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ABSTRACT 
 

In today’s dynamic and knowledge-intensive IT industry, fostering innovation is critical to maintaining competitive advantage. While prior research has examined 
transformational and servant leadership in promoting innovative work behavior (IWB), the role of humble leadership remains has not been sufficiently theorized 
in IT-specific context. This conceptual paper develops a theoretical model to explain how humble leadership fosters IWB by enhancing psychological safety and 
team information sharing, with the moderating influence of organizational support. Grounded in Social Exchange Theory, Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) 
theory, and Uncertainty Management Theory, the proposed model identifies two key mediators and a contextual moderator that jointly shape the leadership–
innovation relationship. Specifically, the model posits that humble leaders—through self-awareness, appreciation of others, and openness to feedback—promote 
a psychologically safe environment and facilitate knowledge exchange, which in turn stimulate innovative behaviors. Furthermore, the presence of strong 
organizational support is expected to strengthen these indirect effects. This study contributes to leadership and innovation literature by clarifying the 
mechanisms and boundary conditions through which humble leadership influences innovation in IT contexts. Practical implications suggest that IT organizations 
should invest in cultivating humble leadership and aligning support systems to foster a climate conducive to innovation. 
 

Keywords: Humble leadership, innovative work behavior, psychological safety, team information sharing, organizational support, IT industry, conceptual model. 
 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

In the rapidly evolving landscape of information technology, 
organizational survival and competitive advantage increasingly 
depend on continuous innovation (Bharadwaj et al., 2013). The IT 
sector faces unique challenges characterized by exponential 
technological change, shortened product lifecycles, and intense 
global competition (Gartner, 2024). Within this context, the ability of 
organizations within the IT sectors to foster and sustain innovative 
behaviors among their employees has become a critical determinant 
of success (Jadhav et al., 2017). The traditional emphasis on 
technical prowess and operational efficiency is no longer sufficient to 
maintain a competitive edge; instead, organizations must cultivate a 
culture that encourages creativity, experimentation, and the proactive 
generation of novel ideas (Palazzeschi et al., 2018). Leadership, 
particularly the style and approach adopted by those in positions of 
authority, plays a pivotal role in shaping this innovative climate 
(Sharma et al., 2023).While prior research has examined 
transformational and servant leadership in innovation (Gumusluoğlu & 
İlsev, 2009; Mallén et al., 2019), humble leadership—characterized 
by self-awareness, openness to feedback, and empowerment 
(Owens & Hekman, 2016)— has been neglecting from current 
studies. This theoretical gap is particularly salient in IT organizations, 
where the nature of knowledge work demands leadership approaches 
that facilitate psychological safety, open knowledge exchange, and 
collaborative problem-solving. Recent studies have begun to 
establish preliminary connections between leader humility and 
innovation outcomes (Qian et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2017), yet critical 
questions remain unanswered regarding the specific mechanisms 
through which humble leaders influence innovative behaviors in    
high-tech contexts. 
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Humble leadership, characterized by traits such as self-awareness, 
openness to feedback, appreciation of others' strengths, and a focus 
on collective goals, has emerged as a particularly promising 
leadership paradigm for promoting innovative behaviors within 
organizations (Wang et al., 2018). This conceptual paper addresses 
three significant gaps in the existing literature. First, while the direct 
effects of humble leadership on individual performance have been 
documented (Owens et al., 2013), the pathways through which 
humility translates into team-level innovation remain underexplored. 
Second, the unique contextual factors of IT organizations—including 
their reliance on distributed expertise, rapid iteration cycles, and 
complex problem-solving—create specific conditions that may amplify 
or constrain the effects of humble leadership. Third, existing research 
has paid insufficient attention to how organizational-level factors, 
particularly support systems and resource allocation, might moderate 
the relationship between leadership style and innovation outcomes  
(Li & Tang, 2022). 
 
The present study makes several contributions to both academic 
scholarship and organizational practice. Theoretically, it advances 
leadership research by integrating social exchange theory (Blau, 
1964) with the knowledge-based view of organizations (Grant, 1996) 
to explain how humble leaders create environments conducive to 
innovation. The proposed model identifies psychological safety 
(Edmondson, 1999) and team information sharing (Hu et al., 2017) as 
critical mediating mechanisms that translate humble leadership 
behaviors into innovative outcomes. Furthermore, the model 
introduces organizational support as a boundary condition that 
enhances or constrains these effects, addressing calls for more 
context-sensitive leadership research (Johns, 2006). 
 
For practitioners in IT organizations, this research provides actionable 
insights into how developing humble leadership competencies can 
foster innovation cultures. The findings suggest that beyond technical 
skills, IT leaders must cultivate interpersonal behaviors that create 



safe spaces for experimentation and promote open knowledge 
exchange. At the organizational level, the model highlights the 
importance of aligning leadership development initiatives with support 
systems that provide the necessary resources and cultural 
reinforcement for innovation. 
 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

Humble Leadership: A Catalyst for Innovation 
 

Humble leadership represents a distinct approach to organizational 
leadership that emphasizes accurate self-assessment, appreciation of 
others' contributions, and openness to new ideas (Owens & Hekman, 
2016). When leaders model humble behaviors, such as admitting 
mistakes, seeking feedback, and acknowledging the contributions of 
others, employees are more likely to adopt these behaviors 
themselves, leading to a more innovative and collaborative work 
environment (Qian et al., 2018).  Unlike traditional leadership models 
that emphasize authority and control, humble leadership emerges 
from a recognition of one's limitations and a genuine willingness to 
learn from others (Morris et al., 2005). This leadership style 
comprises three core behavioral dimensions:  
 
First, self-awareness involves leaders' ability to recognize their own 
strengths and weaknesses without distortion (Owens et al., 2013). In 
IT contexts, this manifests when project managers openly 
acknowledge gaps in their technical knowledge and seek input from 
team members with relevant expertise. Second, appreciation of 
others reflects the leader's tendency to recognize and value team 
members' unique contributions (Waters et al., 2021). This is 
particularly crucial in IT settings where cross-functional collaboration 
often determines project success. Third, teach ability represents the 
leader's openness to feedback and continuous learning (Ou et al., 
2014), a critical attribute in industries characterized by rapid 
technological change. 
 

The theoretical distinctiveness of humble leadership becomes 
apparent when contrasted with related leadership constructs. While 
transformational leadership emphasizes vision and inspiration (Bass, 
1985), humble leadership focuses on creating conditions for 
collaborative learning. Similarly, servant leadership prioritizes follower 
needs (Greenleaf, 1977), whereas humble leadership emphasizes 
mutual growth through knowledge exchange. These distinctions are 
particularly relevant in IT environments where innovation often 
emerges from distributed expertise rather than top-down direction. 
 

Innovation in Knowledge-Intensive Contexts 
 
Innovative work behavior (IWB) in IT organizations represents a multi-
stage process encompassing idea generation, promotion, and 
implementation (Janssen, 2000). The unique nature of IT work 
necessitates a theoretical understanding of innovation that accounts 
for several industry-specific characteristics: 
 
First, the rapid obsolescence of technical knowledge creates constant 
pressure for skill renewal and creative problem-solving (Bharadwaj et 
al., 2013). Second, the modular nature of software development 
enables and requires continuous incremental innovation 
(MacCormack et al., 2001). Third, the collaborative nature of IT 
projects means that innovation often emerges from the recombination 
of diverse knowledge sets (Tiwana, 2008). 
 
From a theoretical perspective, IT innovation can be understood 
through the lens of the knowledge-based view of the firm (Grant, 
1996), which posits that organizational capabilities emerge from the 

integration of specialized knowledge. This perspective helps explain 
why leadership approaches that facilitate knowledge sharing—such 
as humble leadership—may be particularly effective in IT contexts. 
 

Theoretical Integration 
 
The proposed model integrates three complementary theoretical 
perspectives to explain the humble leadership-innovation relationship: 
Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964) provides the foundation for 
understanding how humble leaders establish high-quality 
relationships with team members. When leaders demonstrate humility 
by acknowledging their limitations and valuing others' expertise, they 
initiate a reciprocal exchange process wherein team members feel 
obligated to contribute their best ideas and efforts (Liden et al., 2014). 
This theoretical lens helps explain why humble leaders may be more 
effective at eliciting innovative behaviors than traditional leaders. 
 
Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995) 
extends this understanding by emphasizing the dyadic nature of 
leader-follower relationships. High-quality LMX relationships, which 
humble leaders are particularly adept at establishing, create the trust 
and mutual obligation necessary for knowledge workers to engage in 
risky innovative behaviors (Volmer et al., 2012). 
 
Finally, the model incorporates elements of Uncertainty Management 
Theory (Lind & Van den Bos, 2002) to explain how humble leaders 
help team members navigate the inherent uncertainties of innovation 
processes. By modeling vulnerability and normalizing failure, humble 
leaders reduce the perceived risks associated with innovation 
attempts, thereby increasing psychological safety (Edmondson, 
1999). 
 
Table 1. Theoretical Foundations Linking Humble Leadership to 

Innovative Work Behavior 
 

Theory Key Tenet Application to Humble 
Leadership & Innovation 

Social Exchange 
Theory (Blau, 
1964) 

Relationships are 
governed by 
reciprocity and 
mutual benefit. 

Humble leaders who show 
appreciation and openness 
stimulate reciprocal behavior, 
encouraging employees to go 
beyond formal roles and 
engage in innovation. 
 

Leader-Member 
Exchange Theory 
(Graen &Uhl-Bien, 
1995) 

High-quality leader-
member 
relationships foster 
trust and role 
expansion. 

Humble leadership promotes 
strong LMX by valuing input 
and creating individualized 
exchanges, which are 
conducive to innovation. 
 

Uncertainty 
Management 
Theory (Lind & 
Van den Bos, 
2002) 

In uncertain 
contexts, fair and 
supportive 
leadership enhances 
psychological 
security. 
 

Humble leaders reduce fear of 
failure and normalize risk-
taking, thereby fostering a 
psychologically safe 
environment for innovation. 

 

This theoretical integration provides a comprehensive framework for 
understanding why humble leadership may be particularly effective in 
fostering innovation within IT organizations. The combination of social 
exchange processes, high-quality leader-member relationships, and 
effective uncertainty management creates the ideal conditions for 
continuous innovation in knowledge-intensive environments. 
 

CONCEPTUAL MODEL AND HYPOTHESES 
 

Building upon the integrated theoretical foundation—Social Exchange 
Theory (SET), Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory, and 
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Uncertainty Management Theory (UMT)—this paper proposes a 
conceptual model to explain how humble leadership fosters 
innovative work behavior (IWB) in IT organizations. The model posits 
that humble leaders influence innovation indirectly through two 
mediators—psychological safety and team information sharing—with 
the strength of these indirect effects contingent upon the level of 
organizational support. 
 

Humble Leadership and Psychological Safety 
 
Psychological safety refers to a shared belief that individuals can 
express ideas, take risks, and admit mistakes without fear of 
embarrassment or punishment (Edmondson, 1999). Humble leaders 
contribute to psychological safety by modeling vulnerability, 
acknowledging their limitations, and encouraging open dialogue 
(Wang et al., 2018). These behaviors signal to team members that 
their input is valued and failure is treated as a learning opportunity, 
thereby reducing interpersonal risk. 
 

H1: Humble leadership is positively associated with psychological 
safety among team members. 

 

Humble Leadership and Team Information Sharing 
 
Team information sharing involves the proactive exchange of 
knowledge, expertise, and feedback among team members. In IT 
organizations, where knowledge is often decentralized and task 
interdependence is high, effective innovation depends on transparent 
and ongoing communication. Humble leaders create an environment 
that supports such exchanges by showing appreciation for others' 
knowledge, soliciting diverse input, and flattening traditional 
hierarchies (Hu et al., 2017). 
 

H2: Humble leadership is positively associated with team information 
sharing. 

 

Psychological Safety and Innovative Work Behavior 
 

When employees perceive high psychological safety, they are more 
likely to propose novel ideas, take initiative, and engage in creative 
experimentation. This sense of safety reduces the fear of failure or 
rejection, which are common barriers to innovation, particularly in 
high-stakes and rapidly evolving environments like IT (Xu & 
Suntrayuth, 2022). 
 

H3: Psychological safety is positively related to innovative work 
behavior. 

 

Team Information Sharing and Innovative Work Behavior 
 
Information sharing facilitates the integration of diverse perspectives, 
which can spark creative solutions and accelerate innovation. When 
team members openly share information, they are better able to 
identify opportunities, avoid redundancy, and co-develop ideas into 
actionable outcomes (Tiwana, 2008). 
 

H4: Team information sharing is positively related to innovative work 
behavior. 

 

The Mediating Role of Psychological Safety and 
Information Sharing 
 
The impact of humble leadership on innovation is not necessarily 
direct but rather channeled through interpersonal and team-level 
mechanisms. Humble leadership enhances psychological safety and 

team information sharing, which in turn foster conditions favorable for 
IWB. 
 

H5: Psychological safety mediates the relationship between humble 
leadership and innovative work behavior. 

 

H6: Team information sharing mediates the relationship between 
humble leadership and innovative work behavior. 

 

The Moderating Role of Organizational Support 
 
Organizational support, defined as the extent to which employees 
perceive that their organization values their contributions and 
provides the necessary resources, can significantly enhance or hinder 
the effectiveness of leadership behaviors (Li & Tang, 2022). When 
organizational support is high, the positive effects of humble 
leadership on psychological safety and information sharing—and 
consequently on innovation—are likely to be amplified. Conversely, in 
low-support environments, even well-intentioned leadership behaviors 
may not translate into innovative outcomes due to systemic 
constraints. 
 

H7: Organizational support moderates the indirect relationship 
between humble leadership and innovative work behavior 
through psychological safety, such that the indirect effect is 
stronger when organizational support is high. 

 

H8: Organizational support moderates the indirect relationship 
between humble leadership and innovative work behavior 
through team information sharing, such that the indirect effect is 
stronger when organizational support is high. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: The proposed conceptual model of Humble 
Leadership and Innovative Work Behavior 

 

THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 
 

Theoretical Contributions 
 
This study offers significant contributions to both theory and practice. 
From a theoretical perspective, it advances the understanding of 
leadership and innovation in organizational contexts by integrating 
three complementary lenses—Social Exchange Theory, Leader-
Member Exchange Theory, and Uncertainty Management Theory—to 
explain how and why humble leadership fosters innovative work 
behavior (IWB). The integration of these theories enables a deeper 
examination of the relational, contextual, and emotional mechanisms 
underlying this dynamic. Moreover, by situating the analysis in IT 
work environments—where knowledge intensity, ambiguity, and 
interdependence are particularly high—the paper highlights the 
contextual relevance of humility as a critical leadership trait. The 
proposed moderated mediation model further contributes to the 
literature by identifying psychological safety and team information 
sharing as key mediating mechanisms, while emphasizing 
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organizational support as a vital boundary condition that enhances 
the effectiveness of humble leadership in driving innovation. 
 

Practical Contributions 
 
Practically, this research provides actionable insights for 
organizations aiming to cultivate innovation through leadership 
development. It underscores the importance of fostering specific 
humble behaviors among leaders, such as openness to feedback, 
acknowledgment of team contributions, and a willingness to learn 
from others. These behaviors not only strengthen interpersonal 
relationships but also create a psychologically safe and 
communicative environment that encourages employees to 
experiment and share ideas. Additionally, the study highlights the 
value of designing supportive organizational systems—such as 
recognition programs, autonomy-enhancing practices, and adequate 
resource allocation—that amplify the positive influence of humble 
leadership. By shifting the leadership paradigm from authority-driven 
control to humility-driven collaboration, this paper offers a timely and 
impactful perspective for organizations navigating complex, 
innovation-dependent environments. 
 

FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 
As a conceptual paper, this study provides a theoretical foundation for 
understanding how humble leadership fosters innovative work 
behavior in IT organizations. However, future research is essential to 
empirically validate and extend the proposed framework. Several 
avenues are recommended: 
 

Empirical Testing of Hypotheses 
 
The hypotheses presented—ranging from the mediating roles of 
psychological safety and team information sharing to the moderating 
effect of organizational support—should be tested using quantitative 
methods. Researchers may adopt a multi-level structural equation 
modeling (SEM) approach to capture the dyadic and team-level 
interactions inherent in the model. Longitudinal designs could also be 
employed to establish causal relationships between leadership 
behaviors and innovation outcomes over time. 
 

Suggested Measurement Scales 
 
To ensure consistency and reliability, future studies could utilize 
established and validated instruments such as: 
 

-  Humble Leadership: Owens et al., (2013) 9-item Humility in 
Leadership Scale. 

-  Psychological Safety: Edmondson’s (1999) 7-item Team 
Psychological Safety Scale. 

-  Team Information Sharing: Adapted from Srivastava et al., 
(2006). 

-  Innovative Work Behavior: Janssen’s (2000) 9-item scale 
capturing idea generation, promotion, and implementation. 

-  Perceived Organizational Support: Eisenberger et al.’s (1986) 
Survey of Perceived Organizational Support (SPOS). 

 

Sampling and Contextual Considerations 
 
Future empirical work should focus on: 
 

-  Sample Types: Knowledge workers in IT firms, particularly 
software engineers, UX designers, and agile team leads. 

-  Industries: Although this paper focuses on IT, comparisons 
across knowledge-intensive sectors such as biotech, fintech, and 
digital media could enhance generalizability. 

-  Geographic Scope: Studies in emerging markets (e.g., Vietnam, 
India) vs. developed economies (e.g., U.S., Germany) could 
offer insights into cultural moderating variables such as power 
distance. 

 

Mixed-Methods and Experimental Designs 
 

Beyond survey-based methods, future research could employ: 
 

-  Qualitative interviews to explore how humble leadership is 
perceived and enacted in practice. 

-  Field experiments or vignette studies to assess how different 
leadership behaviors influence team innovation under varying 
levels of organizational support. 

 

By pursuing these directions, future scholars can not only validate the 
model proposed here but also deepen understanding of the nuanced 
pathways through which humble leadership fosters innovation in 
dynamic, knowledge-intensive environments. 
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