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Introduction
Innovation in an organization is crucial in any dynamic environment where knowledge, services, and practices can become obsolete and should therefore be constantly renewed for the organization to remain competent (Sanz-Valle et al., 2011). Steele & Murray (2004) agree with this fact, adding that there is increased evidence to prove that companies that objectively focus on innovation eventually have better sales growth and stock market value. In light of this, coming up with a plan to create a culture of innovation in my new microfinance venture is key to the success of the strategic plans of the organization. While coming up with this plan, it is imperative to first define innovation in the setting of the microfinance business and differentiate it from creativity without ignoring how innovation will be considered in different levels of the organization. Additionally, the effects of organizational culture, organizational learning, learning cultures, and leadership on innovation have to be acknowledged. Next, the specific practices to foster this culture of innovation and make it stick have to be identified, in addition to how this culture of innovation will be measured. Also, the factors that may impede innovation in the organization have to be touched on, with a strategy of how they will be addressed.
Innovation, Creativity and How Innovation Will Be Considered
My plan for creating an innovative culture will first define the company’s definition of innovation. In general, innovation can be defined as the introduction of change through something new (Steele & Murray, 2004). While innovation focuses on new ideas and their implementation, creativity refers to how the members of the organization think while solving problems. In this sense, creativity can be seen as a component of innovation. Ryan (2012) breaks down the definition of creativity in an organization context into four parts, which are: the creative process, which is the framework that employees use when thinking; creative press, which is the environment in which creative thinking occurs; the products of creativity, and the person, which refers to the competence of the employees regarding creative thinking. In my microfinance business, innovation will be about coming up with any ideas that can help the company create economic value by validating and exploiting existing market opportunities (Price & Meyers, 2006). For an idea to be considered innovative in my company, it should be unique and compelling to the consumers, should forge a competitive advantage, should be able to support other innovations, and must provide customers with more value (Hamel & Tennant, 2015).
Since different types of ideas will be presented, innovation in my business setting will also entail the assessment of the validity and practicability of the idea before a subsequent commercialization plan is created for its implementation. Therefore, innovative ideas in the business will be subjected to a 12-step procedure suggested by Price & Meyers (2006) that involves a clear identification of the business opportunity it fills and assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of this opportunity, the differentiation of this opportunity from other competing opportunities, creating a commercialization plan, and soliciting feedback from stakeholders before putting the plan into action. In the organization, innovation will be considered at the individual, departmental, and general organizational levels. At the individual level, all employees will be required to regularly submit ideas for improvement of their contribution to the company. At the departmental level, all departments will compare the ideas of their individual members, then present the most viable ones while revising the crude ones. At the organizational level, ideas to be implemented will have to conform to the organizational culture standards and objectives.
Organizational Culture, Organizational Learning, and Leadership
Price & Meyers (2006) state that for innovation to be successful, it has to address a business opportunity that the organization’s leadership and culture embrace and commit to, which are connected with the business strategy. Organizational culture refers to common values, beliefs, and assumptions among the members of an organization (Sanz-Valle et al., 2011). Organizational culture, therefore, determines the environment in which innovation takes place. Sanz-Valle et al. (2011) propose four types of cultures, which are the clan, adhocracy, hierarchical, and market cultures. They further illustrate that culture affects innovation in an organization through influencing organizational learning. In this case, organizational learning refers to how the members of an organization develop new knowledge and insights due to common experiences between them (Sanz-Valle et al., 2011). This knowledge acts as the basis for which innovative ideas are generated.
Sanz-Valle et al. (2011) point out that since the organizational culture determines the outlook of the members concerning knowledge, the culture ultimately determines how much individual knowledge becomes organizational knowledge, how new knowledge is acquired and shared, and how effective this sharing, acquisition, and application of new knowledge is. The patterns of organizational learning then form the organizational learning culture. Patel & Patel (2008) elaborate on the link between organizational learning culture and innovation by illustrating how different learning cultures react to different stages of the innovation process. They propose four different learning cultures, egalitarian, hierarchical, fatalist, and competitive, and show that a fatalist culture discourages knowledge acquisition and innovation. Conversely, egalitarian culture reacts to innovation by promoting discussions. The competitive culture reacts by forming partnerships with similar struggling firms, and the hierarchical culture reacts by creating internal knowledge and specialization of roles.
The role of leadership in innovation can mainly be examined from how leadership relates to organizational culture and learning culture.  Nguyen & Mohamed (2011) point out that leaders create the conditions which allow or prevent other members from exercising and cultivating their knowledge manipulation skills, their contribution to their individual knowledge resources to the organization’s pool of knowledge, and their access to relevant knowledge. They add that leaders must attach a high value to knowledge, encourage questioning and experimentation by empowering their staff, enhancing trust, and facilitating experiential learning on knowledge. Rakic (2015) points out that the leaders are self-representatives of the organizational culture and therefore influence how other employees take part in the culture.
Therefore, my plan to create a culture of innovation will acknowledge the roles of organizational culture, learning culture, and leadership. In this plan, the clan culture will form the background, as it emphasizes flexibility but it is internally focused by insisting on teamwork, employee involvement, and corporate commitment to employees (Sanz-Valle et al, 2011). Regarding learning cultures, the plan is aimed at taking advantage of a combination of two cultures, with the egalitarian culture being incorporated for its learning strategy of social dialogue and exchange among employees, while the hierarchical culture will be used when rewarding innovation within the company by giving rewards based on the achievement of set standards (Patel & Patel, 2008). As for leadership, the plan will be based on promoting transformational leadership, which is built on the leader’s ability to inspire trust, loyalty, and admiration among subordinates, who then align their individual interests to those of the company, and encourages teamwork and involvement among employees (Nguyen & Mohamed, 2011).  These factors form the second main component of the plan.
Practices to Foster Innovation Culture and Make it Stick
The third main component of the plan outlines several practices that can be implemented to create an innovative culture that can be sustained over time in the company. Steele & Murray (2004) put forward several pre-requisites that the practices to create a culture of innovation in a company should fulfill. They should first ensure that there is an adequate amount of creative ability at all levels of the organization before identifying the innovative and creative potential of the employees. Moreover, the strategies should ensure that there are opportunities to allow employees to exercise their creative ability before matching employees to tasks depending on whether these tasks give them the chance to optimally apply their creative and innovative abilities. Ultimately, the practices should create an environment in which unplanned creative ideas are received with an open mind and not unjustly discarded because they do not conform to the current organizational plans, and creative solutions are sufficiently encouraged, especially in the early stages of innovation where exhaustive searches are conducted to ensure the effectiveness of subsequent investment of time and money into innovation (Steele & Murray, 2004).
For starters, my microfinance company will employ the right quality of employees based on academic qualifications and experience in their field, and routinely motivate them to create an environment that allows them to exercise their creativity and submit innovative ideas (Steele & Murray, 2004). Next, the business strategy and objectives will be aligned to the desired organizational and learning cultures of the organization (Kaztenbach et al., 2012). In this case, open channels of communication between members of the organization will form the basis for the desired clan culture and egalitarian learning culture in the organization, and the objectives of the business will then be created around this.  Additionally, formal strategies proposed by Kaztenbach et al (2012) include performance management, use of rewards and compensation for innovative ideas, creating reliable reporting structures, and setting up strategies for proper internal communication, while informal interventions would include the engagement of motivational leaders, enhancing peer to peer interactions, and creating meaningful manager-employee connections.
To further sustain innovation, the company will employ Timmerman’s (2009) approach which states that innovation can be sought from outside by engaging other companies with independent inventors or from inside by strategic research and development of more informal processes that encourage benchmarking and employee ideas. Innovation narratives suggested by Bartel & Garud (2009) will also be created to sustain innovation in the company, through both provisional narratives which explain events without a clear plot and structured narratives that portray events in a structured manner. Innovation narratives are essentially a description of the innovation, how, where, and why it has been applied beneficially elsewhere (Steele & Murray, 2004). These innovation narratives are the channels through which innovative ideas can be translated into the company. While provisional narratives will allow for the translation of ideas between different members of the organization by promoting individual problem definition and solving, structured narratives will account for the organization’s general definition of a particular innovation (Bartel & Garud, 2009).
To make sure that the culture of innovation sticks, routine measurement and monitoring of the cultural evolution in the company will be done through comparisons of previous aspects of the culture to the current ones (Kaztenbach et al., 2012). This will then provide guidelines for the aspects of the culture that need to be altered to achieve the desired culture. Change management, as proposed by Steele & Murray (2004), will also be implemented in the company by appointing a change manager in charge of creating an atmosphere in which resistance to change is diminished and future innovation will be accepted more readily to improve the effectiveness of the organization to adapt to innovation in the long-term.
Measurement of Innovation in the Entrepreneurial Venture
The fourth main component of the plan outlines how innovation will be assessed in the company. Hamel & Tennant (2015) propose several aspects that can be examined to measure the company’s innovative performance. Building on these proposals, my microfinance Business will first determine the amount of time and money invested in innovative ideas and processes and then compare them to the throughputs, which refers to the quality, number, and time taken for these ideas to move from concepts to reality. The number of innovations that get to the market in a specific period of time will also be assessed, followed by an accurate analysis of the market gains and percentage revenue achieved as a result of innovation in the company. The company will also determine how much time leaders in the organization devoted to mentoring the innovation projects and their role in hindering or promoting innovation within the company. Furthermore, the efficiency of innovation in the company will be examined by determining the changes over time in the ratio of innovation outputs to inputs (Hamel & Tennant, 2015).
Additional measurement techniques will be taken from Dobni (2008) who presents a seven-pronged model for the assessment of innovation in a company. The first is the innovation propensity, which will be measured by determining how much the organization has developed systems to promote innovation by communicating its goals and objectives. Secondly, the extent to which individual members are involved in innovation will be measured, together with how the employees think of themselves compared to other employees regarding equity, value, and their contribution to the company. Also, the degree to which the training and educational opportunities of the employees align with the innovation objectives will be measured, in addition to routine creativity tests to determine the creative capacity and the extent to which employees are allowed to express their creativity. Furthermore, the employees’ understanding of the market value chain to which they contribute will be tested, together with the extent to which the employees disseminate knowledge on the customers, competitors, and the industry in general. Lastly, the organization’s ability to align systems and processes to changes in the competitive market will be determined.
Factors that May Impede Innovation and How they Will Be Addressed
The fifth part of the plan acknowledges that several barriers to innovation in the company might arise and should therefore be dealt with. For one, a lack of open communication among employees over time may prevent the free flow of information that is important for the innovative process (Shuklah, 2015). To prevent this, the company will focus on enhancing peer-to-peer interactions and creating meaningful manager-employee connections (Kaztenbach et al., 2012). Nonetheless, this lack of communication may stem from an even larger problem, which could be the progressive decline in the standards of organizational culture that are being practiced in the company. For instance, a diminished sense of pride among employees of the company over time may negatively impact the organizational culture, as shown by Kaztenbach et al. (2012).
If declines in the organizational culture are encountered over time, the company will first focus on changing few but widely recognized behavioural changes that are likely to be emulated before acknowledging and maintaining the positive components of the existing culture, then applying formal and informal interventions to counter the negative parts of the culture (Kaztenbach et al., 2012). Concerning sustaining an innovative culture, Bartel & Garud (2009) point out that the coordination of past and future innovations in the company may present a challenge. This will be minimized by altering the systems for the creation of innovation narratives in the organization, which allows for the translation of ideas in a way that they can be related to other ideas coming up in the organization. These narratives will also be used by the organization to acknowledge and learn from past failures while focusing on shifting internal processes to avoid similar failures in future innovations. Poor leadership may also pose a threat to innovation, by the presence of leaders who not only wrongly criticize ideas, but also create unnecessary pressure for their subordinates by creating unrealistic expectations. The company will, therefore, continuously assess the contributions of its leaders to the innovation process and promote micro-management to create an integrative form of leadership where everyone is involved and can correct other members.
Other challenges may also include inadequate finance and resources to support some innovative ideas. To minimize such occurrences, the commercialization plan for the implementation of any idea will include an accurate projection of the estimated resources required, which will be part of the process for assessing the viability of the idea. Furthermore, there might be a progressive decline in the levels of motivation towards innovation among employees. This requires routine measures aimed at boosting morale levels among employees, such as rewards, bonuses and salary bumps for employees that achieve their goals regarding innovation. Therefore, each employee will have specific objectives and targets to achieve concerning innovation depending on the department they are in and their creative abilities. Nonetheless, these goals will have to be within realistic standards taking in the resources available at hand and the organization’s objectives. Employees will also be subjected to creative training sessions to enhance their creative thinking skills.
Conclusion
In conclusion, my plan for creating a culture of innovation in a new microfinance business contains several components. First, the definition of innovation in the setting of the organization has to be clarified. While acknowledging the roles of organizational culture, learning culture, and leadership in innovation, several practices to create this culture of innovation and make it sustainable are outlined as adapted from previous literature. The plan also contains the strategies that will be used to measure innovation in the company. Nonetheless, factors that may impede innovation over time are acknowledged, with suggestions of the several measures that will be taken to counter them.
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