum, 1977). This would indicate that “the internally controlled type may be 
better suited for the self-managed role” (Mills 1983: 448). 

Therefore, self-organisation might not be for everyone and that might pose problems for 
organisations, especially when moving from a traditional way of organising to self-
organisation. As a result, when moving to a self-organised way of working, some employees 
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decide to leave the organisation (TED, 2016). This is not a problem in itself, unless those 
employees are invaluable for the company. This paradox arising from contradicting 
evidence causes concern for managers: are self-leadership skills learnable or are individual 
qualities, such as internal or external locus of control more dominant and how should this be 
taken into account?           

Increased autonomy might also be problematic beyond the potential discrepancy of the fit 
between personality traits and self-leadership skills. Cynically speaking, it is naive to 
assume that everyone wants the best for the organisation, especially if the organisation is 
large and no sense of communality is present. The basic (and dangerous) assumption in the 
self-organising literature is that individuals are committed to the organisation and always 
choose organisational interests over personal ones. Shimizu (2012) suggests two main 
problems in the light of agency theory, which basic assumption is self-interest: (1) 
opportunistic behaviours at the expense of principals and (2) risk averseness. Autonomy 
provides faithful employees with opportunities to pursue new ideas for organisational 
success, but creates space for unfaithful employees to act opportunistically. Employees 
might also become more risk averse, if they feel that they are unable to diversify risks 
arising from pursuing uncertain ideas (Shimizu, 2012). This is problematic from an idea 
generation and pursuance perspective, as “although higher autonomy will continue to 
increase the number of new ideas, there may be a good deal of opportunistic and self-
centred ideas, and thus the overall quality and value of the ideas to the organisation is lower 
when autonomy is very high” (Shimizu, 2012: 197). 

As new ideas are unproven (and often subjective), it is difficult to put them under unbiased 
and objective evaluation (March, 2006; Shimizu, 2012). As a result, the idea selection 
process might be perceived to be unfair, which in turn often leads to reduced organisational 
commitment and a discontinuation of idea generation (Shimizu, 2012).  

Delegated autonomy aiming to produce ideas outside the current scope of strategy also 
poses problems on the organisational level, from a resource perspective. It has been noted 
that “resources can be spread too thin, if too many autonomous initiatives are supported, 
perhaps at the expense of the mainstream business” (Burgelman, 1991: 249, cited by 
Shimizu, 2012). This will likely cause constraints on the autonomy exercised by employees, 
which in turn might be demotivating. 
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Another conceptual and often overlooked issue with organisational autonomy is its 
supposed decrease of control on the individual. The lack of formal control from above gives 
way for new, indirect ways of control within the organisation (Mills, 1983). “Behind the 
post-bureaucratic rhetoric of freedom, autonomy and self-management lurk new forms of 
control, domination and surveillance perhaps more comprehensive than ever before” 
(Kokkinidis, 2014: 850). The lack of formal control produces a space where informal 
hierarchies based on personal qualities and status (sometimes irrelevant to the task) may 
form freely (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). Status conflicts negatively affect group 
performance, because “they induce competitive negotiation tactics that restrict information 
sharing within the group” (Bendersky & Hays, 2012: 325) and lead to withdrawal of 
contribution (Bendersky & Hays, 2012) of those who are not at the top of the hierarchy. 
Bendersky and Hays (2012) have studied self-managed work groups and found that some 
sort of status negotiation happens in most cases, however, it might also be of a constructive 
and necessary kind.  

The lack of formal control is not inherently emancipating and might even be counter-
productive in reducing control, as Raelin (2012: 825) notes that: “Weber’s conception [of 
the bureaucratic model] (1947) at least provided workers with the protection of rules and 
procedures and these devices’ accompanying collective goodwill against the pure whim of 
management” and “as a result, these new value-based rules can end up tightening the ‘iron 
cage’ of bureaucracy even more than Weber had envisioned” (Raelin, 2012: 825). The 
informal control systems do not only cause perceived unfairness, but might also inhibit 
democratic and appropriate decision-making, as actual decision-making power might reside 
with an information-rich elite (Raelin, 2012).  

A frequent democratic use of electronic devices and applications for coordination might also 
function as a collective control mechanism in teams to identify those who are not achieving 
production targets. “Disciplinarity, as per Foucault’s revised account of Jeremy Benthan’s 
model prison, referred to as the ‘Panopticon’ (Foucault, 1977), would become internalized 
by each worker such that surveillance devices would themselves become unnecessary” 
(Raelin, 2012: 825-826). However, this can also be perceived as an “elegant form of 
snooping”, which “turns the value of teamwork upside down” (Raelin, 2012: 825), and if 
spoken about explicitly, would most certainly lower team spirit and may ultimately create 
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mistrust among team members. Nonetheless, this option exists and is available for self-
organised team members. It is expected that this form of snooping is being exercised to 
some degree, but it remains difficult to justify its use from a moral perspective and thus as 
an appropriate control mechanism. 

The lack of control and formal leadership might also lead to conflicts in teams: “Autonomy 
is often implemented to realize performance gains, but it comes at the price of an increase in 
risk over that typical in a tightly managed and monitored team” (Langfred, 2007: 888). 
Research has shown cases where self-managing teams are averse of conflict resolution, in 
that they often choose to avoid it or ignore it (DeLeon, 2001). Conflict among team 
members has been shown to lead to an alienation of members, resulting in behavioural 
disintegration, which is associated to the degree of collective interaction (Langfred, 2007). 
Conflict also leads to lower levels of trust, which, according to Langfred (2007) makes team 
members unlikely to give each other more freedom and discretion over individual work in 
addition to the level of autonomy agreed upon within the team. 

Contextual factors, such as an appropriate design of supportive structures cannot be taken 
for granted either. To an equal extent as supportive structures have the possibility to 
empower employees, they can have the opposite effect if designed poorly. This is 
particularly true in self-organised settings, as Wageman (2001) has shown that structural 
design features are a key predictor of performance in self-managed teams. Substandard 
normative rules (Mills, 1983) might cause indecisiveness and incapability to perform and an 
incentive system, that for example encourages intra-team competitiveness, will unlikely 
increase communication and knowledge sharing among team members. As these design 
factors are important for all organisations, they are especially important for self-organised 
organisations, because coordination, decision-making and other important organisational 
functions widely rest on the design of supportive structures. 

Decentralised decision-making has also been found to be not completely unproblematic. 
Task-related conflicts can reduce the flexibility and adaptability of a group (Langfred, 
2007), watering the argument of self-organising leading to a “reduction in organisational 
response time” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 132). For example, Kokkinidis (2014: 846) has 
noted that “without doubt, deliberative democracy is a time consuming process” and that 
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“[study participants] also recalled times when they had to postpone a decision and 
eventually lost opportunities to participate in various social events” (Kokkinidis, 2014: 846).  

As previously mentioned, the predictability of the appropriateness of decisions is ensured by 
normative rules and peer consultation. However, the longer the vertical span between the 
strategic vision and the executing unit, the more difficult, in theory, it is to exercise 
judgement of the correctness of the decisions being made. The system is based on trust, but 
it is impossible to ensure that decisions are actually fruitful, especially if the organisation is 
large and if informal control mechanisms (such as “snooping”) are non-existent. In fact, 
studies have shown, that with high degrees of autonomy, authority holders may act in a self-
interested way (Jensen & Mecking, 1976; Shimizu, 2012). This might result in situations, 
where trajectories are formed which diverge from the direction the organisation pursues and 
ultimately, a loss of resources.  

This problem relates to another theoretical issue: mechanistic organisations are arguably 
more efficient, as processes are fine-tuned and productivity is maximised. In self-organised 
organisations, this is lost. Valuable time is used on finding direction and “figuring things 
out” on every level of the organisation. If combined with improper knowledge management, 
“the wheel” might be reinvented over and over again, thus wasting organisational resources. 
Substandard knowledge management negatively affects decision making in two ways. A 
lack of access makes it difficult for the self-organised employee to make effective decisions, 
while the opposite, a “‘wealth of information’ may lead to ‘poverty of attention’, thereby 
resulting in information overload and reducing decision-making effectiveness” (Dobrajska 
et al., 2015: 8). 

Yet another potential issue with self-organisation is that of the reluctant individual manager. 
This issue arises especially in situations when the organisation moves towards a self-
organised form of organising with a strong history of hierarchy. It has been recorded that 
some leaders continue to practice close supervision, despite having agreed to exercise a 
more facilitative managerial role (Hales, 2002). Consequently, if “knowledge workers, 
particularly those in formal leadership roles, resist the notions of self- and shared leadership, 
their potential may simply remain that - potential” (Pearce & Manz, 2005: 134). 
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Some issues also relate to the uniqueness of self-management as a concept in relation to 
other organisational theories and forms of organising. As previously noted, self-
management and self-leadership have similarities with other areas of research, despite being 
developed independently (Markham & Markham, 1995). As many self-leadership strategies 
are based on previous, well-established classical theories on motivation, such as self-
influence and self-regulation, what makes self-leadership, self-management and self-
organisation conceptually distinguishable from other motivational and personality 
constructs (Neck & Houghton, 2006; Markham & Markham, 1995)? Is self-organisation 
theory merely a repackaging of individual differences that have already been explained by 
previous research and theory formulation? 

This formulation leads to another issue: should self-leadership even be considered to be self-
leadership? “It is not clear that the process of self-administration of rewards is unique to 
self-management. Most individuals appear to engage in some form of this activity without 
any prompting from a self-management training program” (Markham & Markham, 1995: 
345). Furthermore, as self-leadership skills are utilised in everyday life outside the 
workplace, is there really a need to formulate theory for something that can be seen as an 
inherent quality of the autonomous human? The question arises: is self-organisation being 
hyped, and its potential blown out of proportions? 

Finally, as it is naive to assume that self-organisation is always an appropriate response to 
all organisational challenges (Pearce & Manz, 2005; Markham & Markham, 1995) and the 
supportive structures are transferable between organisations, the contingency factors 
discussed before pose a dilemma: “is self-leadership a contingency theory that best fits 
certain boundary conditions or is it a universally applicable theory that will work with all 
employees under all circumstances?” (Markham & Markham, 1995: 348-349). When taking 
into consideration how little empirical research supports other universalistic leadership 
theories (Markham & Markham, 1995), it is only appropriate to consider self-organisation 
to be included in the same category. 

As it seems that the self-organisation literature borrows heavily from other research areas, 
the questioning of the uniqueness of self-organisation theory is valid. However, 
“repackaging of ideas” still holds beneficial outcomes from a pragmatic perspective. As 
organisational theory is derived from and used in real life business settings, and is often 
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normative rather than descriptive in its character (Neck & Houghton, 2006), collecting 
different areas of research and formulating them into a new concept has practical value. As 
a result of the repackaging process, it is easier to talk about a phenomenon and create 
guidelines for its implementation. Furthermore, despite it being close to impossible to define 
favourable conditions for self-organisation that would always hold true, the formation of 
“best practices” and the research conducted are still valuable for when self-organisation is 
appropriate. Despite the many benefits self-organisation holds for the organisation 
implementing it, self-organisation, self-leadership and self-management should not be 
regarded as a “silver bullet”. 

After covering the research and most prominent theories of self-organisation from multiple 
perspectives in this section, we move on to the next central element of this dissertation: 
creativity. 

 

1.2 Creativity 

This section of the literature review is about creativity and how it can be influenced in 
organisational settings. To begin, we present the concept of creativity in light of existing 
literature and discuss it in an organisational context. What follows is a critical examination 
of creativity in order to show that it can also lead to undesirable outcomes if utilised 
wrongly. After discussing a few assumptions that we had to make for the research of this 
project, we finally move on to the introduction to how and on which levels creativity can be 
influenced on at the workplace, in order to lay the foundation of our empirical research. The 
scope of this section is noticeably shorter than that of the preceding chapter about self-
organisation, which is mainly due to the fact that it is aimed at rather laying the foundation 
for the problem formulation which follows in the next section, and is to a large part based 
on theories from the creativity literature. 
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1.2.1 Creativity in context 

It is crucial to understand that creativity is not only important in the cultural industries and 
that it is not limited solely to artists and the most inventive individuals and organisations 
amongst us. More correctly, it is everywhere and everyone exhibits creative behaviours on a 
regular basis, although of course to a different extent. Everything that has been man-made 
has arguably been invented and designed, and therefore has been subject to some sort of a 
creative process. This not only holds true for artefacts with visual qualities, but also for 
created sounds or written text. It shows that one does not have to reinvent the wheel to be 
creative. Taking it to a very extreme, one can argue that basically everything that is created 
can be seen as a creative output of some sort. But where shall we draw the line? If you add a 
bit more salt to your dish than proposed by the recipe, did you alter it in such a way that you 
have created a new dish? 

This question highlights the necessity of a clear definition. Some early scholarly definitions 
around 1950 described creativity as a process, while others used an approach that was rather 
focusing on the person (Amabile, 1983). Soon, however, definitions started to put the 
creative product (i.e. the observable outcome) in focus, which has since been a widely 
acclaimed and used approach to define creativity (e.g. Bruner, 1962; Stein, 1974). 
According to this, creativity is the generation of ideas that are both “novel” and “useful” (or 
“appropriate” (Amabile, 1983)). The vast majority of creativity-related articles make use of 
this definition and date it back to Amabile’s componential model of creativity and 
innovation from 1988, making it one of the most-cited works within the creativity field to 
date (Amabile & Pratt, 2016). This widely used definition admittedly is easy to understand 
and apply. However, due to its broad nature it lacks concreteness and appears to be highly 
context-dependent and subjective. Opinions on how different from everything else an 
outcome needs to be in order to be novel, might vary strongly. Even more, it is difficult to 
clearly define what can be seen as useful or appropriate, especially as this is likely to differ 
from domain to domain. For example, what is useful about an artistic creation compared to a 
technological invention differs substantially, although both can be seen as a creative 
outcome. In an organisational context, creative ideas are mostly useful when they serve an 
organisational rather than individualistic purpose and create value for the firm. 
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In the course of the literature research of this project, more than 50 academic papers related 
to creativity have been reviewed thoroughly. Interestingly, the vast majority of those articles 
either cited or paraphrased the above-mentioned definition of creativity. The broad and 
subjective nature of this very definition, however, makes creativity a concept that is hard to 
grasp and measure and thus it is used by scholars in numerous different ways. For example, 
while some measure creative output (e.g. Amabile, 1988; Zhang & Bartol, 2010), others 
focus on creative performance (e.g. Oldham & Cummings, 1996) or creativity potential and 
practiced creativity (e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 2006). Some empirical works merely use the 
term creativity and propose an own interpretation of the concept (e.g. Gong, Kim, Lee & 
Zhu, 2013; Zhou, 2001). This varying use of one central concept makes empirical findings 
in the field difficult to compare and to put in relation to each other, which is an issue that 
will be addressed later on in this chapter. 

Furthermore, what is often highlighted is creativity’s strong link to innovation, which is 
commonly defined as the successful development and implementation of creative ideas 
within an organisation (Amabile et al., 1996; DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; Hoch, 2013). 
Innovation has become to be of central importance for companies all over the world, as it 
provides them with competitive advantages and beyond that the opportunity to achieve 
long-term growth and success (Žižlavsky, 2013; Hoch, 2013). Creativity has been found to 
be a predictor of innovation (Kaylar, 2012), and it can be argued that without being 
implemented or developed, mere creative ideas are not of much economic value for firms. 
Conversely, innovation without creativity can be seen as an “engine without fuel” (McLean, 
2005: 227), leading to outcomes that are neither novel nor useful enough to be competitive 
in today’s dynamic and fast moving environment. Thus, in reality, creativity and innovation 
are two concepts closely related and highly dependent on each other, yet it is important to 
keep in mind their differences and to not use them interchangeably. In the following section 
we will critically reflect on the concept of creativity. 

 

1.2.2 Critical view on creativity 

Creativity is without a doubt commonly associated with positive qualities like aesthetics and 
art, and understood as strongly contributing to welfare, competitiveness and corporate 
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advantage. De Cock, Rehn and Berry (2013) highlight the necessity of critically 
reconsidering this romanticized view. Creativity is an expression of freedom. This freedom, 
however, is limited as society is locked into wider, often taken-for-granted and thus rather 
unnoticed systems, which determine or at least shape what people consider to be possible 
and desirable. The contemporary meaning of creativity is thus a dynamic one, serving not 
only individual, but also often political, economic and organisational interests (De Cock et 
al., 2013). Due to the fact that creativity, being the base of imagination, functions as a 
counterweight of actuality, it has a powerful influence on society. Therefore, we have the 
obligation to shed critical light on creative processes and products as they have the potential 
to be subject to multiple opportunistic forces.  

Looking at creativity in a more practical manner, for example in an organisational context, it 
is important to note that it does not necessarily have to lead to positive outcomes. Just 
because an idea (and its implementation) is useful, this does not mean that it is useful for a 
purpose that is commonly seen as good. For instance, the illegal theft of valuable data from 
one’s employer undoubtedly requires a great deal of creative thinking. Cropley and 
Kaufman (2013) refer to this as “malevolent behaviour” and show that there has been a lot 
of research about this issue since the beginning of the century, working against the prevalent 
biased belief that creativity is always good. 

Speaking in a less extreme manner, creativity does not have to involve bad intentions in 
order to produce undesirable outcomes. Unbalanced creative behaviour can have the 
potential to shift the focus away from what is actually important. For example, if a team 
consists only of individuals with strong idea generation qualities but lacking skills in 
decision making or idea implementation, not much will be achieved but the development of 
many good ideas. Furthermore, it is likely that across all kinds of organisations, more time 
and energy are used for creative work than actually necessary, as many may find it more 
pleasant than comparably dull, mechanical tasks. This, in turn, can be detrimental for a 
firm’s efficiency. 

In light of those rather negative potentials, there arises the question whether companies with 
economic or ethical interests should promote creativity after all. It is, however, rather a 
question of awareness and appropriate management than one for or against creativity. 
Regardless of any context, companies should still promote creative thinking and behaviour 
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because it fosters innovativeness, which in most cases is crucial for economic success and 
long-term competitiveness (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006). However, as a firm it is important 
to channel this creativity away from individual opportunistic behaviour and toward 
behaviour that is in line with the organisation’s overall motivations and goals. 

 

1.2.3 Creative outcomes 

Before going into more detail about the different ways and levels through which creativity 
can be influenced, which will be done in the next subsection, it is important to first 
understand the differences between the many creative outcomes that have been empirically 
researched. One distinction of importance is the one between individual and team creativity. 
Although being a function of it, the latter cannot be interpreted as just the accumulated 
creativity of all group members (Woodman et al., 1993; Backström & Söderberg, 2016). 
This is in line with complexity theory, which states that in order to understand complex 
dynamic processes, like those in a group, a holistic approach is needed instead of merely 
breaking them down to their constituents (Poutanen & Ståhle, 2014). Group work involves 
both potential pitfalls and positive dynamics of creative collaboration. 

When idea generation takes place in a group setting, the interaction can lead to a lesser 
amount of good ideas compared to an individual approach due to several effects. One such 
effect is idea blocking, which describes a group member’s inability to share thoughts and 
engage in own idea generation while listening to discussions and ideas of others. Also, some 
individuals might not dare to share specific ideas due to social evaluation concerns, being 
sensitive to negative reactions of other group members (Paulus & Korde, 2013). Those 
effects intensify with growing group size. However, they are highly context dependent and 
do not take into consideration the enormous potential that might arise from multiple minds 
with different perspectives engaging in a good idea. Furthermore, if time constraints are low 
or non-existent, group collaboration can support the emergence of good ideas, because it is 
possible to combine sequences of both individual and group brainstorming (Paulus & 
Korde, 2013). The above mentioned effects show that the quality of creative outcomes in a 
group setting depends on various factors such as the external context or the composition of 
the group, which also means that they can be influenced and managed. The fact that Gong et 
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al. (2013) found that average individual creativity is positively related to team creativity, 
underlines that this is also the case in real life examples.  

Even though individual and team creativity are closely related, it is important to understand 
that they are often stimulated by different factors or to a different extent. This is frequently 
neglected by scholars, as stated by Hemlin, Olsson and Denti (2012). However, it is crucial 
to consider as it makes empirical research findings that focus on different kinds of creativity 
difficult to compare and set in relation to each other. This also holds true for the large 
variety of creative outcomes that have been measured, which have been mentioned above 
(e.g. creative performance, creative behaviour, creativity). Furthermore, there are many 
papers that investigate the influence of contextual factors on outcomes related to innovation 
rather than creativity (e.g. Carmeli & Weisberg, 2006; Hoch, 2013; Jafri, 2010). Again, 
despite the close relationship between for instance innovative and creative potential, it can 
sometimes be rather a stretch to combine such findings and draw practical conclusions from 
this. Based on these issues, we have decided to make a number of assumptions for the 
literature-related and empirical research of this project, which will be explained in the 
following. 

One important aspect of this project is the connection that is made between the existent 
creativity and self-leadership literature, combining contextual factors and sub factors of the 
two to find potential conflicts and to derive managerial implications. In order to get and 
provide a holistic overview of both literature streams (and the conjunction of both), it is 
necessary to include as much relevant research data as possible. For the sake of 
comparability, completeness and practical relevance of findings, we have thus decided to 
make some generalizing assumptions, despite and certainly well aware of the actual 
differences between the proposed outcomes, which have been described further above. For 
the following analyses of gathered scholarly articles and the collected empirical data, we 
assume that described innovation-related outcomes, like for example increased 
innovativeness, innovative behaviour and innovative potential, automatically imply an 
increase in creativity as well. This is based on the justification that creativity is one of the 
key predictors of innovation, therefore it can be reasonably assumed that the relationship 
goes the other way around as well: greater innovativeness entails greater creativity. Another 
assumption, which has been made throughout the research is a positive correlation between 
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individual, team/group and organisational creativity, based on common sense and empirical 
findings that have been mentioned earlier (Gong et al., 2013). 

Now that the differences between creativity and innovation, and individual and team 
creativity, have been established and the assumptions that we made for this research have 
been presented, we move on to provide an overview of how creativity can actually be 
influenced. 

 

1.2.4 Influencing creativity 

It is common knowledge that the creative potential of individuals and organisations is not 
static but rather depends on an almost endless amount of internal and external factors. This, 
in turn, means that creativity can be influenced, and therefore both fostered and hindered 
through means such as leadership, surroundings, as well as contextual and social factors. 
Personal characteristics and their interaction with the environment also play a crucial role. 
Job-related factors, however, have been found to have the strongest and most immediate 
effect on the employee (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). 

This section aims to give a very general overview of how creativity can be influenced. In 
order to clearly structure and separate the different factors that influence creativity, we have 
decided to assign them to following levels in our research: individual, team, 
job/organisational, and leadership level. Comparable classifications have also been used by 
Hemlin et al. (2012) and Shalley and Gilson (2004).  

The individual level comprises all creativity-related factors that can be attributed to the 
individual. They can be further divided up into traits (or characteristics) and states. 
Individual traits that are conducive (or detrimental) for creativity have been a central topic 
within creativity literature for decades. Popular examples are Amabile’s (1983) 
componential model of creativity, which includes creativity-relevant skills and task 
motivation, or Oldham and Cummings (1996) who present a variety of creativity-relevant 
personal characteristics such as self-confidence and toleration of ambiguity. Individual 
states describe an individual’s perception of a current condition. Examples of such 
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creativity-relevant factors are job satisfaction or commitment toward the organisation 
(Shalley & Gilson, 2004). 

The team level consists of variables related to the work team (or group) that have been 
identified to predict creativity. They comprise both interpersonal dynamics and factors 
related to how the team is composed. For example, groups with heterogeneous backgrounds 
and/or skills are likely to be more creative (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). Furthermore, 
respectful engagement between members also enhances the creative behaviour of the team 
(Carmeli, Dutton & Hardin, 2015).  

The next level comprises factors through which the organisation and the job itself can foster 
or hinder creativity of the employees. An example of such, which is also of central 
importance for this project due to its strong link to self-organisation, is the amount of 
autonomy that an employee has in his or her job (Amabile et al., 1996). 

In the next section we discuss self-organisation in light of creativity and vice versa, along 
with a review of the academic literature on the relationship between self-organisation and 
creativity. Succeeding the theoretical overview, we formulate potential problems in this 
relationship and construct the research questions that will be addressed later in the analysis 
and discussion sections. 

 

1.3. Self-organisation and creativity 

1.3.1 The relationship between self-organisation and creativity 

One of the main advantages of self-organisation is the fostering environment it creates for 
individual creativity and organisational innovativeness (see e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 
2006; Houghton & Yoko, 2005; Muthusamy et al., 2005) and it is often referred to as one of 
the central reasons to implement self-management or self-leadership (Pearce & Manz, 2005; 
Houghton & Yoko, 2005; Kokkinidis, 2014). The logical reasoning behind the close 
relationship between self-organisation as a system and its creativity fostering characteristics 
is quite obvious. In addition to the previously discussed factors of high levels of autonomy 
and the lack of control imposed on the individual that frees the individual from potential 
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artificial barriers that limit innovative behaviour by defining a narrow work environment 
(Kampkötter, 2017), increased engagement and creative potential on all levels of the 
organisation play an important role. 

When employees engage in self-leadership or self-management, they are likely to 
experience feelings of psychological empowerment (provided that they are being 
encouraged by the organisation) and ownership and control of tasks (Houghton & Yoko, 
2005). As a result, employees are likely to be more committed to the organisation and the 
task, and engage more actively in the process (Houghton & Yoko, 2005). It is not difficult to 
imagine a situation where individuals “go above and beyond” (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009: 
199) in execution, when they experience that the task they are performing is their own and 
they have control over the execution of it. Commitment in itself has also been identified as a 
factor for creativity (Eisenberger, Fasolo & Davis-LaMastro, 1990). Engagement and 
psychological empowerment have been identified as predictors of intrinsic motivation 
(Eisenberger et al., 1990), while intrinsic motivation and autonomy are regarded as key 
factors for creativity (Zhang & Bartol, 2010; Amabile et al., 1996; Woodman et al., 1993). 

Intrinsic motivation and likely even the sheer knowledge of the possibility to pursue projects 
makes one more involved in the process and increases the likelihood of meaningful (and 
perhaps novel) contributions. In sum, freedom, discretion and control over one’s own work 
enables initiatives to explore new ideas (Kanter, 1988). The empowering, engaging and 
motivational environment emerging as a result of self-organisation certainly seems like a 
fruitful environment for the individual to engage in creative work.  

Organic and decentralised organisations are often likened to innovative organisations, while 
mechanistic organisations with multiple levels of hierarchy and bureaucracy are believed to 
hinder creativity (Muthusamy et al., 2005). Traditionally, an autonomous environment is 
reserved for management, while employees operate within clearly defined boundaries. As 
Kampkötter (2017) suggested, these boundaries might serve as a barrier for innovative 
behaviour, as there is no incentive or often even the possibility to either think creatively 
outside the scope of the current task to achieve radical innovation, nor an encouragement for 
incremental development within the task boundaries. The decentralisation of power and 
responsibilities, coupled with high degrees of autonomy across the organisation holds great 
potential. It is a question of both quantity and quality.  
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Self-organisation has been linked to creativity on a conceptual level in a number of papers 
(see e.g. DiLello & Houghton, 2006; Muthusamy et al., 2005). These papers highlight much 
of the same aspects discussed in this paper, and share the approach used in this paper: 
linking factors and predictable outcomes that both bodies of literature have in common. The 
most commonly referred to factors are autonomy, intrinsic motivation, communication, 
commitment, cognitive variety (Muthasamy et al., 2005) and individual factors, such as 
preference for autonomy, independence, internal locus of causality, internal locus of control, 
self-confidence, self-determination, self-discipline, self-efficacy, creative self-image and 
self-regulation (DiLello & Houghton, 2006). 

In addition to theoretical contributions, some empirical research has also been conducted 
about creativity in self-organised organisations. Findings from these mainly revolve around 
the notion of autonomy, team performance and self-leadership skills. Amabile (1988) and 
Amabile, Schatzel, Moneta and Kramer (2004) found that perceptions of autonomy are vital 
preconditions for creative outcomes and that actual autonomy in day-to-day work and a 
sense of control influences creativity positively (Amabile et al., 1996). Ford and Kleiner 
(1987) (cited by Shalley and Gilson, 2004) have come to a similar conclusion regarding 
autonomy, and Oldham & Cummings (1996) approached the concept of autonomy through 
job complexity, which influences intrinsic motivation, and in turn influences creativity. 

Empowering leadership, a closely related concept to self-organisation, has been found to 
positively influence innovative performance on a team level (Hoch, 2012) and employee 
creative output (Zhang and Bartol, 2010). Power heterarchy (i.e. shared/fluid leadership) has 
been found to influence team creativity (Aime, Humphrey, Derue & Paul,  2014). 
Backström & Söderberg’s (2016) process study on self-organising teams found that 
increased interaction in the team lead to more creative outputs.  

Taştan (2013) found, that self-leadership, moderated by job involvement and a proactive 
personality, influences employee innovative behaviour on an individual level. This is similar 
to the finding of Carmeli, Meitar & Weisberg (2006), who found that adequate self-
leadership skills influence innovative behaviour. Finally, Uslu & Cubuk (2015) concluded 
that self-organisation influences organisational creativity through individual creativity.  
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There is no doubt that self-organisation in its various forms holds potential for fostering 
individual, team and organisational creativity. However, the empirical research conducted 
on the relationship is not complete and suffers from being quite narrow in its perspectives 
and being superficial at times. The main issues surrounding the research on creativity and 
self-organisation are that researched creativity factors seem to have been “cherry picked” 
(focusing mainly on autonomy and intrinsic motivation) and studied independently, in a 
vacuum, often not taking into consideration the system behind it and the potential problems 
that for example dysfunctional supporting structures might impose on creativity. These 
factors have in turn led to a lack of critique in empirical research, as the vast majority of 
empirical articles on the topic paint a rosy picture of the relationship. The critical and 
contingency arguments developed in purely theoretical papers and in empirical papers on 
self-organisation seem to have received very little empirical attention in studies focusing on 
the relationship between self-organisation and creativity. 

It makes sense to only research factors that can directly be related to self-organisation, either 
as predictable outcomes (e.g. increased autonomy) or as supportive structures (e.g. reward 
system). But as creativity is a broad and at times an elusive concept, limiting studies to a 
handful of factors that conceptually seem obvious and non-contradictory, while leaving the 
majority of factors related to creativity out of the equation and making conclusions on the 
“top level” (self-organisation leads to increased creativity), might lead to oversimplification. 
This process contributes to an illusion of self-organisation being a “silver bullet” in terms of 
fostering creativity, which in turn can lead to distorted managerial implications. Despite 
their possible flaws, individual studies are in no way criticised here. This selective and 
narrow approach on the relationship between self-organisation and creativity is an organic 
development, as it only makes sense to start with the most obvious theoretical 
conceptualisations before moving onto critical perspectives and broadening the scope. 
However, the state of current research into the topic reveals that there is still much to be 
studied in this relationship. 

In addition to the focus on only a handful of factors in empirical research, these factors are 
often treated as existing in a vacuum. Minimal attention is given for example to the 
supportive structures and the design of them, which is of key importance for the functioning 
of a self-organised system. This issue spans to studies on the individual level, mainly to self-
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leadership skills, which have received considerable attention. For example, a high 
proficiency in self-leadership skills are important for creativity, but without proper 
knowledge management, rules for decision making and an alignment of organisational 
goals, self-leadership will most likely not contribute significantly to increased creative 
output or behaviour in organisations.  

One might argue that as supportive structures are critical for the functioning of a self-
organised system, they can be taken for granted in studies focusing on self-leadership and 
creativity. However, due to the contingent character of the implementation of supportive 
structures and the minimal empirical research conducted on the design of them in self-
organised settings, it is a hasty assumption to make. This argument should not be seen as a 
critique of the studies conducted. Factors need to be studied in detail in order to be 
combined with other perspectives and bodies of research, that ultimately form the collective 
understanding of a phenomenon. The argument should rather be seen as an observation that 
there exists a gap in the literature on self-organising and creativity from a holistic 
perspective. Furthermore, qualitative and explorative studies are underrepresented in the 
empirical literature on self-organisation, with only a few exceptions (e.g. Kokkinidis, 2014; 
Backström & Söderberg, 2016). 

As mentioned, the narrow and selective choice of factors studied so far is only a natural 
development, but has resulted in a lack of critical empirical research, despite the fact that 
critical arguments have been developed on a conceptual level. In addition to the lack of 
critical research, a multitude of interesting arguments have been developed conceptually 
that could further strengthen the proof of the fostering conditions self-organisation creates 
for creativity, which remain unstudied.  

In an attempt to understand the holistic relationship between self-organisation and 
creativity, we compiled a list of factors that have been researched to foster creativity and 
analysed them in relation to the conceptual and empirical research conducted in the 
literature surrounding self-leadership, self-management and a number of other closely 
related topics, such as empowering leadership. This approach is identical to the approach 
DiLiello and Houghton (2006) used in their conceptual paper, but substantially more 
extensive. DiLiello and Houghton’s (2006) compilation comprised of 11 factors in the 
creativity literature (Amabile, 1988; Amabile et al., 1996; Woodman et al., 1993; Ford, 
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1996) compared to one comprehensive book on “superleadership” (Manz & Sims, 2001), 
while the compilation and comparison conducted by us consists of over 100 factors 
researched to either foster or inhibit creativity compared to a large number of  the most 
prominent papers on self-organisation and related concepts.  

In order to find links that have previously received no or very little empirical attention, we 
analysed each creativity factor individually with what we knew from the self-organisation 
literature. Our focus lied especially on possible conflicts (i.e. how self-organisation as a 
system might inhibit creativity) and contingency factors, mostly relating to the design of 
supportive structures. In order to also include theoretical arguments on self-organisation not 
researched before, we analysed the previous findings again from the perspective of self-
organisation in relation to creativity.  

When compiling this extensive list of creativity factors and cross-analysing them with the 
literature on self-organisation, we noticed that in addition to arguments already developed 
on a theoretical level in the connecting literature, a handful of seemingly (though sometimes 
far-fetched) logical links have not received the attention they deserve.  

In addition to the gaps in the literature regarding factors that have previously received little 
empirical attention, the issue of the dispersed and interchangeable use of terms in the self-
organisation literature (Mills, 1983; Langfred, 2000; Markham & Markham, 1995) has also 
been addressed when choosing the factors that form the base for our research. In the 
literature connecting self-organisation and creativity, distinctions between self-management 
and self-leadership are often not made, despite them having substantial differences in for 
example degrees of autonomy and control, which are key factors for creativity (e.g. Amabile 
et al., 1996; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). Grouping these differing concepts together in the 
literature bridging creativity and self-organisation, creates a skewed view of how we talk 
about self-organisation, what outcomes we prescribe to it and how self-organisation should 
be implemented and managed. 

This perspective led us to consider five elements in our matrix of choosing which factors to 
include in our research: (1) possible conflicts, (2) outcomes of key supportive structures, (3) 
theoretical arguments that have not been researched before, (4) logical links not previously 
conceptualised or researched and (5) creativity factors that are relevant for the difference 
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between self-management and self-leadership. See Appendix 1 for a sample of the 
compilation done for the different factors. 

The gaps in the literature and the way we chose to approach this relationship ultimately led 
us to the following overall research questions (RQ):  

RQ1: Does self-organisation foster creativity? 

RQ2: What potential issues does self-organisation impose on creativity and how are they 
mitigated in practice? 

RQ3: Do self-leadership and self-management provide different opportunities and outcomes 
in terms of creativity? 

 

The review of the literature resulted in over 50 potential interesting factors to be studied. 
Considering the already wide scope of this research project, we were forced to scale down 
on potentially interesting relationships and focus on - in our opinion - the most relevant 
ones. Due to the lack of space, we will not go in depth into which factors were left out and 
the reasons for it, but will instead provide a few examples of interesting remarks made in the 
process. 

Some factors in the creativity literature are not attributable to system characteristics of self-
organisation (and the other way around), even through the most extensive of stretches. 
Examples of these factors include individual traits or qualities such as aesthetic sensitivity 
(Oldham & Cummings, 1996), curiosity (Woodman et al., 1993) and leader and member 
exchange differentiation (Li, Fu, Sun & Yang, 2015). Other factors were found to be either 
too context dependent or too universal in their character to be of interest specifically in a 
self-organised setting, such as resource constraints (Rosso, 2014; Amabile et al., 1996), 
monetary rewards (Shalley & Gilson, 2004), internalised moral perspectives (Rego, Sousa, 
Marques & Cuncha, 2012) and inspiring group members (Taggar, 2002).  

Despite not being directly attributable to system characteristics of self-organisation, these 
factors left outside the analysis still hold two important considerations for the relationship 
between self-organisation and creativity. On the one hand, it tells us that self-organisation is 
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not a “silver bullet” for creativity, as multiple important factors cannot be attributed to it. 
When working with for example art or design, aesthetic sensitivity is of utmost importance, 
but the form of organising will not contribute to a heightened sensitivity of aesthetic value 
formation. On the other hand, self-organisation does not exclude these non-attributable 
factors from existing, meaning that even though self-organisation as a form of organising 
does not in itself encourage the formation or support of for example internalised moral 
perspectives (Rego et al., 2013), it doesn’t mean that a self-led individual lacks this 
perspective.  

Another important area of focus in the creativity literature that lies outside the scope of this 
paper is the individual and his or her traits. Individual traits and skills relating to creativity, 
such as self-leadership skills have received a fair amount of empirical attention (e.g. Taştan,  
2013; Carmeli et al., 2006; Uslu & Cubuk, 2015; Amabile et al., 1996) and the main focus 
in this dissertation lies on the system characteristics and supportive structures, which is why 
we will not look into the relationship in this dissertation. Organisational creativity ultimately 
stems from the individuals in the organisation and leaving this perspective out of the 
analysis poses some limitations to this study. 

An interesting conceptualisation that stretches beyond the fact that self-leadership skills 
seem to be similar to skills beneficial for creative behaviour (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006), 
is the likelihood of people with said qualities to work in self-organised organisations. Both 
the creativity literature and the self-organisation literature highlight that individuals 
involved in either of the two should have an internal locus of control and a preference for 
autonomy (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006). It is not too far-fetched to assume, that a self-
organised company would attract individuals with a preference for autonomy and an internal 
locus of control and be uninviting for individuals with an external locus of control, who 
often prefer directive forms of leadership. In fact, indirect evidence suggesting this exists. 
There are recorded cases of employees leaving a company after changing into self-
organisation (TED, 2016). It has also been noted that self-organisation can be good for 
attracting employees (Pearce & Manz, 2005). Thus, as self-leadership skills and the 
individuals traits and skills beneficial for creative work align (DiLiello & Houghton, 2006) 
it is possible that the organisational design will attract employees with creative traits to 
work there, ultimately increasing the creative potential of the company.  
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In the remainder of this chapter, we specify which potential issues will be in focus of this 
study and derive sub-research questions, which subsequently will be used to answer the 
three main overall research questions. The possible differences between self-leadership and 
self-management in terms of creativity will be determined in the analysis by comparing 
answers between the organisations studied. Thus, separate sub-research questions will not 
be constructed here for the various forms of self-organisation and the system properties 
relating to creativity.  

 

1.3.2 Problem formulation 

Issues with autonomy in the day-to-day work 

The importance of autonomy for creativity cannot be stressed enough. Multiple studies have 
shown, that autonomy is perhaps the most central factor when determining creative 
behaviour and outputs (Amabile et al., 1996; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Shalley & 
Gilson, 2004). However, research has also been conducted on the relationship between 
constraints and creativity, such as standardised processes and managerial guidance (Rosso, 
2014), that would delimit the operational environment of the individual, creating guiding 
boundaries in which the work should be conducted. The problem relates back to the classic 
conception of the “fear of the blank page”. When an individual is faced with a multitude of 
options and the possibility to do everything, the autonomy entailed might make it difficult to 
know where to begin, or might even incapacitate the individual. Without managerial 
involvement narrowing down the operational environment, self-led individuals might find 
themselves to have too much autonomy. This may lead to two potential problems: (1) the 
individual becomes “incapacitated”, i.e. that he or she does not know where to start when 
faced with a problem and/or (2) without perhaps even realising it, not engaging in pursuing 
the range of opportunities theoretically available, due to a lack of “creative constraints”. 
This leads us to the following sub-research question (SRQ):  

SRQ1: Can too much autonomy (through the absence of constraints) inhibit creativity? 
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Sense of ownership and control 

A sense of ownership and control is thought to be an important factor for creativity, 
mediated through intrinsic motivation (Amabile et al., 1996). Pearce & Manz (2005) suggest 
a sense of ownership and control as a predictable outcome of self-leadership, as employees 
are more committed to the process. This commitment stems from employees having to 
answer management-related questions, such as what, why and how, thus organically 
becoming more engaged in the process and “going above and beyond” (Chalofsky & 
Krishna, 2009: 199). However, projects are often initiated by one or two persons, but 
require the contribution of others for execution. The research on self-organisation and self-
leadership has not taken into account the fact that a lot of the work conducted is done in 
teams, perhaps around “someone else’s project”, thus making the claim “self-leadership will 
lead to a stronger sense of ownership and control” a hasty argument. This leads us to the 
following sub research question:  

SRQ2:  Do employees feel commitment and a sense of ownership and control when 
working on a project initiated by someone else? 

 

Perceived shared responsibility 

Somewhat related to a sense of ownership and control, perceived shared responsibility 
happens in situations where it is unclear who holds the ultimate responsibility for the 
completion of a project or complicated task. The responsibility is shared among team 
members, which has been found to lessen efforts and contribution and also leading to lower 
levels of creative behaviour (Shih & Susanto, 2017). The effect is moderated by co-worker 
trust. Situations like these might happen in self-organised settings due to ambiguous roles, 
especially in cases where relevant supportive structures, such as task management, are not 
fully developed or designed inappropriately. 

SRQ3: Do employees in self-organised organisations perceive the responsibility of the 
outcome of their projects to be shared? If not, how is it mitigated?  
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Decision-making and risks 

In order for the creative potential to realise into creative behaviour, especially in the case of 
pursuing new ideas lying outside the scope of current strategy or day-to-day work, it is 
important for organisations to encourage risk taking (Shimizu, 2012). Taking risks is 
already somewhat implied and a part of the freedom and discretion given to the employees, 
which is yet another argument for decentralised autonomy to foster creative behaviour 
(Shimizu, 2012). However, encouragement for risk-taking entails at least two potential 
issues. First, despite being inherently a part of freedom and discretion, the way 
consequences are dealt with differ from organisation to organisation. Are failures being 
celebrated as a moment for learning, or will it lead to a punishment for the risk taker? If the 
latter is true, then individuals might be discouraged to take risks, despite having the option 
to do it, thus never realising the creative potential. The second issue relates to the 
diversifying of risks in self-organised settings. Shimizu (2012) has noted, that corporate 
entrepreneurs, i.e. individuals with high degrees of autonomy and the possibility to develop 
business outside the scope of current strategy and day-to-day work, often become risk-
averse, if they feel that they are unable to diversify their risks. Corporate entrepreneurs and 
highly self-lead individuals share similar organisational roles, making the agency issues 
relevant for self-organising companies. These issues pose two interesting questions:  

SRQ4: Is risk-taking behaviour realised without explicit encouragement? 

SRQ5: Are employees able to diversify risks and not become risk-averse? 

 

Clarity of organisational goals 

Clarity of organisational goals is important for individual creativity in organisations 
(Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 1987; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). In traditional organisations, the 
organisational goals are mostly broken down into sub-goals by management, ensuring 
alignment of individual and organisational goals. In self-led organisations, the alignment of 
organisational goals to day-to-day work is often left to the employee. Furthermore, studies 
have shown that autonomy (in relation to goal attainment and the lack of control) might lead 
to opportunistic behaviours, where the individual acts based on self-interest, rather than the 
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organisational interest (Shimizu, 2012). Clear organisational goals (and the supporting 
structures such as decision-making matrices, which ensure alignment) are also not a given 
despite being central to the functioning of a self-organised company. Goal-aligning 
processes might not exist, or they might be poorly designed. As a result, the unclarity of 
goals or absence of them, and or unclear decision-making norms or rules (contributing to 
alignment), might lead to indecisiveness, confusion and in worst cases an incapacity to 
perform. 

SRQ6: Are the organisational goals clear for the employees and are they aligned with the 
employees’ individual tasks? 

  

Feedback & non-monetary rewards 

Both monetary and non-monetary rewards for performance have been shown to have a 
positive influence on creativity (Shalley & Gilson, 2004; Eisenberger & Armeli, 1997). 
Positive, informational and developmental forms of feedback have also been identified to 
influence positively on creative behaviour (Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Joo, Song, Lim & 
Yoon, 2012; Zhou & Oldham, 2001). The literature on feedback and non-monetary rewards 
is extensive and the importance of them is well acknowledged and implemented in 
organisations. However, in self-organised companies, managerial input is a scarce resource 
(Dobrajska et al., 2015) and the existence of sources for feedback and non-monetary 
rewards cannot be taken for granted. In fact, feedback is hardly discussed in the self-
management and -leadership literature. When developmental forms of feedback and 
recognition are addressed in the literature, it is often discussed in the context of self-
leadership skills and assigned to be the responsibility of the individual, implying that a need 
for a formal feedback system would be unnecessary (e.g. Neck & Houghton, 2006). We 
argue, that relying only on self-leadership skills, such as self-evaluation, self-regulation and 
constructive thought patterns might not be enough to achieve feelings of competence and/or 
a sense of progression. As scholars in self-organisation note, employees should not be left to 
“sink or swim” (Langfred, 2007), but should be supported by structures. Well-developed 
self-leadership skills may not be enough to substitute a formal feedback system to achieve 
the full benefits of developmental feedback, praise and recognition, especially when taken 
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into consideration that a defining characteristic of self-organised companies is 
decentralization, favouring development and career progression on the horizontal plane, 
rather than on the vertical axis, further blurring out a sense of progression. As a lack of 
feedback can be seen as a system trait of self-organisation – or at least not an inherent 
outcome of it – the following question arises: 

SRQ7: Do employees feel that they receive enough feedback and recognition in their work? 
If so, by whom? 

  

Knowledge management 

Access to information has repeatedly been connected as an important prerequisite for 
innovative behaviour of employees (Taştan, 2013). Thus, based on the earlier mentioned 
assumption that innovative behaviour is correlated with creative behaviour, it is also a 
prerequisite for creativity. Knowledge management is important for all organisations, but 
especially for self-organised companies as they are more often than not relying on expert 
knowledge and produce immaterial goods. Thus, it is to be expected that knowledge 
management practices would be dealt with appropriately. However, due to the lack of 
managerial resources in self-organised companies, limiting the time available for knowledge 
management combined with the amount and the speed of which knowledge is produced, 
access to relevant information might be an inherent problem of self-organising 
organisations. As we see it, knowledge management holds three potential issues: (1) the lack 
of formal access to information, (2) the sheer quantity of information (which might lead to 
information overload, inhibiting creativity (Dobrajska et al., 2015)) and (3) the quality of 
information, i.e. not finding or having access to relevant and up-to-date information. 

SRQ8: Do employees experience problems accessing the information they need? Is it 
perceived as a problem and if so, how is it mitigated? 
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Communication 

Communication is likely to be more frequent in self-organised organisations, as mutual 
adjustment is the coordination mechanism, resulting in increased peer consultation (Mills, 
1983). “In the absence of standardized logic and obligation to rationalize, employees are 
encouraged to share their personal knowledge” (Muthusamy et al., 2005: 61). 
Communication in itself is identified as a key factor for team creativity (Muthusamy et al., 
2005; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). The relationship is quite obvious: “Intense exchange of 
information between members in work systems increases awareness of opportunities, 
alternative approaches to work, and idea exchange, and allows for clarification of issues” 
(Muthusamy et al., 2005: 59). Following this logic, self-organisation can be portrayed as a 
suitable answer for creativity. However, not only the amount of communication matters, but 
also the quality. Furthermore, as individuals interact without any supervision, social issues 
might arise along the way.  

The realisation of the potential in cognitive variety, stimulating discussion, know-how 
sharing, information sharing, minimising knowledge hiding (Černe, Nerstad, Dysvik & 
Škerlavaj, 2014) and ultimately increased cooperation between team members is to a certain 
extent reliant on psychological safety (Kessel, Kratzer & Schultz, 2012), trust within the 
team, respectful engagement, constructive challenging of and a mutual openness to ideas. 
However, less control entails more liability. As Raelin (2012) and Kokkinidis (2014) have 
noted, employees are safer against informal influences on sociality in controlled settings, 
than in an environment with minimal control. One such informal influence is status. Status 
conflicts in self-managed groups have been recorded to emerge and to be problematic for 
creativity when the group lacks a formal leader (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). Other types of 
informal influence have also been recorded to inhibit creativity, for example seating 
arrangements in meetings that imply status, resulting in some members not sharing ideas 
(Catmull, 2014). Furthermore, self-managing teams have been found to be bad at conflict 
resolution (DeLeon, 2001), which raises the question how these potentially harmful, albeit 
context dependent factors, are being mitigated in self-organised companies? To answer this 
question, we will look into what kind of communication self-led employees engage in, their 
perception of informal hierarchies, psychological safety, knowledge sharing and hiding, and 
conflict resolution tactics.  
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SRQ9: Is knowledge shared freely throughout the organisation? 

SRQ10: Do employees feel psychologically safe enough to state their opinions? 

SRQ11: Do employees perceive informal hierarchies to exist and do they see it as a 
problem? 

 

Lack of formal leadership 

A lack of formal leadership is an obvious outcome in self-organised organisations, as 
leadership and managerial tasks are shifted to the individual. Multiple studies have shown 
that certain types of supportive leadership foster creativity (e.g. Amabile et al., 1996; 
Oldham & Cummings, 1996), which might be lost in self-led situations. 

A quality of a good leader is to assess ideas fairly and be objective in his or her decisions. 
This is certainly not an easy task and cannot be assumed to happen in every organisation. 
Logically, a self-organised organisation with democratic decision-making processes should 
always produce the most fair and objective outcome in relation to the stakeholders’ views 
(Kokkinidis, 2014). However, this is not always the case and multiple theoretical and 
empirical papers suggest issues relating to the lack of leadership and objective decision 
making. Firstly, as Mills (1983), Kokkinidis (2014) and Raelin (2012) have noted, the lack 
of control in an organisation leaves employees more vulnerable to the "whim of 
management" (Raelin, 2012: 825). Second, due to a lack of formal leadership, informal 
leadership may emerge which might not always be manifested in a good way, as Bendersky 
and Hays (2012) has noted when studying status conflicts in groups. Third, cases of 
perceived unfair evaluation have been noted in situations with high levels of autonomy 
(Shimizu, 2012). 

The aforementioned perspectives on leadership and the creativity fostering characteristics 
they entail belong to the “charismatic leader” school, prescribing leadership qualities to only 
one person. Despite lacking formal leadership, some sort of leadership still happens in self-
organised companies. Individuals engage in leadership activities by themselves and 
leadership can also be shared. The question is: are the creativity fostering characteristics of 
leadership transferable to self-leadership and shared leadership? To answer this question, we 
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look into the factors known to foster creativity through supportive supervision: the fair 
evaluation of ideas (Amabile et al., 1996), role modelling (Shalley & Gilson, 2004), 
supervisory encouragement (concerns, feelings and needs) (Oldham & Cummings, 1996) 
and support for ideas and work-related issues (Amabile et al., 1996; Orpen, 1990). 

SRQ12: Are the benefits of a supportive supervision style (for creativity) substitutable by 
self- and shared leadership? 

  

Workload pressures 

While job-related challenge up to a certain extent can foster creativity, excessive workload 
pressures have been found to influence creativity negatively, especially when imposed 
externally (Amabile et al., 1996). The responsibility of a self-led employee is to plan their 
own work and their workload. As this responsibility is left to the individual, there is often 
no control system in place to monitor the amount of work an employee takes upon herself, 
nor the amount they actually work. Self-organisation includes planning, coordination and 
other managerial aspects that take up time. It is thus possible, that the time required to 
perform these activities is just added to the already existing workload, causing more 
workload pressures in self-organised settings.  

SRQ13: Do employees experience workload pressures under conditions of self-
organisation? If so, how are they dealt with? 
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2. Methodology 

The methodology chapter aims to both describe and justify the methods used for the 
research in this project. It starts off with justifications related to the overall research design 
and a discussion about whether and why inductive or deductive reasoning has been used for 
this. We further explain why we used qualitative research methods. Afterwards we discuss 
critically why and how we used gap-spotting as a technique in order to arrive at the final 
research questions. 

What follows after this is a description of and reasoning behind all stages of the data 
collection process. We start with explaining why we used interviews for our research and 
how we prepared them. Then, we go into further detail of the sampling and explain how we 
decided on which and how many interviewees were involved in the project, before we 
present all studied organisations and their employees. Onwards, we describe the process of 
how the interviews were conducted and how we transcribed the collected data.  

The final chapter of the methodology revolves around how we went about analysing the 
gathered data. We explain how and why we primarily used deduction for the qualitative data 
analysis and then describe in further detail the first and second cycle of coding. 

 

2.1 Justification of Research Design 

The research design of this project consists of multiple stages, which imply aspects of both 
deductive and inductive reasoning. This is in line with the argument that deductive and 
inductive reasoning are interrelated parts of any cognitive process and thus can hardly exist 
independently (Lopez, 2013). Hyde (2000) also states that qualitative and quantitative 
researchers usually practice both deduction and induction, it is however often just not 
formally recognized in their research. By definition, research that is based on deduction 
starts from existing theory, based on which one or multiple hypotheses are formed. Through 
appropriate, typically quantitative methods, this set of hypotheses is then tested in order to 
be confirmed or falsified (Snieder & Larner, 2009). On the contrary, induction as an 
approach flows from specific to general (Lopez, 2013), meaning that it starts from empirical 
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observation, which through theorising leads to the creation of ideas and concepts. In this 
case, research questions are mostly qualitative and developed in light of the theory that 
already exists within the focal topic. 

Typical for a deductive approach, our research started with existing theory; more 
specifically the aggregation, analysis and combination of the creativity and self-organisation 
literature streams - and related ones. This decision regarding the starting point of the 
research project was made due to multiple reasons. Firstly, we are no experts in either of the 
fields and therefore first getting acquainted with the most relevant theories and beyond has 
been the most sensible and organic approach. Furthermore, a deductive approach should be 
preferred if in the case of the focal topic it is possible to draw on an abundance of already 
existing and available literature (Dudovskiy, n.d.). This is the case for both investigated 
topics, yet especially for creativity, which has been subject to research and theorising since 
the first half of the 20th century. Moreover, choosing deduction over induction also makes 
more sense if there are time constraints regarding the completion of a study (Dudovskiy, 
n.d.). As this thesis has a limited time frame of around three months, it was rational to start 
with a thorough literature research in order to raise the probability that the empirical 
research led to desirable results as fast as possible. In the case of this project, this was 
mandatory either way, because many of the interviewees only offered us a limited amount 
of time, and having to conduct a second interview would likely have not been an option. 

The usual outcome of a literature research when starting from existing theory is a set of 
hypotheses, which, through quantitative research methods, would then either be verified or 
falsified. Despite being common scientific conduct, this approach does not really fulfil the 
purpose of this project. Instead of testing only a small fraction of the relevant aspects of how 
factors relating to self-organisation can influence creativity, our goal is to rather deliver 
some sort of guidelines and exemplified practical suggestions as to how to foster creativity 
in such settings. This allows for a higher applicability of the findings by addressing a variety 
of different talking points, because as the literature suggests, there are numerous different 
factors that influence creativity at the workplace. Beyond that, it is a relevant approach, as 
there exists only a limited amount of research on practices in self-organised settings. Thus, 
we prefer to trust existing theories, needless to say with a critical eye, and make reasonable 
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conceptual links in order to derive practical implications from interviews with employees in 
self-organised organisations.  

As opposed to formulating hypotheses, the chosen research method is qualitative which is 
usually rather the case for inductive studies. It implies the use of one or more research 
questions in combination with a variety of sub-questions, addressing a rather large and 
broad set of interesting talking points and potential conflicts related to creativity in self-
organised settings. The use of both rather broad central research questions with more 
specific sub-questions enables researchers to deeply get into a topic while still being able to 
be explorative (Creswell, 2009). The choice of qualitative as opposed to quantitative 
methods allows us to study the focal issues in depth and looking at individual cases in a 
rather detailed way (Hyde, 2000). Also, this detailed data was possible to be drawn from 
only a small number of individuals (Patton, 1991). 

However, using qualitative research methods while starting from existing theory also 
involves a significant drawback. According to the grounded theory approach, which is based 
on the view that theory is “grounded” in the data, it is best to look at and work with the data 
with an open mind regarding its possibilities and different perspectives (Hyde, 2000). This 
project, where the researchers have gained expertise in the existing theories prior to the 
empirical work, bears the risk that both the collection and analysis of data are influenced by 
theoretical knowledge. While this risk is unavoidable and needs to be seen as a limitation of 
the research design, it also holds opportunities. For instance in an interview setting, 
knowledge about the topic enables the researcher to convey expert knowledge, which can in 
turn lead to better answers by an interviewee; not only because of an increase in trust, but 
also because follow-up questions by the interviewer can further dig into interesting points. 

Naturally, only because a quantitative testing of the relevant creativity factors in self-
organised practice would go beyond the scope of this project, given the amount of factors 
we look into, this does not mean that it is not interesting for further research. Without a 
doubt, it would be relevant to see whether the theoretical connections that have been made 
in the literature review, based on assumptions and rational thinking, actually hold true in a 
real professional context on a greater scale. However, the fact that a quantitative research 
would exceed the scope of this project is not the only reason why we have decided against 
it. It is applicable in cases where generalisations are to be found, and thus where general 
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characteristics are more important than details and the particular (Hyde, 2000). This study 
however rather focuses on how exactly aspects related to self-organised structures are dealt 
with by different organisations and individuals. Therefore, every individual case is 
important for the analysis, and helpful implications can only be derived by taking each 
context into careful consideration. Of course, if the analysis of the data led to some 
generalisable findings across a sufficient amount of studied objects, then this would be 
satisfactory for the sake of the applicability of the outcomes of this research project. It is, 
however, not the intended goal. 

 

2.2 Gap-spotting 

After establishing why we have chosen qualitative methods for our research design, we will 
now discuss the approach we used to arrive at the final research questions. When using 
deductive reasoning and thus having the existing academic conversation as a starting point 
of one’s research, there are two major paths one can go in order to produce the questions 
that should be answered empirically. One is problematisation, where the researcher actively 
challenges the existing theory and the underlying assumptions (Sandberg & Alvesson, 
2011). This approach involves a certain amount of risk but brings with it the potential of 
creating theory that is influential and interesting. The second approach, gap-spotting, is the 
most commonly used way of producing research questions. It involves finding gaps, such as 
overlooked areas, in existing literature and based on these, formulating research questions 
that aim to fill those gaps (Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011). 

Like the majority of academic studies, the approach in this dissertation is based on gap-
spotting, and thus finding interesting talking points that have so far been unaddressed in the 
literature. While there already exists some theory and empirical studies that combine aspects 
of the creativity and self-organisation literature, the factors we have chosen to look further 
into through research are those which have not been researched in combination with self-
organisation before. Thus, to be more specific, the kind of gap-spotting used in this project 
is neglect spotting, which is, according to Sandberg and Alvesson (2011), the most 
commonly used mode of research question construction. It implies the spotting of something 
that has so far been neglected in existing literature. In our case, the research focuses mainly 
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on those areas, which have been either overlooked or under-researched. Another area that 
can be addressed with neglect spotting is one that lacks empirical support, which is however 
not relevant in this project.  

In order to understand why we have chosen the arguably more “easy” and “safe” alternative 
(Sandberg & Alvesson, 2011), it is first of all important to comprehend why despite the 
great imbalance between the occurrence of gap-spotting and problematisation it is crucial 
for academia that both coexist. Gap-spotting is important when it comes to the further 
development of lines of thoughts. Through the trust in existing literature, ideas and 
empirical findings can be built upon, further developed and used as starting points for 
related theories. New ground-breaking discoveries cannot be made if every researcher 
spends his or her time testing already existing theories instead of looking forward and 
creating new ones. It can, however, also be dangerous when those theories are exponentially 
used as the foundation of following ones, without ever being sufficiently challenged. This 
theory doesn’t necessarily have to be wrong, but can also just not be universally applicable 
or external conditions might have changed over time in such a way that it simply doesn’t 
hold true anymore. Thus, speaking in extremes, without a sufficient share of 
problematisation and challenging of assumptions in the existing mix of research, the 
foundation of theories can be seen as a house of cards. 

The first reason for why we have chosen to use gap-spotting in order to construct the 
research questions is also the most obvious one: project-related restrictions regarding time 
and space. According to Alvesson and Sandberg (2010, as cited in Sandberg and Alvesson, 
2011: 37) “problematization requires that the researchers invest considerably more time and 
intellectual effort in constructing research questions”. The fact that through challenging 
assumptions the project would get much more complex and time-consuming made it a much 
less suitable approach due to the limited available time frame and maximum amount of 
characters. This is especially the case in light of the fact that the research in this paper 
addresses a rather broad and extensive range of different factors from existing theories. 
Beyond that, problematisation might lower the probability and thus raise the risk of actually 
getting helpful findings. Based on these considerations, trusting the validity of existing 
theory to a certain extent has been the most reasonable decision for this project. On top of 
this, we had to make our own assumptions (e.g. an increase in group creativity likely 
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implies an increase in individual creativity) in order to make it possible to combine the 
broad and dispersed literature streams in such a way that the theories can be worked with.  

The main reason for why we have chosen the use of gap-spotting over problematisation is 
simply the purpose of this project. It encompasses the mere gathering and combination of 
existing theory, and beyond that comparing it with actual conduct in the professional world 
and recommendations by experts, in order to come up with implications that are as usable as 
possible. Thus, spotting gaps and filling them with qualitative data is a central building 
block of our methodology. It is worth mentioning that this does not necessarily imply the 
blind acceptance and application of all theories. Rather, on the basis of rational theoretical 
thinking yet without the practical and empirical challenging of existing theory, we critically 
evaluate the theories applied in this paper.  

The implications resulting from our research should be considered to be suggestions rather 
than universally applicable solutions to the question: how to address certain aspects in order 
to raise creativity in a self-organised context? As mentioned before, they are based on the 
assumptions that the theories that have been used are valid and applicable. The applicability 
of the findings is furthermore very context-dependent. In any case there are countless 
different factors involved that play a role and that can possibly not all be taken into account. 
The given situation might differ substantially from that in the theory research, and it can 
also differ from firm to firm, or from individual to individual. Therefore, the findings of this 
project shall not be interpreted as the key to creativity in self-organised settings. Given the 
fact that they arise from thorough theory research and expert knowledge, they might 
however be useful for many. 

 

2.3 Research design 

2.3.1 Reasoning and preparation of interviews 

In order to answer the previously presented (sub-)research questions, we have conducted 
interviews with relevant actors within the field. Interviews are a survey research method 
ideal for getting in-depth information about people’s behaviours, traits or attitudes 
(Bhattacherjee, 2012). The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured way, following 
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the guided questions of a previously constructed interview guide (see Appendix 2), but still 
allowing for deviations in case some questions appeared irrelevant to ask or follow-up 
questions were necessary in order to dig deeper into interesting talking points (Myers & 
Newman, 2007; Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2012). The survey-like nature of the interview 
guide ensured that there was sufficient information to address all research questions and it 
furthermore made some sort of replicability as well as comparability of information between 
the different interviews possible (Holstein & Gubrium, 2001). Furthermore, survey 
interviewing diminishes the risk of bias or prejudices from the interviewer’s part, compared 
to other approaches like active or creative interviewing (Holstein & Gubrium, 2001). The 
semi-structured way of conducting the interviews is consistent with the explorative nature of 
this research that aims at producing as much practically valuable information as possible. 
Conducting observations over a longer period, in addition to (or instead of) interviews, 
would have also been an appropriate research method because it can tell a lot about people’s 
actual behaviour in certain situations. This was however not feasible due to the limited 
amount of time and the fact that the companies we have investigated are located in Helsinki, 
Finland and Berlin, Germany. 

The interview guide (see Appendix 2) consists of 27 questions and some optional follow-up- 
and sub-questions. It is divided into seven sections addressing overall topics of the research 
questions, like for example “Communication” and “Lack of Leadership”. Every interview 
started with descriptive questions about the interviewee, such as the description of his or her 
position in the organisation and the duration of employment there (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 
2012). The following questions are constructed towards finding out more about the 
interviewee’s behaviours and attitude (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2012). 

It is worth mentioning that many of the questions in the interview guide fulfil varying 
purposes. On the one hand, the empirical research of this project aims at finding and 
presenting practical solutions to creativity-related conflicts that are theoretically implied 
when working in a self-led organisational context. For example, autonomy is an obvious 
outcome of low hierarchies and empowerment, whilst it is also a central topic amongst 
theories related to creativity-influencing factors. Due to this similarity a connection can 
easily be made, which is why our interview question related to autonomy is not directed at 
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further investigating that link, but rather at how to solve potential problems that are 
associated with autonomy. 

On the other hand, some links and assumptions that we have made between the two 
literature streams are less implied than others, and sometimes they are highly context-
dependent. In such cases, the interview questions are firstly directed towards finding out 
whether the theoretical assumptions really hold true in actual business conduct. For 
instance, according to Shih (2016), the perception of shared responsibility can be 
detrimental to innovative behavior. As mentioned earlier, we argue that through less clear 
roles, this perception might be stronger in a self-organised setting and thus might lead to a 
conflict. As this is rather an assumption than an implied fact, the interview question related 
to this topic asks for the interviewee’s feeling of shared responsibility first. Thus, even 
though there is no testing of concrete hypotheses like it is usually done in deductive 
research, one can argue that through the interviews some sort of testing of pre-established 
assumptions takes place. This is in line with Kirk and Miller’s (1986) view that a 
fieldworker doing qualitative research almost obligatorily engages in deductive processes by 
somewhat testing hypotheses through continuously drawing preliminary conclusions based 
on his or her current understanding of the situation. In our case, after this, learning about 
what the interviewee or firm does in order to resolve related problems is still of importance. 
If the interviewee didn’t address this him- or herself, we did so by asking follow-up 
questions, such as “What do you do in order to deal with this?” 

 

2.3.2 Sampling 

We conducted interviews with 13 employees from three different (to varying extents) self-
organised organisations, of which two are located in Finland and one in Germany. An 
analysis regarding to what extent each of the organisations can be seen as either self-led or 
self-managed, and why, will follow in the analysis section. The reason why we decided to 
investigate more than one organisation is based on the fact that organisations (and the 
individuals within them) function very differently and thus most likely have varying ways of 
dealing with specific topics and conflicts. Thus, in order to deliver a more differentiated, 
balanced and to some degree also generalisable set of practical suggestions, it is logical to 
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take into consideration various viewpoints. The fact that the focal companies are located in 
different countries and environments supports this even more.  

Bhattacherjee (2012) states that due to feasibility and cost constraints it is not possible to 
study entire populations, which is why one has to select a sample frame that is 
representative of the population in order to ensure some sort of generalisability of the 
findings to the population as a whole. In the case of our study, a useful population would be 
employees in self-organised companies. Interviewing all possible candidates would not only 
most likely be practically impossible but would also by far exceed the scope of this project, 
as interviews are time-consuming and resource-intensive (Bhattacherjee, 2012). 

 However, we wanted to interview at least three employees per company in order make sure 
we gather sufficient and somewhat balanced information of every organisation, which is 
why we ended up at a final amount of 13 interviews. The actual selection of interview 
partners within each company was in fact dependent on whoever was willing to participate 
rather than based on specific selection criteria, which is why it can be interpreted as random 
(Bhattacherjee, 2012). The fact that 13 interviews are in no way representative for the whole 
population is not problematic in the case of this project, as generalisability of the results is 
not of high priority. As discussed earlier, we seek to deliver useful practical implications for 
real life cases rather than scientifically proven solutions to given problems. Next we will 
present an outline of the companies studied and the interviewees. The names of the 
organisations and the participants have been anonymised. 

2.3.3 Company presentations 

The organisations in this study vary in size and operate in different industries. All of the 
organisations have moved to a self-organised way of working within the last three years. 
The majority of the interviewees that participated in this study have experienced the time 
before self-organisation, the change period and obviously, the time after. All organisations 
studied have been self-organised for at least a year and report that they have functioning 
supportive structures and processes in place. Self-organisation manifests in various forms, 
and that is also the case for the organisations in this study. We will not go into detail here 
how the companies are self-managed or self-led and how they are organised. The 
distinctions will be discussed in greater depth in the analysis section. 
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Organisation 1: Turva 

Turva specialises in providing services for compliance with various law and tax code 
obligations in Finland and the Nordic countries. Turva provide their customers with 
electronic services, either directly or through different partners, to help them manage their 
organisation’s administrative obligations. 

Turva was founded in 2008 and has around 70 employees. Turva moved to a self-organised 
way of organising in the summer of 2015, and has thus been self-organised for almost three 
years at the time of writing. Turva’s take on self-organisation is a classic example of self-
leadership. The organisation is decentralised and does not have any supervisory roles. All 
employees enjoy a high degree of autonomy in their work, in relation to what to do, why to 
do it and how to do it. The organisation has multiple structures and processes in place that 
support self-organisation, for example a rule of consulting at least three colleagues before 
making substantial decisions to assure an alignment and “correctness” of decisions (Anna, 
Turva). More regarding Turva’s way of organising in the analysis section. 

We interviewed six employees from Turva in various roles and areas of responsibility. Antti 
has been at Turva for three years, and is responsible for international affairs operations. 
Merja describes her work as ambiguous, but mainly works with technical service 
development, software development and maintenance of technical systems and has been at 
Turva for two years. Leo has perhaps the broadest area of responsibility of the interviewees. 
He described his work as leading strategies and is responsible for sales, marketing, partners 
and customers. Due to his experience of five years in the company, he is also a general 
problem solver, helping out colleagues with various issues. Viktor has a five-year-
experience at Turva and offers technical consultation and support for Turvas application 
partner provider companies. Anna is the head of HR and was our main contact at Turva. She 
has vast experience of the organisation and previously was a board member before moving 
to self-organisation, after which the board of the organisation has been removed. Susanna 
manages sales and has been at Turva for six months.  
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Name Tasks/role Experience in 
organisation 

Antti International affairs operations 3 years 

Merja Technical service development 2 years 

Leo Responsible of sales, marketing, 
partners & customers 

5 years 

Viktor Technical consultant 5 years 

Anna Head of HR n/a 

Susanna Sales manager 0,5 years 

Table 1 – Employee overview of Turva 

 

Organisation 2: TBO 

TBO Finland (TBO) is a country subsidiary for a multinational telecommunications 
company. The company provides telecommunications services for private individuals and 
businesses and only the self-managed business-to-business (B2B) customer service and 
sales department of the organisation partook in this study, while the rest of the organisation 
is led in a more traditional manner. The department has around 70 employees and their tasks 
include answering phone calls, chats and emails and selling various telecommunication 
services and plans for other businesses. It is noteworthy, that the B2B customer service is 
the only department at TBO that is self-organised. The department moved to a self-managed 
way of working in the spring of 2017, after a 9-month pilot period. From now on, when 
referring to TBO, we mean specifically the B2B customer service department if not 
mentioned otherwise. 
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Due to the character of work, TBO’s take on self-organisation differs substantially from the 
two other companies in this study. As the work entails a certain degree of standardisation 
and the roles and tasks are predefined to a certain extent, the freedom and discretion of the 
employees mainly relate to how to perform their job, fitting the description of a self-
managed organisation (Markham & Markham, 1995). The department has an 
experimentation culture and employees are encouraged to try out new way of working and 
they are relatively free to pursue and pilot new ideas. For the piloting of new ideas, TBO has 
a formalised system in place.  

We interviewed four employees from TBO with varying tasks and roles. Mikael has been at 
TBO for two years and is a customer service- and sales agent. His tasks include answering 
phone calls and chats and helping out business customers with their telecommunication 
needs. Valter has a similar role, but has been with TBO for nine years. It is noteworthy, that 
Valter has previously had a supervisory role before the pilot period began two years ago. 
Karin is a quality manager trainee. Her tasks include making sure that the quality of 
customer contacts are at a satisfiable level. She also does background research and analyses 
why customer are leaving. Karin has been at TBO for 12 years, and changed to her current 
position after the department moved to a self-managed way of working, which allowed for 
easier role changing. Previously she worked as a sales agent. Maria has been at TBO for 3.5 
years in various roles, ranging from HR to brand development. At the moment Maria is a 
business coach, whose tasks include encouraging employees, helping them with goal setting 
and just being a supportive figure for the self-managed employees. Maria also coordinates 
the experiments at the B2B customer service department and was the contact person for 
TBO. 
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Name Tasks/role Experience in organisation 

Mikael Customer service / sales agent 2 years 

Valter Customer service / sales agent 9 years 

Karin Quality manager trainee 12 years 

Maria Business coach 3.5 years 

Table 2 – Employee overview of TBO 

 

Organisation 3: Goodplace Lab 

The Goodplace Lab (Goodplace) is a business unit of good.org, which is a non-profit 
organisation based in Berlin, Germany. Goodplace was founded in 2010 and has 15 
employees. It can be described as a “Think-And-Do-Tank” whose goal is to improve the 
business methods of the social sector through research of new digital technologies. Services 
reach from consulting, implementations of digital products such as apps and platforms, over 
publications of research studies and analyses, to organising events like for example 
conferences. Goodplace mostly work together with companies, NGOs or foundations within 
the social sector (Goodplace website, anonymised). 

The team has transformed to being self-led in 2015, around three years ago. In this case it 
means that there are no managers, only self-led project leaders, and all managerial decisions 
such as salary negotiations or hiring of new team members are made democratically in team 
meetings (Vorreiter, 2016). An extensive constitution regulates rules and conduct of how to 
work together in the team.  

We were only able to interview three employees of Goodplace for our research project. This 
was mainly due to the fact that the team is quite small and very busy, so only a few had the 
time to give an interview. This was however compensated by the fact that the three 
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interviewees are specialists within the field of self-organisation. Ulrike is the founder of the 
Goodplace Lab and also co-founder of good.org (the mother company), and since the 
organisation has transformed to a self-led one, her leadership tasks have all been distributed 
amongst the team members. Now she merely functions as what she calls “Godmother”. She 
is in charge of marketing, networking and inspiration. Wolfgang has been working at 
Goodplace for 3.5 years, which was when the Lab started to transform toward being self-
organised. His main roles are PR and as a “teal organisation specialist” he conducts research 
on self-organisation. Sabine is an “organisational development consultant” who has worked 
at Goodplace for five years and mainly helped the organisation build the transformation 
toward having no hierarchies.  

Name Tasks/role Experience in 
organisation 

Wolfgang PR, trend research, specialist 3,5 years 

Sabine Org. development consultant 5 years 

Ulrike Founder/”godmother” – marketing, 
networking & inspiration 

8 years 

Table 3 – Employee overview of Goodplace 

 

2.4 Conduction of interviews 

The interviews had an average length of 45 minutes. They were conducted by both authors 
of this paper via recorded telephone calls instead of face-to-face due to the long distances to 
the office locations. In comparison to a face-to-face interview at the location, this approach 
might lack some advantages such as an increased closeness to the interviewee, interpretation 
of gesticulation and getting an idea of the office atmosphere. Despite that, the interviews via 
calls were able to convey enough necessary information and were, at least in regards of time 
and effort, much more efficient for both the interviewer and the interviewees, which might 
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be one of the reasons why it is a common technique (Bhattacherjee, 2012). While most of 
the interviews were conducted in English, some had to be done in Finnish or German, 
respectively, at the request of the interviewee. Thus, the interview guide had to be 
translated, as well as the transcribed material, in order to ensure applicability for the 
subsequent analysis.  

At the beginning of each interview, we set the foundation with a bit of small talk in order to 
make the interviewees feel comfortable and create trust (Myers & Newman, 2007) and by 
explaining the project to give them an idea of what it is about and what to pay attention to 
during the interviews. This was important to get the best possible responses. In the course of 
the interviews, we did not always ask all the questions from the interview guide because it 
was either not possible due to time constraints or necessary due to differing job roles. As 
some respondents only had a limited amount of time for the interviews, we prioritised the 
questions in advance to know which ones are crucial to ask in each interview. Furthermore, 
in some cases questions became redundant in the course of the interview because the answer 
to them has already been given in a previous question. Also, for example in the case of the 
interview with the founder of Goodplace, some questions like for instance “To what extent 
do you feel you have control and ownership in your work?” were left out because the 
answer was simply already implied. 

To make the data useful and comparable for the following analysis, we transcribed the 
recorded interviews into detailed notes about the answers paired with key quotes of each 
respondent. 

 

2.5 Data Analysis 

2.5.1 Deductive vs. inductive qualitative data analysis 

As soon as all the interviews were conducted and transcribed as shown in Appendix 3, we 
started with the analysis of the collected data in order to make sense of it and to answer the 
(sub-)research questions that were constructed based on the literature review. In order to do 
this we used “coding”, a standard analysis method for qualitative data that Miles and 
Huberman (2013: 72) describe as “deep reflection about and, thus, deep analysis and 
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interpretation of the data’s meanings”. This can be done both in a deductive and / or 
inductive way. Using induction for the analysis means starting from the data in order to 
build new theories or refine existing ones (Lopez, 2013). Deduction, referred to as the 
“strong form” by Lopez (2013), implies that the study starts with a previously selected or 
established theoretical framework, which represents the basis for a set of categories to be 
used in the analysis.  

In line with the mostly deductive research design of this project, we also primarily used 
deduction for the analysis of the data. This is mainly due to the fact that the main categories 
of the analysis, and thus the codes of the first cycle coding which will be described in the 
next section, have been clear from the beginning on. The interview questions were aimed at 
finding answers to the given sub-research questions and therefore strongly linked to those. 
Due to this, it had already been established what to look out for, and provisional codes 
based on preparatory investigation were ready to use (Miles & Huberman, 2013). However 
as expected, during the analysis of the interviews, some new interesting talking points (and 
thus codes) emerged that we did not consider before. This was for example when multiple 
respondents talked about how their organisation transformed to a self-organised one, or 
when in the second stage of coding clusters and sub-codes came forth. This shows that not 
the entire analysis was based on deduction, but that also some inductive thinking took place. 

 

2.5.2 First cycle coding 

First cycle coding represents the first stage of data analysis and is “a way to initially 
summarise segments of data” (Miles & Huberman, 2013: 86) to work with the information 
at hand in a structured way. To achieve the best overview, we set up a table (Appendix 4), 
listing all interviewees horizontally and the interview questions grouped by research 
questions vertically. If interview questions consisted of multiple parts, such as “Do you 
sometimes feel overwhelmed by the amount of work you have to do, because you have taken 
on too much?” and “How do you deal with that?”, they were split up in separate cells. 
Every question in the vertical column represents one preliminary code and for every 
interviewee, relevant points that have been made in the interviews were added to the 
according cells in the form of notes or key quotes. In many cases, not all notes came only 
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from the according interview question but some also appeared at another point during the 
conversation. Additional rows were added to the table in order to collect relevant 
information related to additional topics that came up during the interviews. The answers 
relating to the difference between how creativity manifests in the self-managed and self-led 
organisations were also analysed separately. Having all useful information divided up into a 
large table with a number of rows per topic and columns per interviewee, allowed us to have 
a good and sufficient overview of what has been said about each topic, in addition to colour 
coding and using codes, such as mitigating factors, potential issues and so on.  

 

2.5.3 Second cycle coding 

The second cycle of coding entails the creation of some sort of meta-code where the codes 
at hand are further grouped and patterns, categories or themes are established (Miles & 
Huberman, 2013). To do this, we created a document for each research question (Appendix 
5), listing and grouping all information, even further selected by relevance, to get an ideal 
overview of what the prevalent opinions are and what has been said by whom. If interesting 
differences between the studied organisations were identified, we further split up the 
findings between them. If there were multiple key points or quotes across the interviews that 
belonged to one theme, they were grouped together. For example, when asked about 
feedback, some respondents highlighted the importance of critical feedback. As a result, all 
those notes were grouped under “critical feedback” within the feedback research question 
document.  

Based on those collected and organised findings, we then reviewed every research question 
independently and analysed how it could be answered. This is not a quantitative research 
and definite results are not of the essence, but rather the noticing and description of overall 
tendencies and both individual and prevalent opinions of respondents. Therefore, in the 
analysis we do not mention how many respondents mentioned a specific point, but try to 
visualise overall opinions and also interesting arguments by several individuals to provide a 
balanced overview of the gathered information. By constituting a trend of how interviewees 
responded to the interview questions, derived from sub-research questions, we were able to 
address the overall research questions. 



 

 
 

64 

3. Analysis 

After the research questions of this project have been established and the methods and study 
objects have been outlined, what follows now is the presentation and analysis of the 
research results. In order to answer the central research question of whether and how self-
organisation as a system fosters creativity, we have selected a number of factors that have 
been found to have an influence on creativity and accordingly created sub-research 
questions. This has already been established in the problem formulation earlier on. In the 
following section we will answer those 13 sub-questions. This is done by providing a short 
recap of the according theory, presenting the most relevant results, partially in the form of 
key quotes, and discussing those results in light of the question, while also adding additional 
points if appropriate. When necessary due to the nature of the results, there will be a 
distinction between the findings of each organisation.  
After the sub-research questions have been answered and put together in order to answer the 
first research question, the other two research questions will be analysed. To answer the 
second research question, we will analyse the issues related to creativity that can arise when 
being self-organised. This is done by aggregating and putting in order important insights 
that have emerged when the research was conducted. 

Lastly, the analysis of the third research question relates to the different variations of self-
organisation and in light of the research findings, how those different variations, namely 
self-leadership and self-management, influence creativity. 

 

3.1 Does self-organisation foster creativity? 

RQ1: Does self-organisation foster creativity? 

Next we will analyse each of those factors that have been found to have an influence on 
creativity and the associated sub-research questions in order to find out how those factors 
relate to real situations. We furthermore present, in case there are conflicts or issues, what 
practices and approaches are used to mitigate them. The findings of this will be shown and 
discussed in the following sections. 
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3.1.1 Autonomy issues 

SRQ1: Can too much autonomy (through the absence of constraints) inhibit creativity? 

It cannot be stressed enough that autonomy is perhaps the most important prerequisite for 
creativity (Amabile et al., 1996; Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Shalley & Gilson, 2004). 
However, too much autonomy and the absence of constraints might inhibit creative 
behaviour (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). As it turns out, close to all respondents had 
experienced some issues with autonomy.  

The “blank page problem”, i.e. having too many possibilities to choose from, to know how 
to effectively move on, turned out to not be the problem. In fact, the main issue reported 
seems to be the opposite, a “full page problem”. This is evident in comments such as “It's 
never difficult to know where to start because there's always a lot to do and to do better” 
(Wolfgang, Goodplace) and "It's difficult because you have so many things to do” (Antti, 
Turva). The problem thus relates to the relationship of time and tasks. Employees feel they 
have too many tasks and too little time. This is not necessarily a negative thing, especially if 
the individual has adequate self-leadership skills, specifically regarding prioritisation and 
time management: “No [I have no issues with this], I would say this kind of way of working 
suits me well" (Viktor, Turva). However, as Markham and Markham (1995) suggest, the 
level of proficiency in self-leadership skills is likely to vary within the organisation: “Some 
colleagues complain that it’s chaotic. That they have so many things to do: ‘so what should I 
now focus on?’ People become very confused. They don’t know what the most important 
thing to focus on is” (Anna, Turva). 

Some answers also shed light on the question that Markham and Markham (1995) posed: 
can self-leadership skills be taught or are they inherent qualities of the individual (traits, not 
states)? “In the beginning it was difficult (...), I felt lost. I didn’t know what to do, what was 
allowed and what was expected of me, but now it’s easier” (Susanna, Turva). Other 
respondents said: “I felt like I was drifting at sea (...) but now I know what to do.” (Mikael, 
TBO) and “I’ve been here for a while so I know the drill" (Valter, TBO). Experience seems 
to mitigate this problem, in addition to help from colleagues: “If I don’t know what to do, I 
won’t be hanging too long on to that. I get help if I need” (Karin, TBO). However, two of 
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the three organisations studied reported that employees left after the change: “We had some 
co-workers who couldn’t cope with this amount of freedom so they left” (Ulrike, 
Goodplace). In addition, some people still struggle after two years: "There’s still a few 
people who are having troubles with this. I think it’s because they’re really used to working 
in a certain way, that someone tells you what to do, already from school it’s like that” 
(Anna, Turva). 

From a creativity point of view, the issue with autonomy does not relate to that within a 
task, i.e. that one does not know what to do because there are so many options. The issue is 
on a task management level. There is so much to do, and since the individual is left with the 
choice to often choose what to do, insufficient self-leadership skills might cause confusion 
and inhibit creative behaviour. Furthermore, the unsuccessful alignment of the amount of 
tasks with the time available poses another important implication for creativity: no time for 
creative thinking. “We just have too many operative tasks. There is no time to think outside 
the box. It requires time to be creative. You need the space to think” (Merja, Turva). 

All organisations (independent of the way of organising) struggle with issues relating to 
time and tasks to do. However, as this alignment is left to each individual, it might pose 
problems from a creativity point of view. As one person commented on the alignment of 
tasks and time: “Guidance from above would lead to certain benefits" (Antti, Turva). 
However, the issue of a “full page problem” can be mitigated by having experienced 
members on a team who can, if necessary, prioritise tasks and guide the direction. A 
potential solution for being too busy to think and thus less inclined to “think outside the 
box”, is to free up a few hours in the calendar every week for developmental work. 

All in all, it appears to be evident that having a lot of autonomy has created some issues 
regarding the creative behaviour of many of the respondents, mainly due to the fact that 
respondents are busy and have difficulties prioritising their work. However, it seems that the 
issue of prioritisation can be mitigated by personal experience, or being part of a team with 
experienced members. In addition to experience, employees could also partake in 
workshops on prioritisation to hone self-leadership skills. The root of the problem of 
prioritisation relates to workload pressures, which will be discussed later (SRQ13). 
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3.1.2 A sense of ownership and control 

SRQ2:  Do employees feel commitment and a sense of ownership and control when working 
on a project initiated by someone else? 

Pearce and Manz (2005) suggest that employees engaging in some type of self-organisation 
do indeed feel a strong sense of ownership and control, which has been found to have a 
positive influence on creativity (Amabile et al., 1996). One respondent reflected upon his 
sense of ownership by comparing the current situation to the situation before their 
organisation moved to a more self-organised way of working: "There is a huge difference in 
executing and getting something done, accomplishing it. When I've worked in a hierarchical 
organisation, it has been more about doing something that someone has told me. But here, 
when you get to decide to do something, you really accomplish it. It becomes your own 
thing. It's you, instead of just you doing something that someone else said" (Viktor, Turva). 
Most answers from employees from every organisation studied follow the same logic. A 
sense of ownership and control of their own work relates strongly to the fact that employees 
are able to work with something that they feel is their own: “When we have self-
organisation, I’m the one who’s doing and deciding things” (Leo, Turva), or they get the 
feeling of ownership and control through being able to influence how they perform their job: 
“It’s the coordination part that gives me the control and ownership” (Karin, TBO). Many 
respondents also said that they can see their own input in the final result, and that it gives a 
sense of meaningfulness to the work: “I can see the effects and it’s motivating” and "(...) it 
is meaningful. When I see even a small improvement after helping them [colleagues], I can 
see the effects and it's motivating" (Leo, Turva).  

As previously noted, self-organisation, self-leadership and self-management have 
misleading names, as work is more often than not executed together, and not by oneself. 
Many respondents confirmed that the amount of teamwork has increased when there is no 
manager present. As anticipated, it seems that the sense of ownership and commitment 
changes when moving to a team context. If the project is not “one’s own”, the feelings of 
ownership, control and commitment seem to change: "I have had my fair share of projects 
where I've been thrown in the middle and been told ‘do this part’. It's not as pleasant and 
motivating as if you're involved in the beginning” (Viktor, Turva). “There is a difference in 
how you get thrown into the project. It's not the same if you just get told, or if someone 
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starts explaining and inspiring and telling why they want you in the project" (Viktor, Turva). 
The sense of ownership and control seems to be influenced by how they are being 
introduced to the project and the amount of people in the project: "I absolutely have a sense 
of ownership and control. Especially because the team I'm in is small. We're just a few 
people, so the outcome of every decision is visible” (Viktor, Turva). 

It seems, that in order to maintain a sense of ownership, control and commitment, it is 
important that the introduction to a project happens through inspiration – not delegation. 
Following the same logic that gives individuals a sense of ownership and control and 
increased commitment on the organisation level, that is being able to influence the outcome, 
the way to perform tasks and the reasoning why it is being done in the first place, should be 
taken into consideration when working in teams. Partaking in the early stages of the project 
and providing a space for influence is important for maintaining high levels of commitment 
for all team members. In fact, Goodplace already has a practice that follows this logic. Upon 
initiating a project, the project “owner” has to convince others to invest time and join their 
project (Wolfgang, Goodplace), because people have a lot of autonomy, so they can choose 
what they want to work on, realising the inspirational introduction and full inclusion early 
on.  

The answer to the question “Is there a difference in commitment and a sense of ownership 
and control when working on a project initiated by someone else?” is yes, there is, but it 
can be mitigated. The outcome of the project is likely to be better, if the involved people are 
committed and truly invested in it. By having a practice of “not throwing people into 
projects”, but rather inspiring them to join, especially early on, is one way to accomplish 
this. Self-organisation is not just leading yourself, it’s leading yourself in coordination with 
others, but the same principles that guide self-organisation on a system level, should also be 
implemented on a team level in order to induce a sense of ownership, control and 
commitment, and thus increase the likelihood of creative behaviour of all team participants. 
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3.1.3 Perceived shared responsibility 

SRQ3: Do employees in self-organised organisations perceive the responsibility of the 
outcome of their projects to be shared? If not, how is it mitigated?  

Shih and Susanto (2017) suggest that if employees perceive their responsibility of the 
completion of a task or project as shared with others, it can be detrimental for innovative 
work behaviour and thus also mitigate creative behaviour. It is evident and also has been 
apparent throughout the interviews, that roles in self-organised systems are unclearly 
defined and that “positions change continuously” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). Thus, it would be 
logical to assume that responsibilities of individual tasks and projects are also loosely 
defined and due to their unassigned nature could lead to an overall perception of being 
shared amongst team members. 

Throughout all the organisations we have researched this has been found not to be the case, 
but rather the opposite, as responsibilities for project-related tasks are clearly distributed. At 
Turva, the person who initiates a project is the project manager and alone responsible for its 
overall outcome. The other project members are fully responsible for the outcomes of their 
tasks within the project. At TBO, where teamwork does not occur often anyways, individual 
tasks and the according responsibilities are clearly defined. At Goodplace “It’s clearly 
structured. Having flat or flexible hierarchies does not mean that there are no hierarchies at 
all” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). Instead, they have competency-based hierarchies, where 
individual team members have strong autonomies in certain areas where they have a lot of 
competence. In the context of projects, the final decision-making power lies with the project 
leader. 

Throughout all studied organisations, the decision-making power and thus responsibilities 
are clearly defined and not perceived as shared. In order to make the clear responsibilities 
and high autonomy in making decisions work in practice, organisations make use of 
supportive structures like for example the transparency of and unlimited access to 
information and the reliance on extensive peer consultation. However, the CEO of 
Goodplace mentioned that this can also be a pitfall for the organisation’s agility and 
efficiency, as for example many rather inexperienced employees ask for too much 
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consulting and help from others instead of taking the responsibility given by the 
autonomous nature of self-organised systems. 

Responsibilities outside the scope of actual projects seem less clearly defined. An example 
of this is the fact that when we asked about the difficulty of finding relevant information, all 
organisations revealed problems in data maintenance. This is, amongst others, due to shared 
responsibility, which is even more relevant in self-organised settings without a manager 
who delegates such tasks: “It’s everyone’s responsibility to keep it updated. But it doesn’t 
work” (Susanna, Turva).  

All in all, project-related task responsibilities are not perceived as shared, while those 
related to tasks outside of projects can be, due to the lack of clear division and allocation of 
tasks. Those tasks however usually make for a much smaller share of one’s total workload, 
and also the potential detrimental effect on creativity is much less severe because ongoing 
tasks such as data maintenance often require no or just very little creative thinking. Thus, it 
can be concluded that in the studied organisations there is only limited perception of shared 
responsibility and overall no negative influence on creativity. If organisations however 
struggle with this issue it can be effectively addressed through clear task responsibilities. 
Furthermore, Shih and Susanto (2017) suggest that coworker trust moderates the effect of 
perceived shared responsibility on creative behaviour is such a way that it is less negative if 
trust is high. According to our research this seems to be the case in all studied organisations, 
e.g. “We trust each other here” (Leo, Turva). One interviewee perceives trust amongst team 
members as even being a prerequisite for a functioning self-organised system (Ulrike, 
Goodplace).  

 

3.1.4 Risk, potential and decision-making 

SRQ4: Is risk-taking behaviour realised without explicit encouragement? 

In order for the creative potential to realise into creative behaviour, especially in the case of 
pursuing new ideas lying outside the scope of current strategy or day-to-day work, it is 
important for organisations to encourage risk-taking (Shimizu, 2012). As we thought, 
employees perceive that risk-taking is an inherent outcome of the self-organised way of 
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working, as they can take risky decisions without any explicit encouragement from the 
organisation: “Because of self-organisation, anyone can basically make big decisions” (Leo, 
Turva). However, a few interesting trends arose from the interviews regarding risk-taking. 

The amount of risk that employees perceive to be able to take varies greatly between the 
self-led organisations (Turva & Goodplace) and the self-managed organisation (TBO). 
Close to all respondents from Turva and Goodplace feel that they “can make risky 
decisions” (Merja, Turva) (“I feel free to make some risky decisions” - Wolfgang, 
Goodplace), while some even reported to make decisions “on a major level” (Leo, Turva). 
The way that employees in TBO describe the weight of the decisions they take seem to be of 
a lighter character: “the risks I take mostly relate to the customer, but no risky decisions for 
the company” (Mikael, TBO) and “I can’t make any big decisions” (Valter, TBO).  

In addition to a general difference in the amount of risk taken between employees in 
different organisations, there seems to be a difference in the amount of risk that employees 
within the same organisation are comfortable taking. Within the same organisation, the 
meaning of a “risky decision” is highly subjective. The riskiness of a decision is defined 
through the type of decision (related to outcome, such as financial, data security and impact 
on strategy) and the measurable financial severity of it (x amount of money). The only valid 
explanation for this seems to be experience and “position”, or area and degree of 
responsibility. A relatively new employee (six months) at Turva said, “I am expected to 
make a decision, but I don’t know how big. I haven’t taken too big decisions. Yet.” 
(Susanna, Turva). The person stating to make independent decisions “on a major level” 
(Leo, Turva) described his work responsibilities as “leading strategies, responsible for 
partners, sales and marketing” and has been in the organisation for five years. 

Self-organisation thus provides the space to make decisions, but the severity of the 
decisions, i.e. how much risk they entail, varies from individual to individual, dependent on 
their experience and the area of responsibility. However, all individuals (except TBO’s 
employees) still subjectively feel that they make somewhat risky decisions, in relation to 
their area of responsibility. Risk-taking behaviour is thus partly inherently encouraged by 
self-organisation as a system, but the actual risks (and thus the potential) taken, relate to 
experience and area of responsibility.  
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SRQ5: Are employees able to diversify risks and not become risk-averse? 

If the evaluation of risk is subjective, the consequences also seem to be equally subjective, 
as almost all employees from the self-led organisations feel that the decisions they take 
entail risk. In addition, all respondents, despite the objective severity of the decision, use the 
same tactics to mitigate the worries related to making risky decisions.  

All organisations studied have a culture that encourages peer consultation. The main 
function of peer consultation is to ensure alignment of decisions to company strategy. It 
seems that peer consultation is also the most used tactic to diversify risks: “I usually go 
around and make sure that it [the decision] is OK.” (Susanna, Turva). “I talk to them 
[colleagues], see what they think. If they think it’s ok, then I’m more certain that I’ve done 
the right decision” (Mikael, TBO). In addition to being a channel for diversifying risks, peer 
consultation also seems to work as an encouragement to take risks, as many people said they 
feel more confident after talking with colleagues. 

Another important factor that was mentioned frequently in all organisations is experience: 
"If it involves the money, if it’s bigger than what I’ve been dealing with before, then I 
would get confirmation" (Merja, Turva). This is also often combined with peer consultation, 
e.g.: "talking to people that have been involved in these kinds of decisions before" (Viktor, 
Turva).  

In addition to consulting experienced colleagues, many respondents took the opportunity to 
mention that the company culture allows for mistakes, and the comforting effect of that. 
"We have an atmosphere that allows mistakes. The thing is, that they happen and it's OK. 
It’s been explicitly said, that mistakes happen and we shouldn’t blame the person who made 
the mistake” (Mikael, TBO). A culture that allows for mistakes is not only important for 
mitigating the pressures and worries related to independent decision-making, but also for 
individual and organisational learning: "It's important to have the courage to talk about it 
when I've made a bad decision. It's the best place to learn about the dynamics" (Antti, 
Turva). 
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Clear guidelines relating to for example financial spending, areas of responsibility, when to 
consult the legal department and general decision-making procedures were also frequently 
mentioned as calming factors. Furthermore, one person said that open information flow is 
key for mitigating worries, by being able to access relevant information. It’s easy to make 
decisions because “I know the numbers” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). All in all, the aggregate of 
the aforementioned practices seems to help mitigate unnecessary risk-averseness: "With 
these mechanisms, you can feel really safe. You know you're set up for a good decision" 
(Leo, Turva). 

 

3.1.5 Clarity of organisational goals 

SRQ6: Are the organisational goals clear for the employees and are they aligned with the 
employees’ individual tasks? 

It has been shown that it is crucial for creativity that the goals of an organisation are clear to 
its employees (Amabile & Gryskiewicz, 1987). It is furthermore important for the 
functioning of an organisation that the tasks and goals of individual employees are to some 
extent aligned with those overall goals. Because both aspects cannot be taken for granted in 
self-organised settings, we decided to ask about organisational goal clarity and the 
according alignment of tasks in the interviews.  

Both organisational and individual goal setting differ substantially throughout the studied 
organisations. At TBO, goals are broken down into individual tasks and targets by the 
department board without any influence of the according employees. This is in line with the 
overall self-managed approach of TBO, where employees decide how to do something, and 
not what to do or why to do it. Opinions on how well the goals and tasks are aligned have a 
positive tendency but range from “It’s very clear” (Mikael, TBO) to “I don’t think we’re 
that good at breaking down the big goals to smaller pieces” (Valter, TBO). 

At Turva, employees create a so-called mission statement twice a year, which consists of 
goals both related to personal development and derived from the company’s overall vision. 
All individuals establish the goals for themselves. This has the effects that it can increase 
commitment to the company (Antti, Turva) and that “you have to go through the thinking 
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process, which is where you understand your role” (Viktor, Turva). Some goals are also 
linked to bonuses. Bonuses enhance the necessity of clear and measurable goals, and beyond 
that have been shown to have the potential of positively influencing creativity (Amabile, 
1997). However, high autonomy levels in goal setting, as is the case with mission 
statements, bear disadvantages such as a reported lack of communication and monitoring 
(“If everyone decides what to do, who is the one checking individual” - Viktor, Turva) and 
the risk that important responsibilities are not allocated to anyone. At Turva, those 
disadvantages are mainly mitigated through consulting: “Yes, they are decided by 
yourselves, but you need to talk with some colleagues about your personal goals. Someone 
needs to see it and kind of approve” (Anna, Turva).  

While there were a few critical remarks toward the goal setting in both companies, the 
overall tendency appears to be that employees both at TBO and Turva perceive the 
organisational goals as clear and mainly understand how their own actions contribute to the 
achievement of those goals. Despite the large differences in goal setting empowerment 
between the two companies, the alignment of tasks and organisational goals seems to be 
given in both cases. This is crucial for creative behaviour of employees because they can 
only come up with ideas that are novel and useful for the organisation, if they understand 
what’s actually useful.  

The goal setting approach at Goodplace is fundamentally different. They follow a concept 
referred to as “evolutionary purpose” which is based on the idea that the organisation’s 
vision and goals are dynamic and continuously changing and thus cannot explicitly be 
broken down into individual tasks: “It’s the opposite of just writing the vision at the wall 
and breaking it down to KPIs” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). While TBO and Turva employ self-
organisation to reach defined goals, for Goodplace it is a way to define goals. If anything, 
employees understand their contribution toward the organisation’s goals rather implicitly 
than explicitly (Wolfgang, Goodplace). This is a unique way of organising and highlights 
the importance of every individual for the company’s progression in the future. Following 
Amabile and Gryskiewicz’s (1987) proposition that goals need to be clear, Goodplace’s 
approach of organisational and individual goal setting could be considered detrimental for 
creativity. Following common sense, we would like to question this assumption. First of all, 
Amabile and Gryskiewicz (1987) do not consider everchanging goals, which might lower 
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the theory’s applicability to the case of Goodplace. Also, there are numerous factors that 
influence creativity at the same time, which is why for example the positive effect of the 
strong increase in autonomy within goal setting might outweigh the potential alleviation of 
creativity through unclear goals.  

It can be concluded that despite the substantial differences in goal setting between the 
studied organisations, there overall appears to be no detrimental influence on creativity.  

 

3.1.6 Feedback and non-monetary rewards 

SRQ7: Do employees feel that they receive enough feedback and recognition in their work? 
If so, by whom? 

Feedback has been an important part of creativity research for decades. Amongst others, it 
has been shown that constructive, developmental feedback aimed at learning and improving 
has a strong positive influence on creativity (Zhou & Oldham, 2001). Also, non-monetary 
rewards like praise and recognition increase creativity (Shalley & Gilson, 2004). Both 
aspects are not frequently mentioned in the self-organisation literature, which is why our 
research is aimed at finding out whether employees at the studied organisations get 
sufficient feedback, both informally and formally through the system. 

Informal feedback occurs frequently at all three organisations, commonly described as on-
going, spontaneous feedback amongst peers. One respondent highlights the importance of 
this kind of feedback by stating, “Feedback should be an on-going thing and should not be 
standardised” (Sabine, Goodplace). This is also in line with the fact that self-organisation 
inherently involves an increased amount of communication, as there are fewer control 
mechanisms. Informal feedback can be task- and job- or person-related. However, as is the 
case throughout all organisations, “you have to ask for it [feedback] yourself” (Valter, 
TBO). The fact that employees actively have to pursue getting (and giving) feedback, leads 
to the problem that it is “not practiced enough when people are overwhelmed with work” 
(Sabine, Goodplace), which can be a common problem in non-hierarchical teams (as will be 
shown later on). Despite this, overall it was stated that there is enough informal feedback 
throughout all organisations, e.g. “We have a very active feedback culture” (Wolfgang, 
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Goodplace). Only two respondents noted that there is not enough, which might be due to the 
fact that they don’t pursue it actively: “For me it would be better if there was a structure” 
(Merja, Turva). 

Across all organisations, there are plenty different formal feedback procedures in place, 
some of which will be shortly exemplified. At Goodplace, every few months there are salary 
negotiations, which involve a very extensive feedback procedure, where each team member 
provides written personal and work-related feedback to every single colleague, which is 
then further discussed in the team. One respondent described it as follows: “It’s a lot of 
work, but the quality is really good. It’s a quality that I have not even remotely experienced 
anywhere else, be it at an agency or at university. It’s such a close and intense collaboration, 
that you can really put a lot of thought and experience into the feedback you give” 
(Wolfgang, Goodplace).  

At Turva, “dream discussions” take place, where employees periodically talk with other 
team members and check to what extent the set personal goals have been achieved. At TBO, 
there is on-going formal feedback from customers and quality managers. On top, there are 
business coaches who give developmental feedback, if they are asked to do so. While one 
respondent stated “We talk regularly” (Mikael, TBO), another person noted that she has 
never approached them (Karin, TBO). 

The strongest focus on developmental feedback appears to be at Goodplace, where every 
respondent mentioned the importance of constructive critique and gave examples. One 
respondent noted that honest and critical feedback is essential and beyond that stated that 
because of “transparent and open critical feedback, we’ve had three colleagues who made 
the decision to leave” (Ulrike, Goodplace). Another underlined the importance of it but also 
mentioned that it “sounds easy, but it’s the opposite, because you don’t get prepared for that 
anywhere else. Even though it’s so important, you never really learn it. What rather happens 
is camouflage, coming up with excuses, because it’s a lot about status usually. It takes time 
to be able to say thank you, I appreciate that you tell me this, even though it’s not easy for 
either of us” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). At TBO most of the developmental feedback comes 
from the business coaches who some don’t decide to approach at all. Turva’s respondents 
mainly mentioned the dream discussions, which one described at “sufficient to get a 
developmental view” (Leo, Turva).  
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There are also some kinds of praise and recognition at all studied organisations. At 
Goodplace there are formal systems, like a bell that rings when milestones are reached, and 
on top of that an informal “constructive general atmosphere of giving praise” (Ulrike, 
Goodplace). Just like it is the case for informal feedback, “this is a problem when people are 
stressed and have a lot to do, because then some people feel under-appreciated because 
there’s no manager who says well done” (Ulrike, Goodplace). At TBO, praise only takes 
place informally, with room for improvement. Respondents from Turva mainly mentioned a 
“thank-you-closet” from which in team meetings colleagues can give others a gift in order 
to thank them for something. Regarding informal praise and recognition, only one 
interviewee mentioned that it does not happen enough and that it should be part of the 
culture. 

All in all, both formal and informal feedback takes place in all studied organisations, 
however, to a different extent. Especially when it comes to developmental feedback and 
praise and recognition, the organisations have different cultures and systems in place. 

 

3.1.7 Knowledge management 

SRQ8: Do employees experience problems accessing the information they need? Is it perceived as a 
problem and if so, how is it mitigated? 

Access to information is an important prerequisite for innovative behaviour and thus also 
creative behaviour (Taştan, 2013). As we have already established in the problem 
formulation, in self-organised companies there could potentially be problems regarding the 
lack of formal access to information, the quantity and/or the quality of the information 
available to the employees. One interview respondent highlighted the special importance of 
appropriate knowledge management in the case of self-organisation “because knowledge is 
not channelled through the hierarchy anymore, thus it doesn't flow into one direction” 
(Sabine, Goodplace). 

Despite this, all organisations studied appear to have problems with their knowledge and 
information management. Lack of formal access to information is not one of them, as every 
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employee can access almost all information. Therefore, theoretically, access to information 
is given; there are however remarkable issues related to its quantity and quality. 

Some interviewees state that there is too much information, many files are hard to find and 
also in some cases they are reported to not be in correct order. On top of this, one of the 
main problems is the fact that throughout all organisations there are many files in the 
knowledge management system that are out-dated and thus either not valid ("When things 
change, the changes are not documented" - Viktor, Turva), accurate or relevant anymore. 
This can be seriously detrimental for speed and efficiency, as employees have to check the 
validity of data and “ask around all the time” (Mikael, TBO). Also, from a creativity 
perspective, it is not helpful for creative processes to break the workflow in order to look for 
necessary information. 

But where do those troubles stem from and are they really so severe and hard to tackle to 
justify some interviewees’ almost resigning statements in this matter such as “We have been 
failing to properly maintain our contact management” (Wolfgang, Goodplace) or “It’s 
everyone’s responsibility to keep it updated. But it doesn’t work” (Susanna, Turva)? The 
most frequently mentioned reason for this problem is lack of time, e.g. "Everything happens 
so fast, there is no time to keep everything up to date in the portal" (Antti, Turva). Having a 
lot of autonomy, especially in fast-moving environments, people often choose to work on 
those tasks that promise the highest potential (Wolfgang, Goodplace), therefore rather long-
term investments without real measurable contributions such as data maintenance 
consequently have to wait in line. Furthermore, the lack of a manager who has both the 
responsibility and the interest to keep the knowledge management system up to date leads to 
a feeling of shared responsibility, which is an issue that has already been addressed earlier. 
Another reason which has been mentioned throughout all companies studied is the lack of 
universal guidelines on how to work with the system within the organisation, like for 
example how to name files and where to put them.  

When it comes to the question of how to solve the evident problems, adding rules and 
guidelines is the most obvious solution that directly comes to mind. It is however important 
to keep in mind that self-organisation actually means taking away processes and structures 
to increase flexibility. One respondent underlined this as follows: “We don’t want to 
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suffocate in processes.(...) If you have too many, nobody knows about them anymore, and 
then they’re not followed anyways” (Ulrike, Goodplace).  

Yet, one main advantage of self-organisation is the fact that it’s agile and fast, and if 
something slows down the achievement of goals across all studied organisations, the 
emergence of efficient structures would in our view be justified. Possible guidelines 
regarding the data maintenance could entail clear naming conventions for files, the setup of 
an easy-to-understand data hierarchy that everyone needs to follow when saving files, and 
the obligation for each employee to periodically check the validity of (one’s own) files. If 
done right, and followed, such measures could effectively address the issues of both 
information quality and quantity at all organisations. Furthermore, one respondent 
highlights the essential importance of using digital tools such as dashboard systems, which 
make everything faster and easier (Sabine, Goodplace). Another way to address the 
knowledge management problems in self-organised teams and organisations could be the 
designation of an employee to be responsible for overlooking whether information is 
accurately maintained by everyone. This way, everyone’s (necessary) responsibility in this 
matter would increase, which is against the system’s norms, but according to our research 
seems to be crucial for a functional knowledge management in self-organised companies.  

 

3.1.8 Communication 

It is evident that the quantity of communication between colleagues has increased in all 
organisations studied since moving to a more decentralised model. When the employees 
were asked if they feel that they communicate more with their peers since the change, the 
answers were more or less unanimous: “Yes, definitely. That’s one of the key differences” 
(Ulrike, Goodplace), “Definitely. It’s a positive thing here and it’s improving.” (Susanna, 
Turva) and “compared to previous customer service jobs I’ve had, we talk a lot more here” 
(Mikael, Turva). 

Communication fosters team creativity (Shalley & Gilson, 2004; Woodman et al., 1993). 
Increased communication being an inherent characteristic of self-organisation, the system 
should contribute positively to that. However, the positive effects on creativity entailed in 
the quantity of communication might not be fully realised, unless the communication is of 
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high quality. The following questions relate to the atmosphere in which communication 
happens, and take into consideration possible factors that might inhibit good 
communication.  

 

SRQ9: Is knowledge shared freely throughout the organisation? 

It has been stated that the sharing of knowledge within a team, which can be divided up into 
information sharing and know-how sharing, is important for the creative performance of the 
team, as it is essential for knowledge creation (Kessel et al., 2012). Furthermore, Černe et al. 
(2014) found that the hiding of knowledge from other team members has detrimental effects 
on the generation of creative ideas within the team, both of colleagues and the knowledge-
hider herself, due to the triggering of a reciprocal distrust loop.  

The results of our research regarding this topic have shown that all employees throughout 
the three studied organisations perceive knowledge as shared freely within their teams, and 
state that there exists no hiding of information. The fact that transparency is most frequently 
mentioned as the main reason for this shows that equal access to all available information 
and knowledge appears to be a central building block for the functioning of a self-organised 
company. Another aspect mentioned several times is that within a self-organised team, 
everyone works towards a common goal, so there is no incentive to hide knowledge from 
others. In line with this, there appears to be “no competitive environment” (Susanna, Turva). 
While this can of course differ from team to team, it seems logical to assume that this is a 
typical trait of self-organised teams due to their non-hierarchical, communication- and trust-
based nature. All in all, the research results show that all organisations practise knowledge-
sharing rather than -hiding, which enables the teams to make use of not only the excellence 
and creativity of each member, but additionally also of the positive effects that arise from 
collaborating and sharing.  

 

SRQ10: Do employees feel psychologically safe enough to state their opinions? 

“People need to have a sound feeling of belonging, security and feeling safe in a group or 
themselves in order to actually go out into the world and be creative” (Ulrike, Goodplace). 
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This statement stems from the interview with the founder of Goodplace, telling the story of 
how employees were much less creative and innovative than she expected after the company 
had just transformed from a hierarchical to a self-led one. First, a sense of trust and 
belonging had to be established until the available potential could be unleashed (Ulrike, 
Goodplace). This is in line with Kessel et al.’s (2012) findings that show that a 
psychologically safe climate leads to an increase in creative team performance because it 
enables knowledge sharing. Psychological safety stems from mutual support and trust and 
refers to a team member’s confidence to state one’s opinion to the group without having to 
fear embarrassment or status loss.  

All interviewees at Goodplace stated that throughout the team, everyone dares to say their 
opinion due to a very honest and direct communication culture. At Turva, all but one 
employees we talked to also reported a high degree of psychological safety, practising an 
open sharing of opinions and critique, e.g. “We give room for people to share even differing 
opinions freely” (Viktor, Turva). TBO however revealed rather mixed results. While one 
participant stated to always say her opinion, another reported: “I usually don’t say it out 
loud if a lot of other people are of the opposite opinion” (Mikael, TBO). One said that even 
though he usually dares to speak his mind, many others don’t because people behave 
differently, so it should be a cultural matter (Valter, TBO).  

This shows that in order to achieve psychological safety throughout a self-organised team, it 
is important to have a culture that enables and encourages its members to speak out, 
especially because individuals usually deal with this in different ways. This is in line with 
one interviewee’s statement that “as soon as a good communication culture is established, 
people start daring to say their opinions” (Sabine, Goodplace). 

One respondent mentioned that he doesn’t “want to create conflict, even though [his] point 
could be constructive” (Mikael, TBO). An important part of having a culture supporting 
psychological safety is thus also the existence of appropriate conflict resolution practices or 
systems in order to lower the employees’ fears of conflicts. Contrary to DeLeon’s (2001) 
suggestion that self-managing teams are bad at conflict resolution, all of the studied 
organisations claimed to have effective systems for the resolution of conflicts in place (e.g. 
multi-stage system at both Turva and Goodplace). However, conflicts also seem to occur 
very seldom across the companies.  
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While almost all employees at Turva reported a high level of psychological safety within the 
team, one opposed this and claimed that stating opinions freely is not part of the culture, 
especially due to a lack of critical faculty. There is even a rule called “Don’t crush other 
people’s ideas and excitement” which aims at keeping people from offering criticism at 
ideas their colleagues are excited about (Merja, Turva). While the differing opinions within 
one organisation (see e.g. "It is promoted to say your thoughts even though there's some 
kind of negativeness" - Antti, Turva)) make it difficult to analyse the overall psychological 
safety at Turva, this point however underlines the importance of being able to level 
constructive criticism within a self-organised team. Critical feedback is crucial for the 
functioning of a system that is mainly based on communication and where decision-making 
relies so heavily on consultation amongst peers. This is further supported by the following 
quote: “Many people assume that [self-organisation] is more egalitarian and everybody sits 
around the fireplace and shares everything, so it’s very consensus-based. And I think that 
just not how to get work done, because that way you would not tap into the excellence of 
people” (Ulrike, Goodplace). 

One respondent said, that “most of us [humans] feel safe when there’s processes and 
structures, and orientation by a leader. That’s the way we are socialised” (Sabine, 
Goodplace), implying that self-organisation and the way it is structured rather reduces the 
feeling of safety compared to hierarchical companies, because it takes structures away. She 
went on saying “giving people per-se freedom, especially in the culture we’re coming from, 
you need to build trust and a sense of security in this open system. You need to work with 
people so they understand that they need to feel safe”. Through good quality of dialogue and 
trust within the team, the detrimental effect on safety can be balanced out. Psychological 
safety can be reached by having an open and honest communication culture where everyone 
gets encouraged to share their opinions. Only that way teams can tap into everyone’s 
creativity and have a healthy atmosphere.  

 

 

 



 

 
 

83 

SRQ11: Do employees perceive informal hierarchies to exist and do they see it as a 
problem? 

Informal power positions, detrimental for creativity and team performance have been found 
to arise in settings without formal leadership (Bendersky & Hays, 2012). Other types of 
informal influence have also been found to inhibit creative behaviour, through implicit 
actions that imply status, resulting in some members not sharing ideas (Catmull, 2014). 
Despite erasing formal power roles, it seems that informal hierarchies do still exist in every 
organisation studied: “Everyone is equal, but no one wants to take the decision even though 
everyone agrees. But then there’s someone who has kind of an informal manager position 
and he or she makes the decision. It helps everyone” (Susanna, Turva) and “I find it wrong 
to deny this fact” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). Others said explicitly that no informal hierarchy 
exists, but that there is still a difference in influence: “I don’t think so [that an informal 
hierarchy exists]. We have a lot of old and young people. Some people just know more than 
others because they have more experience” (Valter, TBO). 

Informal hierarchies definitely exist in all organisations that we studied, but most employees 
seem to perceive it as a good thing. “Yes [informal hierarchies exist], but it’s not a real 
inequality, it’s more through reflection of competence” (Sabine, Goodplace). The reason 
that the informal hierarchies are perceived to generally be a welcomed thing, relates to the 
legitimacy of the position, i.e. why that person has a certain status. The legitimacy of a 
powerful position seems to often be generated by experience, competence and 
responsibility. Other terms used to describe this was “natural” and “organic”. Tradition and 
previous managerial positions also play a part, especially during and after the transition 
period to self-organisation: “Information, and where you get help becomes personified in a 
way. Previously a manager made a decision and now people still go there and ask about it” 
(Anna, Turva). 

Only a few persons mentioned a potential problem with informal hierarchies, stating that the 
formation of some positions is based on personalities: “I have not had problems, but I have 
realised that some persons are not fully agreeing on the power” (Antti, Turva). Another 
person mentioned a formation of “camps” in the beginning of the transition period: “Well 
we have this ‘DISC-thinking’ in our organisation, so people have been divided up into 
different personalities and everyone knows what kind of person another one is. And they 
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kind of tend to group together.” (Valter, TBO). However, these camps have organically 
dissolved since. 

It seems that the formation of informal hierarchies occurs naturally and the existence of 
them is generally perceived as a positive thing. It is regarded as a substitute for formal 
leadership, a source of comfort and help from a more experienced or competent colleague. 
None of the respondents reported anything related to abuse of informal power positions or 
other actions relating to status that might hinder performance, teamwork or sharing of ideas. 
There is hardly anything to indicate that the informal hierarchies at the organisations studied 
would inhibit creativity, due to the positions being generated from generally approved and 
legitimate sources, such as competence and experience. As these positions are often 
perceived to be a source of support, they might in fact foster creativity, as supportive 
leadership is regarded to have a positive influence on employee creativity (Oldham & 
Cummings, 1996; Zhan & Bartol, 2010). 

 

3.1.9 Lack of formal Leadership 

SRQ12: Are the benefits of a supportive supervision style (for creativity) substitutable by 
self- and shared leadership? 

Taking away a leader from a team also in many cases means taking away a person who is 
responsible for and takes care of the members of the team. Not only do most managerial 
tasks get allocated amongst the team, also some supportive qualities that usually are 
embodied in the leader role might get left behind. Scholars such as Amabile et al. (1996) 
and Oldham and Cummings (1996) have shown that there are multiple factors that a 
supportive supervision style entails that positively influence the creativity of the team and 
its members. To find out whether self-organisation can substitute the benefits of a 
supportive supervision style, we look into the following two factors: support for ideas and 
work-related issues and encouragement to voice concerns, feelings or needs. 

Overall, supervisory support, and slightly more specifically also the support for ideas and 
work have been found to have a positive influence on creative and innovative behaviour 
(Amabile, 1996; Orpen, 1990; Oldham & Cummings, 1996). The results of our research 
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reveal that there is generally a feeling of having enough support for ideas and work-related 
issues by colleagues, however, only if you ask for it: e.g. “It’s up to everyone to ask for 
support themselves” (Susanna, Turva). This seems to be the case for all studied 
organisations. However, there are also a few individuals who do not think they get enough 
support: “I don’t have a lot of support in my work, because there isn’t really anybody” 
(Merja, Turva).  

Furthermore, Oldham and Cummings (1996) state that if a manager encourages employees 
to voice their concerns and listens to their feelings and needs, this can increase their creative 
performance. Again, the results show that employees in the studied organisations need to 
address concerns themselves without getting any encouragement for it. This of course 
doesn’t mean that voicing concerns is not welcome, but rather that it is just not proactively 
encouraged by the system.  

These results of the research show that especially proactive aspects of having a supportive 
leader get lost in self-organised teams: Support and the ability to share concerns exist, but 
employees have to address it themselves. While for some this is not a problem, it causes 
issues for others because individuals deal with situations differently and those who might 
need it the most can end up without sufficient support, which can in turn be detrimental for 
their creative performance. One respondent underlined this issue: “You need a strong 
personality to be independent” (Susanna, Turva). Overall, passing on the addressed issues 
from an individual leader to the whole team does not seem to be a sufficient substitution. 
Arguably, support by and voicing concerns to other team members shall not be 
underestimated and is important, however, this also exists in most other hierarchical teams. 
Some respondents underlined their lack of support from a manager by saying e.g. “Yes, I 
would like to have a manager sometimes (...), just to have someone to talk to, talk about 
ideas and to make decisions, a more supportive style" (Merja, Turva). 

While it seems to be the case that some qualities of a formal leader are missing in the case 
of self-organised teams, it is important to note that not every manager in hierarchical 
companies has a supportive supervision style. In fact, based on personal experience, there 
are plenty leaders in the professional world for whom support and encouragement to voice 
concerns is not a top priority. However, we can conclude that self-organised teams cannot 
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sufficiently substitute creativity-fostering qualities of a leader with a supportive supervision 
style. 

To tackle this, non-hierarchical teams would be well advised to create a culture where every 
member is given an equal voice and where mutual support is of the essence. One 
interviewee underlined this: “If there’s a good communication culture people will voice 
their concerns, if not they won’t” (Sabine, Goodplace). While an appropriate 
communication culture is a prerequisite for a well-functioning team that fully uses its 
creative potentials, organisations can additionally allocate supporting roles to suitable 
members within the team. At TBO for example, there are already “business coaches” in 
place whose main role is to give support to the employees. This way, there can be 
individuals who take on the supportive tasks of a manager, without compromising the 
employees’ autonomy.  

Overall it can be concluded that employees throughout all studied organisations, employees 
mostly feel that they have enough support and that they can voice their concerns. However, 
support mostly has to be asked for and furthermore there is no encouragement of voicing 
concerns, which can pose a problem to some, for example insecure team members and in 
turn their creativity. Thus, a supportive supervision style by a leader is to a big part 
substitutable by the team, but only for those who proactively make use of it. 

 

3.1.10 Workload pressures 

SRQ13: Do employees experience workload pressures under conditions of self-organisation? If so, 
how are they dealt with? 

A job can entail different kinds of pressures. As opposed to challenge, which can have 
positive effects on creativity, workload pressures in most cases are detrimental for 
creativity, especially when they occur in a too excessive manner (Amabile et al., 1996). 
Interestingly, at TBO, no one stated to be overwhelmed by their work, which might well be 
linked to the fact that most roles and tasks are comparably clearly defined and allocated. In 
contrast, multiple interviewees from both Turva and Goodplace reported workload pressures 
as a central problem, referring to them as the “biggest concern” (Anna, Turva) and saying: 
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“That’s probably our number one problem. Many are overworked and don’t leave 
themselves enough space” (Ulrike, Goodplace). The main reason for this appears to be the 
fact that there is too much work, e.g. “There’s always a lot to do and to do better” 
(Wolfgang, Goodplace). Also, a lack of time was frequently mentioned in this context. One 
respondent furthermore mentioned that her high involvement in her tasks leads to the fact 
that she thinks a lot about work-related issues even after she has left work (Merja, Turva). 

It can thus be concluded that, especially in self-led environments with high autonomy levels, 
workload pressures occur. This is logical, not least because employees are subject to more 
responsibility and have to draw on a much higher variety of skills compared to hierarchical 
jobs, as has been reported in almost all interviews. There is simply a bigger workload to 
deal with, which in many cases leads to workload pressures that impair creative 
performance. This goes hand in hand with one respondent’s statement: “there is no time to 
think outside the box” (Merja, Turva). It is noteworthy to point out that most of the reported 
workload pressures are put on the individuals by themselves, as they decide most of their 
workload on their own, while Amabile et al. (1996) state that excessive workload pressures 
undermine creativity especially then, when they are perceived as imposed externally. Also, 
the interviews revealed that many have found ways of how to deal with the pressures. 

Many interviewees highlighted the fact that handling workload-related pressures is 
something they have to deal with on a personal basis, e.g.: “It's always up to you. It's 
something that I have to do and have to learn” (Viktor, Turva). It seems to be a lot about 
realising for oneself that perfection is not always required and that personal space and time 
are essential for good work: “But I try to tell myself that nobody will die if I can't check all 
the boxes on my to-do-list. It doesn't help anyone if I have a burnout" (Leo, Turva). One 
respondent brought up a very interesting way of how to deal with the freedom given by 
autonomy positively: the statement “It’s up to me what I need to work” (Karin, TBO) 
highlights the fact that not having a manager does on the one hand not only mean that there 
are more tasks left to do but on the other hand also that employees can decide themselves 
what and how much work to do, which can help against being overworked. It becomes 
evident that self-leadership skills such as constructive thought pattern strategies are a 
helpful instrument when it comes to dealing with the pitfalls of autonomy (Neck & 
Houghton, 2006). 
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From an organisational point of view, one obvious action that can be taken to prevent 
workload pressures is the composition of teams with sufficient experience (and average 
age). This is highlighted in the following quote: “We have many team members between 25 
and 35 with not so much work experience. They work too much because they are not 
experienced in prioritising and seeing what is good enough, rather than perfect” (Ulrike, 
Goodplace). There were many interviewees who mentioned experience as a main reason of 
why they don’t feel under pressure anymore, e.g. “I now know the limits” (Antti, Turva) or 
“I first had to get used to the fact that you never get to the point where you’re done” 
(Wolfgang, Goodplace). Apart from that, one strong advantage of self-organisation is the 
possibility to give employees freedom in many ways if they need it, not only regarding what 
to work, but also for example where to work or when to work. At Goodplace, for example, 
one employee is going to spend the whole May 2018 in Cape Town to work from there in 
order to get some space that she feels is needed. 

 

3.1.11 Summary of analysis of RQ1 

Looking at the results of the analysis of all sub-research questions in total, it can be well 
concluded that regarding many factors, self-organisation as a system provides the necessary 
space for creativity, provided that supporting structures, processes and practices are 
designed properly. In the case of the studied organisations, many creativity-relevant factors 
are supported, for example knowledge is shared freely, there is an overall sense of 
ownership and control, and risky decisions are made as risk can be diversified through peer 
consultation. Also, responsibilities are only perceived as shared in tasks that are unrelated to 
projects, and thus the usually negative influence on creativity can be more or less neglected. 

Findings regarding specific factors have also shown that while there is an overall tendency 
toward a positive influence on creativity, in some cases the outcome is actually dependent 
on the context and/or the individual. Psychological safety for instance is only a given in the 
case of many, but not all employees. Moreover, informal feedback and praise, as well as 
support for one’s work, are to a large extent only provided to those who proactively ask for 
it. It can be argued that self-organised companies attract mainly people with “strong 
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personalities” (Susanna, Turva) and the necessary self-leadership skills. The findings 
however still highlight the importance of having an open culture of feedback and support. 

A few studied factors have been shown to have a detrimental effect on creativity in the case 
of the organisations in focus. Firstly, having too much autonomy can be attributed to a “full 
page problem”, which is closely related to high workload pressures. Those appear to be a 
problem at all studied organisations, especially however at the self-led ones, and have been 
found to be mainly mitigated through work experience and associated task-management 
skills. One further conflict is related to the quantity and quality of information that 
employees have access to. While this is a problem present at all studied organisations, none 
of them appears to have found a solution regarding how to alleviate it. 

It is furthermore noteworthy that there have been two factors that we concluded not to be 
detrimental for creativity in the case of the studied organisations, even though the literature 
stated otherwise. First, Goodplace have dynamic organisational goals, which are not “clear” 
and thus, according to Amabile and Gryskiewicz (1987), unideal for creative outcomes. We 
argue that in this case it can be even fostering for creativity, due to the fact that employees 
can contribute to the creation of those goals. Furthermore, there have been found to be 
informal hierarchies, in some cases detrimental to creativity (Bendersky & Hays, 2012), 
which we argue to not pose a problem due to the fact that the legitimacy of those in 
(informal) power stems from competence and is thus mostly accepted amongst the team. 

To conclude, in practice, many conflicts can be mitigated or even resolved and only a few 
factors have been found to be problematic from a creativity point of view. All in all, we 
state that there is a general tendency of self-organisation to provide solid ground for 
creativity. 

However, all organisations studied suffer from one major issue: transforming the creative 
potential to actual creative behaviour. In other words, capitalising on the potential the 
system creates. Employees in all organisations say that multiple ideas have been 
transformed to products, services or internal practices, and that the amount has increased 
since moving to a self-organised way of working, but in the same breath, all organisations 
also mention that there is a lot to be improved in this section. In other words, the potential 
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the system creates is not utilised to its full extent. This problem will be analysed in the 
following section.  

  

3.2   Self-organisation and creativity: Agency issues 

RQ2: What potential issues does self-organisation impose on creativity and how are they 
mitigated in practice? 

All organisations studied differ in many ways, yet, they all struggle with the same issue: 
utilising the potential for creativity that the system provides, to its full extent. In other 
words, all organisations have some sort of issues with creative agency. 

“I would want that people would understand what kind of possibility self-organisation is for 
the company. (…) They should understand what space it gives for creativity and all the 
possibilities they have available. They should better use that possibility. But an issue we 
have is how to encourage. How do we get people to understand that ‘just do it yourself’ in 
their day-to-day work?” (Anna, Turva). 

TBO suffers from similar issues: “One of the biggest problems is how do we get the people 
to understand that they can do things themselves and develop their own ideas?” (Maria, 
TBO). An employee described the same issue in more depth: “They [management] say that 
if you have an idea you pursue it. They’ve taken away the first barriers, meaning that 
someone will not say no immediately, and that your idea won’t just stay on someone’s desk. 
You can, quite care-free go and pursue and test even crazy ideas. (...) The problem is that I 
do not have the creative ideas” (Valter, TBO).  

The CEO of Goodplace has noted similar issues: “When I stepped down I wanted team 
members to be more innovative and creative, and realised that even though they have the 
potential they were somehow stuck and that we didn’t really unleash the potential that I 
thought was available” (Ulrike, Goodplace).  

The fact that all of these organisations – despite their differences in size, the industry they 
operate in and the varying degrees of autonomy in the organisations – all suffer from the 
same issue, is an indication that utilising the possibilities that self-organisation provides 
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might be an inherent issue of the system, or at least a main concern for improvement for the 
organisations in this study and an issue to tackle in the academic literature bridging self-
organisation and creativity. The central question seems to be:  

How to make sure that the creative potential provided by the system doesn’t remain just that 
- potential? 

It is difficult to pinpoint one factor or define one single reason for the lack of desirable 
agency among employees. Throughout the interviews, employees mentioned multiple 
factors that might play in to this. The following list of potential explanations cannot be 
regarded as exhaustive, albeit giving insight into potential issues. 

 

Tradition 

One possible explanation is tradition. Since the organisations studied have recently moved 
to a self-organised way of working, employees might simply not be accustomed to it yet: “I 
feel that we, me and other people, still live in this old world where we don’t dare to go crazy 
with our visions” (Valter, TBO). Employees from TBO and Turva both mentioned that 
employees still regularly consult the old managers. The experience and competence residing 
with certain individuals has shown to provide comfort to employees and is a key element for 
decision-making. The downside to that might be an aversion for autonomous behaviour: 
“Many look for consulting and help, and others tell them ‘listen, you should make that 
decision yourself, that’s part of being agile and fast’” (Ulrike, Goodplace). In fact, many 
respondents (jokingly) said that the freedom that self-organisation provides is nice, but not 
the responsibility it entails: "If I could combine the benefits of not having and having [a 
manager], that would be nice. It would be easier for me to put my hands up in the air and get 
my manager to do the difficult stuff" (Viktor, Turva). Remarks like this are obviously said 
with a twinkle in one’s eye, but it might hold some truth: “Some people seem to have 
difficulties taking their own time. I mean, when you lead yourself you can take time for 
your own things in the calendar outside of the basic job, but some people don’t do it. It 
really is up to yourself. You have to take the time to extra things, no one will do it for you” 
(Mikael, TBO).  
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Workload pressures: time, operative work and development work 

Another major issue relates to workload pressures. As previously mentioned, this is not a 
problem for only self-organised companies, but it is a problem inhibiting creative behaviour. 
The majority of respondents, especially at Goodplace and Turva, reported something along 
the lines of: “I have the freedom to be creative and implement creative solutions. But the 
problem is that we’re too busy. We don’t have enough resources” (Merja, Turva) and 
“There’s always a lot to do and to do better. You never get the point where you’re done (...) 
It’s seldom to enter unknown paths” (Wolfgang, Goodplace). The obvious reason is time: 
“Of course, time is the enemy” (Antti, Turva), but other factors also influence the 
misalignment of work and time: “My role is too wide, and it’s not just my problem. Other 
people also have that problem. It might be the fact that we have no role descriptions. But the 
main problem is that we just have too many operative tasks that fill out the day. There is no 
time to think outside the box. And to be creative, it requires time. It’s too bad” (Merja, 
Turva). 

The reason this is a problem is because little time is formally allocated for development 
work: “The pressure to take calls and to sell stuff is pretty intense. We’re constantly 
noticing that there isn’t enough time to do everything and I really think that they haven’t 
thought about the time aspect enough. Or maybe they have, but there isn’t enough time 
now” (Valter, TBO) and “there’s really no time for leading yourself or managing stuff like 
that, it’s just on top of the work you used to do before” (Valter, TBO). 

  

A lack of encouragement 

A lack of constant reminding that self-organising entails both performing “day-to-day work” 
and experimentation and development might also explain why employees do not utilise the 
possibilities to the desirable extent, at least at TBO. “One major issue is that people get 
stuck with their current tasks. They become cynical and start thinking that ‘these are my 
borders, I can’t go anywhere else or do something else’” (Maria, TBO). “Somehow the 
decision making has stopped in a way. In the beginning people were very excited of their 
freedom but now that momentum is gone. I don’t know why, maybe it’s because we have 
kind of defined that ‘this is what we do’, and then people don’t really go outside of it” 
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(Valter, TBO). These thought patterns also became evident when some interviewees 
described their own goals: “At least I assume to understand how my work contributes to the 
overall goals and what’s expected of me: great customer service. I need to take care of a 
number of customers per day and sell a certain amount of products on a daily basis. It’s very 
clear” (Mikael, TBO). The sense of “being stuck” in one’s role could be mitigated with 
explicit encouragement, but perhaps also by more varied work, as one person said that “The 
everyday work goes with routine, there's nothing to be creative about” (Mikael, TBO). 

Increased amounts of autonomy provide the individual with the possibility to develop new 
products or practices, but also the possibility not to do it: “The idea is, that everyone can be 
able to do what they want. And for the most of us, it has brought joy to our work, and a lot 
of people enjoy the freedom they get. If you want to work with you day-to-day things, then 
you do that. But you have the possibility to take new initiatives if you want to. But you can’t 
force anyone to do it” (Maria, TBO). Some feel, that in practice it means that “people don’t 
take responsibility or power. It’s very easy for people to just stay and do their own job, and 
not develop in their own job or take part in development. No one takes notice or 
encourages” (Valter, TBO).  

The inherent downside of autonomy (from a perspective of utilising the full potential) seems 
to relate to a lack of encouragement: “It’s easy [to not partake]. It’s because no one tells you 
what to do, so then you just don’t do anything, just your basic job” (Valter, TBO). Once 
again, employees feel that the possibility to influence exists, but they choose not to: “There 
are a lot projects in our department where you could partake, maybe partake more than what 
I do now” (Mikael, TBO). Ambiguous roles and the broad work environment inherent to 
self-organisation provide a ground to pursue experiments. However, the possibility also 
exists to not expand the role and create artificial boundaries to one’s role. 

 

Negative creative self-image 

Another interesting observation was that some people simply do not feel that they have 
“what it takes” for creative behaviour: “I do feel that the organisation gives me the 
possibility to be creative. The issue is more about myself. I feel that my own creativity is 
very limited. I’m not that good at coming up with ideas” (Valter, TBO). Another respondent 



 

 
 

94 

said that “I guess the fact that I’m not creative is not the organisation’s fault, it’s just more 
matter of my own lack of imagination” (Mikael, TBO). Both employees, despite defining 
themselves not to be creative, have still reported to partake in development processes, 
saying that “If it [development or improvement] relates to my job, I just do it” (Valter, 
TBO) and “We were able to get the new sales commission model through, and we got good 
results from it” (Valter, TBO). The other self-proclaimed non-creative employee has also 
been partaking in multiple development projects: “I have not personally come up with an 
idea and pursued it, but I have been involved in the testing and development of someone 
else’s idea” (Mikael, TBO). When asked what kind of projects the respondent has been 
partaking in, he said: “For example when a customer contacts us, we have many different 
systems where we need to put in the information. We were able to simplify the process, so 
that you don’t need to write in every software, now we just write it in one or two. This is a 
development that’s nice, because it was really frustrating before. It just makes my own and 
my colleagues day to day work easier” (Mikael, TBO). One can argue, that this is exactly 
the kind of creativity and use of autonomy that is desired from a self-managed employee. 

The point is, that creativity – especially in an organisational context, is not a magical 
process. It is first and foremost pragmatic in its nature, meaning that creativity does not 
require one to travel to a far away imaginary land, to a state, to which only a selected few 
artists and innovators have access to. It is about spotting a potential problem and coming up 
with a practical and novel solution for it, which is exactly what the self-proclaimed non-
creative employees already engage in. If the employees feel that they are not creative 
despite engaging in some sort of creative behaviour, it might influence their creative self-
image and confidence negatively. Again, encouragement to innovate becomes important. 

  

Risk-taking 

Another potential issue relates to risk-taking. Risk-taking seems to be subjective, meaning 
that almost all employees feel that they are taking risks in their work, despite the objective 
amount of risk involved varies greatly between individuals within the same company. This 
subjectivity in risk-taking is a double-edged sword from a creativity point of view. The 
favourable part is, that the subjective experience of risk entails that the individual is 
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involved and committed to the process, perhaps evoking feelings of meaningfulness and 
motivation. The downside is when the subjective feeling of risk is experienced when the 
objective amount of risk is low, resulting in potentially risk-averse behaviour. “Risk taking 
is an issue in a team like that [the organisation]. The team that emerged after me is more 
risk-averse and a bit less secure, also due to age and experience. The business model has 
shifted from risky to safer projects.” (Ulrike, Goodplace). Once again, the mitigating action 
is encouragement and a clear decision making matrix. What is meant here with 
encouragement is not to encourage employees to take unnecessary risks – for example a 
customer service representative to decide on the company budget for the next year - but 
rather a correction in the alignment of subjective experience of risk-taking to objective 
amounts of risks.  

  

Supporting agency 

The agency issues discussed in this section pose potential barriers for the transformation of 
creative potential to actual creative behaviour. Despite the critical point of view in this 
section, the issues presented are not severe in the sense that they would halt all creative 
behaviour and performance, but should rather be seen as areas of improvement. As one 
business coach at TBO said: “Luckily it’s only a handful of people. We would have a 
problem if the entire department was like that. We would probably have to change back to 
how we did things previously [before the change]” (Maria, TBO). That said, there is no 
reason not to continue to improve processes and practices in striving to utilise the full 
theoretical potential that self-organisation provides. 

The main mitigating factor for the agency issues discussed in this section is continuous 
encouragement from colleagues and people in supportive roles, such as the business coaches 
at TBO, up to a point where it becomes part of the culture. “It’s the basic feeling here that 
encourages me. You make decisions by yourself, you have to do them yourself. I feel it but I 
can’t describe it” (Susanna, Turva). One respondent explicitly hoped for more 
encouragement: “I think the coaches and colleagues could help with this. They could 
encourage and include people that should be included. (...) Just a more encouraging 
atmosphere in general from everyone” (Valter, TBO).  
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In addition to encouragement, clear decision-making matrixes can help with the alignment 
of perceived and actual risk (to mitigate risk-averse behaviour) and the explicit 
encouragement or allowance of “maker time” in one’s calendar, can help mitigate the 
problem with the misalignment of time available for operative tasks and development work.  

All in all, it has been shown that throughout all studied organisations there are agency 
issues, which hinder them from utilising their full creative potential. While those issues 
don’t appear to be severe, the interviews have shown that there are also ways to mitigate the 
issues. In the following section, we add another dimension to the research of this project by 
taking into consideration the differing forms of self-organisation and how it influences 
creativity.  

  

3.3    Self-management, self-leadership and creativity 

RQ3: Do self-leadership and self-management provide different opportunities and outcomes 
in terms of creativity? 

As mentioned earlier, the literature surrounding self-organisation in its various forms is 
dispersed, and terms are sometimes used interchangeably (Mills, 1983; Langfred, 2000; 
Markham & Markham, 1995), which seems to be the case in the literature bridging self-
organisation and creativity. The main difference between self-management and self-
leadership is that self-managing employees aim to answer the question “how?”, while self-
led individuals answer the questions “what?” and “why?” in addition to “how?”. Thus, it is 
expected that the sphere of influence would be smaller for the self-managed individual than 
for the self-led one, which in turn has implications for how the notion of autonomy should 
be understood and ultimately how it manifests in creative behaviour. The three organisations 
in this dissertation have differing approaches to self-organisation, both in why and how it is 
implemented as the main coordination mechanism. We argue that Turva and Goodplace fit 
the description of a self-led organisation, while TBO’s approach to self-organisation lies 
closer to self-management. This gives us the possibility to examine differences in creative 
potential and creative behaviour in a self-managed and a self-led organisation. 
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Defining the type of self-organising 

“Self-management techniques tend to allow employees significant self-influence regarding 
how to complete a task to meet a standard (as defined by the system), whereas self-
leadership addresses what should be done and why, in addition to how to do it” (Markham & 
Markham, 1995: 346). 

The way that employees from Turva and Goodplace describe their freedom and discretion 
fits the description of a self-led employee’s sphere of autonomy: “You can decide what you 
work on, from where you work and how you work” (Ulrike, Goodplace) and “I can decide 
what I want to do and how I want it to be done” (Susanna, Turva). Defining the thought 
process going into answering the question why is more implicit, but nonetheless present: 
“The autonomy is restricted by that it has to work for the whole team and that you have the 
health of the whole organisation on your screen” (Ulrike, Goodplace) and “I have a lot [of 
autonomy]. You are free to achieve your own projects, but you can’t do whatever you want” 
(Leo, Turva). Answering the question why relates to aligning the work to organisational 
goals – giving it a purpose, but differs from self-management (where goals are predefined) 
in that the choice of what is important and why it is important lies at least to a certain degree 
at the discretion of the employee: “If I see the potential in a new task to be higher than in 
other from before, I can just focus on it. I can work much more potential-oriented” 
(Wolfgang, Goodplace).  

The difference between how employees from Turva and Goodplace describe their work and 
how TBO’s employees describe their work is clear: “The basic job hasn’t changed at all, we 
still need to do whatever we’ve been doing before but now we can just decide how to do it. 
The thing that has changed is the ways of working” (Mikael, TBO) and “I’m free to make 
decisions regarding my own job, but the barriers come quite quickly though” (Valter, TBO). 
The what and why aspects that distinguish self-management and self-leadership are not 
addressed at all, or narrowly: “Basically in every day work – in customer situations. That’s 
where you do independent decisions. And then we have the experimentation thing. For 
example, anyone from anywhere in the department can make an experiment” (Maria, TBO). 
However, the experimentation, that would evoke the what and the why is limited in its 
nature. When developing an idea, the employees must ask permission from the resource 
department: “we always have to ask for time from there [resource department], you can’t do 
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anything without asking the time from them. They count it according to some algorithm and 
then they say yes or no” (Valter, TBO). The “total freedom” (Merja, Turva) that employees 
at Turva and Goodplace describe is not present at TBO, meaning that TBO’s employees’ 
autonomy mainly relates to how to perform the predefined task, while the employees at 
Turva and Goodplace also think about what they should be doing and why. 

  

The influence on creative potential and creative output 

The sphere of influence is smaller for the self-managed employee than for the self-led one. 
As the self-managed employee is mainly concerned with how to perform a predefined task, 
it is logical that the innovations produced are unlikely to transcend the boundaries of the 
how. In other words, innovations will likely be new or altered versions of existing work-
related processes, than disruptive innovations that lie within or even outside the 
organisation’s strategy. When asked about what kind of “grassroot” innovations (meaning 
that it has come from an employee, not a management initiative) have seen the light of day 
since the change in organising, the difference is clear between self-led and self-managed 
organisations:  

“One prominent thing was the experiment of a system, or practice, that those people who are 
on the phone can ask the people in the ‘digital department’, answering chats and so on, to 
take calls when the line is going crazy” (Maria, TBO). Another development that was 
mentioned was a new way to manage customer information: “When a customer contacts us, 
we have many different systems where we need to put in the information. We were able to 
simplify the process, so that you don’t need to write in every software, now we just write it 
in one or two (…) it just makes my own and my colleagues’ work easier” (Mikael, TBO). 
The grass root innovations at Turva are of a different character: “[self-organisation] has led 
to new ways of working and substantial savings on some occasions” (Anna, Turva) and 
“new products that we sell have emerged, which is obviously great” (Anna, Turva). Another 
employee said that she started a collaboration with another company, adding that “for the 
contract side, we needed the director, but that was a formality” (Merja, Turva).  

On a factor level, some interesting differences were found that further highlight the 
distinction between self-management and self-leadership. The amount of risk that 
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employees perceive to be able to take varies greatly between the self-led organisations 
(Turva & Goodplace) and the self-managed organisation (TBO). Close to all respondents 
from Turva and Goodplace report that they are able to make risky decisions, while TBO’s 
employees feel that they cannot make decision entailing high risks, and that the risks they 
take relate mainly to their own job, with little significance outside the scope of their own 
role. In addition, TBO’s employees reported far less issues with autonomy than Turva’s and 
Goodplace’s employees. In this context, perceiving fewer issues with autonomy is not 
necessarily a good thing. As previously concluded, these issues relate to prioritisation and 
the absence of these cannot be explained by superior self-leadership skills. Instead, it should 
be regarded as a sign that task management is less extensive in the self-managed group, and 
the absence of issues is a result of the smaller sphere of influence. 

Despite this, there seems to be little difference between the groups in other factors, such as 
motivation, sense of ownership and control. The degree of motivation or a sense of 
ownership is difficult to measure objectively, especially with the type of research that we 
conducted. Nonetheless, there seems to be no significant difference in how people describe 
their subjective feeling of motivation towards work, sense of ownership and control. 
Furthermore, all employees interviewed report that they prefer the new way of organising 
compared to the situation before, and that the theoretical possibility of being creative has 
increased. This suggests, that the subjective experience of for example motivation and a 
sense of ownership and control does not necessarily relate to the objective amount or type of 
autonomy given to the employee. In other words, self-managed employees seem to report 
similar feelings of empowerment as self-led employees. 

  

Contingency perspective 

It is quite evident that self-leadership creates a more fruitful ground for creativity and 
innovation than self-management, and that the expected results will be more substantial in 
the former situation. However, the pragmatic value of the information that self-management 
and self-leadership have different implications for creative potential and creative output is 
quite limited, as creativity in itself should not be seen as the end goal, but rather as a means 
to an end. In other words, the function of TBO’s B2B customer service is not to produce 
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disruptive innovations that lie outside the scope of current strategy, it is to provide customer 
service of high quality. This entails a certain degree of standardization and repetitiveness 
and consequentially, no need for the employees to venture too far from their basic tasks. 
Thus, making self-management a more appropriate way to achieve this outcome than self-
leadership. 

The relationship between “basic work” and “development work” should be established 
based on the need of the organisation and not on the premise that development in itself is 
valuable, and this should guide how self-organisation is implemented. This brings us back to 
the contingency factors discussed before in the literature review, preceding the choice of 
form of organising. The different organisations in this study do not only differ in the way 
they have implemented self-organisation, but also in the reasons why self-organisation has 
been implemented in the first place.  

For TBO’s B2B customer service, self-organisation means “in the everyday work (…) 
everyone can make decisions regarding their own job” (Maria, TBO). The outcomes of this 
approach are (among other things) improvements to the way work is conducted, and an 
increase in motivation and commitment (“We’re in this together. I feel more like a 
‘TBOian’ than before” - Mikael, TBO).   

As for TBO, self-organisation is a means to achieve certain goals for Turva as well. 
Compared to TBO, the goals are however not (only) on a task level, but on an organisational 
level. The sphere of influence is larger, and employees have the freedom and discretion to 
align and execute their work. Self-organisation for Turva is that “everyone would be an 
independent entrepreneur within the company” (Anna, Turva). 

Goodplace’s approach to self-organisation is fundamentally different. Instead of using self-
organisation only as a means to reach goals, self-organisation is seen to have an 
“evolutionary purpose”, which is based on the idea that the organisation’s vision and goals 
are dynamic and in continuous change. Self-organisation is not only a way to achieve goals, 
but also a way to define them. In a sense, the journey itself becomes the destination.  

As the approach to and implementation of self-organisation varies greatly between 
organisations, it becomes evident that self-organisation needs to be talked about not as a 
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monolithic being, and that nuances play a big difference on the outcomes of self-
organisation, such as creativity. 

The findings have shown that the studied companies have noticeable differences as regards 
their practices, their problems and also how they approach them. Of course, all 
organisations and their individuals are different, so this makes sense, but we argue that a 
considerable portion of it is due to the fact that they are self-organised in different ways and 
degrees, as has been discussed in this section. What will follow now is a critical evaluation 
on the findings and the analysis before we move on to the final discussion. 

 

3.4 Critical evaluation on analysis 

Even though our practical experience within and knowledge of actual self-organised 
practices had been limited until we conducted the interviews, we had certain expectations 
regarding which kind of answers we were going to get to our interview questions and thus 
research questions. Many of the expectations turned out to be correct, yet many of the 
potential conflicts that we established theoretically have been found to be partially mitigated 
in practice. Numerous results were not exactly surprising to us. In fact, for example when 
we asked the interviewees whether self-organisation requires a wider set of skills from 
employees compared to their former jobs in hierarchical companies, the results were so 
clear that we decided to leave this point out of consideration. The results were simply so 
implied that they were not interesting to analyse. The inquiry into some other (more 
interesting) factors has also yielded findings that were barely surprising, like for example 
the fact that the respondents have a sense of ownership and control and that knowledge is 
shared freely. 

There have however also emerged plenty of aspects during the data collection and the 
analysis of it that surprised us - some of it because we expected the opposite, some because 
we just did not think of this. For example, when researching whether employees experience 
problems at work due to having too much autonomy (SRQ1), we thought that this would be 
the case because they have a “blank page problem” and don’t know where to start. It turned 
out however that the actual common problem is that there is simply too much to do, and 
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thus rather a “full page problem”. Furthermore, another interesting finding was the fact that 
across all organisations, roles are defined much clearer as we had expected (SRQ3). Thus, 
most of the respondents perceived their responsibilities only as shared in some project-
unrelated tasks, which don’t require many creative efforts anyways. 

The results of SRQ8 regarding the problematic quality and quantity of access to information 
were perhaps the most astonishing ones. While we expected some issues, it was striking to 
us how there seems to be access to too much information, and too much out-dated or invalid 
information in all organisations. Even more surprising was how little is done to mitigate 
this. It seems to be an issue of limited importance, but as all interviewees don’t seem too 
happy with the situation and given the fact that it just gets worse the longer they wait, there 
is certainly a demand for some sort of action. 

Another interesting observation we have made during research is the fact that we were 
presented with an example of the fact that self-organisation, having a lot of autonomy and 
responsibility, is not for everyone, as has been stated by multiple respondents (e.g. Ulrike, 
Goodplace). One employee from one organisation sometimes appeared to be not very happy 
with the situation and displayed opposing views compared to most of his/her colleagues in 
several interview questions, for example being the only one stating not to see how the work 
contributes to the organisational goals. The person also agreed the most when asked whether 
he/she sometimes wishes to have a manager. 

Last but not least, it was very interesting to see how much the findings sometimes differed 
between the organisations. Some differences were as expected, but some were surprisingly 
strong. An example of this is the fact that Goodplace with their “evolutionary purpose” 
pursue a completely different approach when it comes to organisational goal setting, 
compared to the other studied organisations. 

After all the data has been analysed and presented in this chapter, what follows is a 
discussion of the results.  
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4. Discussion 

The aim of the discussion chapter is to link the results back to the overall research questions 
in the light of literature, summarising the findings of this study and relating the findings to 
the body of literature that connects self-organisation and creativity. We first discuss how 
self-organisation provides the possibility for creative behaviour, after which we address a 
gap in the literature relating to transforming creative potential to creative output. Finally, we 
will discuss the problems regarding isomorphism in researching self-organisation. 

 

4.1 Self-organisation provides the possibility for creativity 

To answer the first research question “Does self-organisation foster creativity?”, we derived 
13 sub-research questions from (1) theoretical conceptualisations and previous research of 
potential issues, like for example informal hierarchies leading to status conflicts in self-
managed groups (DeLeon, 2001) and (2) our own conceptualisations of what might have 
been overlooked in previous research, such as is employees feel a sense of commitment, 
ownership and control when working on a project initiated by someone else. The factors that 
we have studied contribute towards filling the gaps in the literature bridging self-
organisation and creativity on a “top level” (e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 2006; Muthusamy et 
al., 2005), ultimately strengthening the argument that self-organisation as a system provides 
the possibility for employees to be creative (e.g. Pearce & Manz, 2005; DiLiello & 
Houghton, 2006; Javed et al., 2017). 

The results of the majority of factors studied indicate that the conceptualised issues might 
pose problems in reality, but they are possible to be solved, and are actually often mitigated 
in practice. An example of this is SRQ1: Can too much autonomy (through the absence of 
constraints) inhibit creativity? Rosso’s (2014) research on constraints has shown that a 
certain amount of standardised processes and managerial guidance can foster creative 
behaviour. Our results show that some employees have experienced issues with too much 
autonomy, mainly relating to difficulties in prioritisation. Experience in self-leadership 
skills seems to make prioritisation easier, along with working with experienced colleagues. 
In addition, organisations can provide employees with training in self-leadership skills, such 
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as prioritisation. The majority of sub-research questions follow the same line: the issue or 
possible conflict exists in theory, but the employees have found ways to mitigate these by 
either creating supportive structures or processes, such as having to consult a colleague 
before making decisions of certain weight. 

The main issues that in some way may inhibit the possibility to be creative seem to relate 
mostly to a misalignment of workload and time available (SRQ13), improper knowledge 
management (SRQ8) and in one organisation, an atmosphere that prioritises a good vibe 
over criticality. Undoubtedly, the rule at Turva of “don’t crush other people’s ideas and 
excitement” has been designed with creativity fostering intentions in mind, but it seems to 
encourage conflict-averse employees to keep their critical concerns to themself.  

Amabile et al. (1996) found that workload pressures influence creativity negatively. As the 
responsibility to align the workload to the time available is left to the individual, many 
respondents experienced issues with this. The mitigating action for every organisation 
studied was to use individual discretion, in other words, relying on the individuals’ self-
leadership skills such as prioritisation. As noted before, the proficiency in self-leadership 
skills varies between individuals (Markham & Markham, 1995). To realise the full potential 
self-organisation holds from a creativity point of view, employees’ workload pressures need 
to be dealt with in a different manner. 

The other reported conflict relates to knowledge management. Tastan’s (2013) research 
findings suggest that access to information is an important prerequisite for creative 
behaviour. Close to all employees in all organisations reported issues regarding knowledge 
management. However, as all organisations – self-organised or not – likely struggle with 
knowledge management systems as everyday work is hectic, it is somewhat problematic to 
prescribe this to be an issue that only self-organised organisations suffer with, and thus to be 
an inherent flaw of self-organisation. To some extent, the same argument could be made for 
workload pressures, as there is always more to do than time available to do it. However, 
employees in the self-led organisations reported more issues with this than in the self-
managed organisation. To the same extent as managerial activities occupy time available, 
less time is left for performing the job. When combined with the fact that these activities are 
often just added to an already existing amount of work, some employees find themselves in 
a situation where there is simply no time “to think outside the box” for creative work. It is 



 

 
 

105 

difficult to a draw a line between inherent flaws of a specific system and issues relating to 
organising and work in general, but this constitutes the main drawback in self-organisation’s 
fostering characteristics for creative potential. 

One issue in answering the question “Does self-organisation foster creativity?” relates to the 
aggregation of results. It is difficult to determine which factors contribute more than others 
to the possibility to be creative in the workplace. However, despite issues with aggregation, 
the fact that only a handful of potential issues were identified as issues provides a solid 
ground to constitute a trend: (1) the theoretical conceptualisations of potential issues are still 
potential issues (e.g. risk-averseness due to a lack of possibilities to diversify risks 
(Shimizu, 2012)) but can be mitigated through supportive structures and processes (in the 
case of risk-averseness, through peer consultation). Thus, (2) the potential issues overlooked 
in previous research were in most cases identified to not be issues, or issues that can be 
mitigated to a certain degree. (3) Furthermore, no contradicting results were found that 
would strongly speak against previous research findings about self-organisations’ creativity-
fostering characteristics (e.g. inclusive leadership (Javed et al., 2017)). 

This trend is further strengthened by remarks made by the interviewees, regarding how 
things have changed after moving to a self-organised way of working: “I feel I have the 
possibility to pursue my own stuff, in things that I want a change to happen. Previously the 
process was that I had to contact our closest supervisor and tell him, but now I’m able to 
affect things directly. It’s easier and I feel I can influence things better” (Mikael, TBO). The 
possibility that self-organisation provides for creativity has also led to results: “For example 
in decisions that have previously not been on their turf, or in their area, they have now the 
possibility and they give input into that. They say ‘Hey, why aren’t we doing things this 
way instead?’ which had led to new ways of working and substantial savings on some 
occasions. And as a result people dare to say things more and bring new perspectives to the 
discussion” (Anna, Turva). 

Thus, in the grander scheme of things, this dissertation confirms and contributes towards the 
positive relationship between self-organisation and creativity by filling in gaps in the 
literature. More practically speaking, employees generally feel that they have the possibility 
to pursue their own ideas, whether they relate to improving existing practices (such as ways 
of working) or by forming new projects – some of which may even lie outside their current 
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area of responsibility, or even outside the current scope of strategy. Furthermore, there is 
little evidence to indicate that self-organisation and its system properties would hinder or 
inhibit the more implicit aspects of creativity that have been conceptualised, such as the 
sharing of ideas in teams (Bendersky & Hays, 2012) or the diversification of risks (Shimizu, 
2012), etc. The organisations participating in this dissertation have found different ways to 
deal with the issues presented and the potential negative effects seem to be mitigated fairly 
well. This leads us to the following finding: 

 

Finding 1: There is little evidence to suggest that the previous theoretical conceptualisations 
of the creativity fostering characteristics of self-organisation (e.g. DiLiello & Houghton, 
2006; Muthusamy et al., 2005) would be incorrect. Well designed supportive structures and 
practices, in combination with the inherent qualities of self-organisation (autonomy and 
independence), provide the possibility to be creative.  

 

4.2 Creative potential and practiced creativity 

Self-organisation as a system provides the necessary space for creativity, provided that 
supporting structures, processes and practices are designed properly. However, all 
organisations studied suffer from one major issue: transforming the creative potential the 
system provides to actual creative behaviour. 

We are not the first ones to realise a gap between creative potential and transforming that 
potential into creative behaviour. DiLiello & Houghton (2006) have also identified the risk 
that the creative potential self-organisation provides might not automatically translate into 
creative behaviour. However, the explanations provided by DiLiello & Houghton (2006) are 
quite superficial: “If there is a gap between creativity potential and practiced creativity, this 
could suggest a bad ‘fit’ between the person and the job, assuming that the job requires 
some level of creativity” (p. 325). Another explanation is that “such a gap is more likely to 
suggest that the organisational culture does not support innovation and creativity” (DiLiello 
& Houghton, 2006: 325). This perspective is also shared by for example Oldham and 
Cummings (1996) and Amabile et al. (1996). While it is certainly true that organisational 
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culture and to some extent, the “fit” between the person and the job can determine how 
creativity potential is transformed to practiced creativity, “organisational culture” as a factor 
in this context is very vague and fails to explain both why this gap emerges and how to 
mitigate it. The issue of agency and transforming creative potential to creative behaviour is 
rarely touched upon in the literature regarding self-organisation and self-organisation and 
creativity. 

In this dissertation we have gone more in-depth into the issue of agency and identified five 
factors for the deficiency of creative agency: tradition, workload pressures, a lack of 
encouragement, creative self-image and risk-taking. These factors surely fall under the 
umbrella term “organisational culture”, except for creative self-image, which can be 
attributed to the “fit” between a person and the job, as DiLiello & Houghton (2006) 
conceptualised. This is certainly not an exhaustive list, but it gives some indication of what 
potential factors lie behind the formation of “the gap” and how to mitigate these factors. 

These findings have implications both for the academic literature concerned with self-
organisation and creativity and for organisations implementing self-organisation in the 
hopes of increasing creative behaviour. For the academic literature, these findings function 
as a preliminary step for future research on the relationship between self-organisation and 
creativity. For managers, it is an important reminder that self-organisation is not a silver 
bullet in terms of creativity. The realisation of creative behaviour requires a lot of 
managerial input in terms of designing and maintaining encouraging structures and 
processes and an encouraging culture.  

 

Finding 2: Self-organisation provides the potential for creativity, but without explicit 
encouragement, it might not realise into practiced creativity. The possible factors 
influencing creative agency are (but not limited to): tradition, workload pressures, a lack of 
encouragement, creative self-image and risk-taking. 
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4.3 Self-management, self-leadership and creativity 

As mentioned earlier, the literature surrounding self-organisation in its various forms is 
dispersed, and terms are sometimes used interchangeably (Mills, 1983; Langfred, 2000; 
Markham & Markham, 1995). This isomorphism seems to be the case in the literature 
bridging self-organisation and creativity, as none of the studies referred to in this 
dissertation seem to be concerned with distinguishing a difference between self-leadership, 
self-management and the differing influence on creativity. As we have shown, speaking of 
self-organisation as a monolithic being is problematic because self-leadership provides a 
different ground for creative potential and creative output than self-management.  

The difference in creative potential relates to the sphere of influence. The self-managed 
employee is mainly concerned with how to perform a predefined task, while the self-led 
employee asks him or herself what should be done and why, in addition to how. For the self-
managed employee, the space to be creative is smaller and the innovations produced are 
unlikely to transcend the boundaries of the predefined task. 

The difference in creative output is related to the creative potential. As shown in the 
analysis, the innovations differ both in character and in financial impact for the organisation, 
depending on the form of organising. The grass root innovations at the self-managed 
company mainly relate to tuning existing processes relating to how work is performed, 
while grass root innovations at the self-led organisations have led to new ways of working 
and substantial savings on some occasions, in addition to new partnerships and 
collaborations. 

The categorisation between self-management and self-leadership is already made in the self-
organisation literature (e.g. Markham & Markham, 1995; Mills, 1983). However, little 
attention has been given to it in the literature bridging self-organisation and creativity. This 
study has shown that self-management and self-leadership provide different opportunities 
for creativity and as a result, different types of creative outcomes. This is however only a 
scratch on the surface and this categorisation and its effects on creativity require more 
academic attention. 
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Finding 3: Self-leadership and self-management as systems provide different opportunities 
for employee creativity, the former likely having a stronger influence than the latter. As a 
result, the creative outcomes probably differ in character and scope. 

In the next section we will briefly discuss the limitations of this study and present our 
suggestions for further research in the topic.  

 

5. Limitations and future research 

5.1 General limitations 

Even though the fields of self-organisation and creativity are very intertwined in practice, 
they have not been frequently combined in theory. As already described in the literature 
review section, we thus had to make a fair amount of assumptions (e.g. an increase in 
innovation implies an increase in creativity) in order to arrive at research questions that 
could be investigated. Even though those assumptions have been justified, they portray an 
important limitation to the research design, as they potentially weaken the findings that are 
based on them.  

Another limitation related to that is the amount of research questions, which is quite large 
compared to other projects of this scope. Indeed, covering a variety of relevant but 
seemingly unrelated theories from the creativity literature for this project enabled us to get a 
broad and applicable wealth of information from the interviews and allows us to draw 
conclusions rather related to the larger context. However, it brings with it the major 
drawback that given the limited time and space, it has only been possible to touch upon 
every topic rather than going into further depth, which would be appropriate in many cases, 
such as the agency issues and the difference between self-leadership and self-management.  

Due to this and the interpretative and contextualised nature of the data, the findings of this 
thesis are not easily generalisable and thus not necessarily useful for every other self-
organised company. This is however also not the main goal of this research, as has already 
been established in the methodology section. Certainly, one goal of this project has been to 
gather findings and managerial implications that are useful and applicable for real 
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organisations, which should however be the case anyway, given the fact that we talked to 
experts from various well-established organisations. The following paragraphs will go into 
further detail regarding the limitations of the chosen research design. 

 

5.2 Limitations of interviews and company choice 

In the methodology section it has been shown why it is reasonable to use interviews as the 
method of data collection in this project. However, most decisions also entail disadvantages, 
some of which will be addressed in this section. 

First of all, it is known that what people say is in many cases not a good predictor for what 
they actually do. Jerolmack and Khan (2014) call this attitude-behaviour problem 
“attitudinal fallacy” and it leads to the issue that interviews have the potential to not reflect 
actual attitudes and actions. This also leads to the fact that interviews are not the ideal data 
collection method when it comes to studying what people do. For the interrogation of actual 
behaviours, observations can be more suitable.  

Related to the concept of attitudinal fallacy is the so-called “social desirability bias”, which 
can also mitigate the validity of the results (Bhattacherjee, 2012). It means that respondents 
might tend to give false answers to some questions if they do not want to share negative 
opinions or comments about themselves, their work and their co-workers (Bhattacherjee, 
2012). Being fully aware of this and the attitudinal fallacy problem are some of the reasons 
why we have decided to interview at least three employees of every organisation we 
investigate. This allows for a more objective view on rules and conduct in every 
organisation’s context.  

Often, answers to survey questions are also subject to a “recall bias”, which describes the 
inability to properly remember and explain events that have happened in the past. As most 
of the questions in our interview guide rather aim at finding out about current states and 
behaviours, this is however not a severe problem for our research, except for the cases when 
employees compare the current state with the time before self-organisation. 
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Another typical pitfall of choosing interviews as a data collection method is the ambiguity 
of meaning of words (Myers & Newman, 2007; Fontana & Frey, 2000). The fact that 
spoken word can always be interpreted differently applies both to how respondents 
understand questions as well as how the researcher interprets the given answers. The former 
we mitigated by paying close attention to the interviewees’ responses and clarifying 
questions if needed. The ambiguous possibilities as to how to interpret the collected data can 
only be addressed by considering as many options as possible. The fact that the analysis is 
done by two rather than one person already allows for a more objective interpretation of 
results. However, it is important to mention that the fact that the interviews were conducted 
in three different languages, and also had to undergo translations, even intensifies the 
potential of misinterpretations of questions and answers. 

The fact that three organisations were selected for the research represents a further 
limitation of the project. The choice of multiple companies makes it difficult to go into 
sufficient depth in a topic, as would for example be the case doing a traditional case study. 
On the other hand, investigating more companies would be needed to get a better overview 
of what is actually happening in the practical world and to give more applicable answers to 
our research questions. Yet, given the time and space limit of this project but still being able 
to take into consideration the important different levels of self-organisation, we found that 
three companies were the ideal amount of research objects for this dissertation. 

 

5.3 Suggestions for future research 

In this dissertation we have made conceptual links between otherwise unrelated theories to 
see whether real self-organised organisations create creativity-fostering environments and 
what they do to mitigate potential theoretical issues. While this approach has produced 
useful insights, it has only laid the foundation for much more detailed and profound research 
on how to enhance creativity in non-hierarchical settings. To do this, one could select a few 
factors or just a single one, like for example “perceived shared responsibility” and 
investigate it in one or multiple self-organised companies, while also measuring its 
influence on creativity. Quantitative research could be appropriate in order to ensure some 
sort of generalisability. What would be especially interesting to see is whether existing 
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creativity theory actually holds true also in self-organised settings, and thus whether the 
conceptual links that were made in this project were okay to assume.  

Another interesting direction for further research could be to establish a profound 
categorisation of different types of self-organisation. A first step of distinguishing between 
self-leadership and self-management based on the amount of autonomy given to the 
employees is logical, but without a doubt self-organised companies can be divided up into 
much finer categories based on various factors. This could enable much more differentiated 
research on how to foster creativity or other kinds of research topics in different self-
organised settings. Furthermore it would bring clarity to self-organisation literature which 
has so far used all kinds of different notions for the same topic (as well as same notions for 
different topics). 

Furthermore, as the transformation of creative potential into actual creative behaviour has 
been found to be an apparent issue of all self-organised organisations studied in this project, 
it constitutes an interesting avenue of future research. More specifically, future research on 
the topic should focus on determining why this gap between creative potential and practiced 
creativity emerges, along with suggestion on how to mitigate these issues. 
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6. Conclusion 

In this dissertation we have delved into the relationship between self-management, self-
leadership and creativity. By reviewing academic literature on self-organisation, creativity 
and the relationship of these, we have identified a number of factors that might influence 
this relationship, that have previously received little or no empirical attention. A prioritised 
selection of those factors has been researched in this study in order to contribute towards a 
more holistic understanding of the relationship between self-organisation and creativity.  

Three main findings were found based on the interviews of employees from three to various 
degrees self-organised organisations. First, the majority of the potentially creativity-
inhibiting factors resulting from outcomes of self-organisation seem to be mitigated quite 
well by supportive structures and processes. Thus, there is little evidence to suggest that the 
previous theoretical conceptualisations of the creativity fostering characteristics of self-
organisation would be incorrect. Self-organisation, supported with well-designed structures 
and processes provides a solid ground for employees to be creative. 

The second finding relates to the transformation of creative potential that the system 
provides to actual creative behaviour. All organisations in this study report similar issues 
relating to employee creative agency. Some indications as to why employees do not fully 
utilise the opportunities at hand were found, but it cannot be regarded as an exhaustive list. 
The agency inhibiting factors that were found are tradition, workload pressures, a lack of 
encouragement, negative creative self-image and a lack of risk-taking. In combination with 
the first finding, we conclude that self-organisation provides the potential for creativity, but 
without explicit encouragement, it might not fully realise into practiced creativity. It is 
noteworthy, that employees do engage in creative behaviour, but there is clearly room for 
improvement in this field.  

Third, we have found indications that self-leadership and self-management as systems have 
different impacts on creative potential and creative outcomes, both in terms of character and 
scope. For the self-managed organisation, grass root innovations are likely to relate to 
improvements on how to conduct work. For the self-led employees, the sphere of influence 
is larger and is likely to result in enhancement on how work is performed, but also in 
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pursuing ideas on a higher level, for example something that lies outside the scope of 
current strategy. 

This dissertation contributes to the literature on the relationship between self-organisation 
and creativity in three ways. First, the findings fill in certain gaps in the academic literature, 
contributing to a more holistic view of the relationship. Second, the findings highlight the 
importance of taking into consideration the “gap” between creative potential and practiced 
creativity for future studies and third, this study argues for the importance of the distinction 
between self-management and self-leadership from a creativity point of view.  

The findings of this dissertation also hold important implications for managers. Any 
organisational leader interested in implementing self-organisation should be well advised to 
encourage self-organisation for its creativity-fostering characteristics. That said, a few 
words of caution are in place. Self-organisation is neither a “silver bullet” in terms of 
organising nor in achieving creative results. Thus, managers should carefully consider what 
kind of self-organisation is suitable for their organisation and why self-organisation would 
be an appropriate way of organising in the first place. Furthermore, implementing self-
organisation without well-designed supportive structures and processes is unlikely to lead to 
desirable results. In addition, self-organisation requires continuous care and self-organised 
employees should be both explicitly and implicitly encouraged to exercise their autonomy to 
realise all the possibilities the system provides. In other words, self-organisation holds a lot 
of potential for creativity, but it might remain only that – potential, if left unencouraged by 
managers, colleagues and the structures guiding everyday work. 
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Appendix 1 – Sample of factor review 
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Appendix 2 – Interview Guide 

Introduction 

1. What’s your position in the organisation? What do you do? 

2. How long have you been working here? 

3. How much autonomy do you have? Do you have the possibility to pursue for example your 
own projects, or is your freedom mainly about how to pursue their tasks?  

- If yes: How much do you actually do it? Can you give an example? 

4. How do you feel that you are creative in your work? / Do you feel that your organisation gives 
the possibility for you to be creative? 

 

Individual perception of job 

5. Autonomy in day to day work: Have you ever felt that you have too much autonomy to know 
where to start? 

- If yes: can you describe the situation? How did you go about this? 

- If not: Why? How do you think this is mediated at your work? 

6. Sense of ownership and control: To what extent do you feel you have ownership and control 
of your work? 

 

Team dynamics 

7. Perceived shared responsibility: When you work on a project as part of a team, do you feel 
that the responsibility of the completion of the task lies on your shoulder, or do you perceive the 
responsibility as shared? 

 

Supportive organisational structures 

8. Encourage to take risks: To what extent do you feel you are free to make decisions that 
involves some sort of risk for the company? 

9. Risk averseness: How worried are you about the consequences of making risky decisions? 
How do you mitigate these worries?  

10. Clarity of organisational goals: Do you feel that the organisational goals are easy to break 
down into your individual tasks? Do you feel you fully understand how your work contributes 
towards those goals?  

- What’s the system or process that makes it easy to break down? 

11. Informational & developmental feedback: Do you get feedback for your work? What kind 
and by whom? 



 

 
 

12. Praise & Recognition: Do you get praise and recognition for your work? If so, by whom? 

13. Constraints like standardised processes and routines: Despite the high degrees of autonomy 
throughout the organisation, do you have some sort of standardised processes and routines in 
place? 

14. Access to information:Do you sometimes find it difficult to find the information you’re 
looking for?  

- In both cases, why? 
15. Knowledge management: What kind of knowledge management systems and rules do you 
have in place in order to secure and find helpful information? Do you think it works? 

 

Communication 

16. Compared to non-self-organised companies you’ve worked for, do you feel that you 
communicate more within the team here? 

17. Do you feel that knowledge is shared freely in the organisation? Have you ever felt that 
someone has been hiding information or knowhow? 

18. Psychological safety: Do you feel that you are always able to or dare say your opinion on 
things? 

19. Informal hierarchies, status: When you communicate within a team, do you sometimes 
notice inequality even though there are no actual hierarchies within the organisation? 

- Where do they stem from? What is done about it? 

20. Dealing with conflicts: Do you have a system in place for dealing with conflicts? 

 

Lack of leadership 

21. Lack of leadership: Do you sometimes wish that you had manager? In what situations? 

22. Encouragement: Do you feel like you get encouraged to voice your concerns sufficiently?  

23. Supportive leadership: Do you feel like you get enough support for your ideas and work 
from anyone? From who?  

24. Staying focused on a task: Does your team sometimes have problems staying focused on a 
task, when there is no manager to oversee the process? If so, how do you deal with this? 

25. Fair evaluation of ideas: Do you sometimes feel like your ideas are evaluated unfairly? 
Why? 

 

Other job related questions 

26. Workload pressures: Do you sometimes feel overwhelmed by the amount of work you have 
to do, because you have taken on too much? How do you deal with that? 



 

 
 

27. Skill variety: Since you have changed to a more self-organised company, do you feel that 
your tasks require a more varied set of skills? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Appendix 3 – Excerpt of Transcription of Interview with Valter (TBO) 

3. Autonomy 
“How much autonomy do you have? Do you have the possibility to pursue for example your own 
projects, or do you feel your freedom and discretion mainly relates to how you perform your 
job?” 
I feel that I can take things forward, with certain limitations. In my own job I’m free to make 
decisions. I mean, basically I’m free to make decisions regarding my own job, but the barriers 
come quite quickly though. But I feel that I’m able to develop ideas, if I have any. I don’t see 
any barriers from that.  
 
What do you mean by “barriers”? 
I mean that the limits of what I can do come quite quickly. One issue is time. Where will I get 
the time to do the things I come up with? In my own job I’m able to do things how I want, like 
regarding my own job and stuff, but immediately when we go outside our department, someone 
tells you “this can never be done” or “it doesn’t work like that”, without really any explanations, 
you know? So it has to do with things that I can’t influence. But I have to say that I feel that the 
barrier comes quite quickly. I feel that I can do it, but in reality someone presses the brake. But if 
it relates to my own job, then I just do it.  
 
In reality, what things have been driven through? Can you give an example? 
Yes. We were able to get the new sales commission model through, and we got good results 
from it. So those kinds of things.  
 
Where did the idea come from and can you describe the process? 
The idea probably came from everywhere. The work had changed and the old model was a bit 
outdated. I can’t remember who initiated the project, but I think we all felt that some sort of 
change was needed. So basically we just made a task force, we met up a few times, came up with 
a solution and tried for a while, did some iterations and when we thought it was good, we 
presented it and it was approved and implemented.  
 
Who had to approve it before it could be implemented? 
“Luottamusmiesten” [staff representative] and the head of the department had the last say, but 
they approved it as it was.  
 
4. Creative work 
How do you feel that you are creative in your work? / Do you feel that your organisation gives 
the possibility for you to be creative? 
I do feel that the organisation gives me the possibility to be creative. The issue is more about 
myself. I feel that my own creativity is very limited. I’m not that good at coming up with ideas. 



 

 
 

But if I were to come up with an idea, I’m able to pursue it, no one would say no, at least 
immediately. I would get to try it out if I wanted to. But I’ve never really done it.  
 
Are you encouraged to be creative? 
I guess I’m being encouraged. They say that if you have an idea you pursue it. They’ve taken 
away the first barriers, meaning that someone will not say no immediately, and that your idea 
won’t just stay on someone’s desk. You can, quite care-free go and pursue and test even crazy 
ideas. Again, the problem is that I do not have the creative ideas. I feel that we, me and other 
people, still live in this old world where we don’t dare to go crazy with our visions.  
 
5.  Autonomy in day to day work 
Have you ever felt that you have too much autonomy to know where to start? 
No, I’m the best expert at my own job. On a daily basis I have to think “How on earth am I 
gonna solve this”. I have to make my own decision and I don’t really think that it’s difficult to 
know where to start. I’ve been here for a while so I know the drill.  
 
6.  Sense of ownership and control 
To what extent do you feel you have ownership and control of your work? 
I don’t feel a sense of ownership in my work at all. It’s not really my work you know. But when 
I do things good, I feel good and if I mess up I feel bad, but I can’t say that the work is mine. 
There’s a clear line that this is work and when I leave work I do my own things and forget about 
everything. I like the feeling that when I leave work, I’ve done the day’s work and that’s alright. 
 
7. Perceived shared responsibility 
When you work on a project as part of a team, do you feel that the responsibility of the 
completion of the task lies on your shoulder, or do you perceive the responsibility as shared? 
 
The amount of team work has increased when we don’t have a manager. I really see it as a 
prerequisite: when there’s no manager you have to help each other out. The colleagues are your 
best friends in that sense. We have continuous discussions with our team members.  
 
We have a administrative foreman, who decides on holidays and stuff, but not an operational 
supervisor. Then we have a department manager and business coaches, but the business coaches 
are more supportive, they don’t meddle in the operative things, the day-to-day work. They are 
more focused on listening, helping out with conflicts and things like that.  
 

 
 
 



 

 
 

 

Appendix 4 – Excerpt of First Cycle Coding Table 
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Appendix 5 – Excerpt of 2nd Stage of Data Analysis / 2nd Cycle Coding 

SRQ9: Is knowledge and know-how shared freely throughout the organisation?  
 
Turva 

- non-competitive, secure environment 
- Common goal (mentioned 2x) 

- “Everyone works towards the same goal so you don’t need to hide” 
- No hiding (all) 
- Transparency (mentioned 2x) 

- “Our credit card information is available for anyone to see. If I were to spend 
money on a limousine and champagne, someone would see it and ask if it was a 
smart thing to do.” 

 
TBO 

- No hiding (all) 
- transparency (mentioned 3x) 
- Everyone works towards a common goal (mentioned 3x) 
- Knowledge hiding could lead to angry customers 

 
Goodplace 

- No hiding (all) 
- Transparency (mentioned 2x) 

- “Everyone can look at the budget planning of every project” 
- “I know all the numbers” 

- No intentional hiding, BUT Wolfgang: “Complications do arise through sloppiness and 
wrong setting of priorities.” 

 
Overall trend 

- No hiding anywhere 
- transparency of information is the key throughout all organizations, meaning that every 

individual has the right to access all available information.  
- Another frequently mentioned aspect is the fact that within a self-organized team, 

everyone works towards a common goal so there is not incentive to hide knowledge from 
others (no competitive environment) 

- Important however to mention that only because employees say they don’t hide 
information (or don’t get it hidden by others), it’s maybe not 100% true everywhere. If 
individuals are new, inexperienced, more competitive, they might not share all 
information/mistakes with everyone, even though it’s somehow expected. But that’s just 
a noteworthy point, nothing we can proof. 

 


