
HOW THE SUPPORT 
INNOVATORS RECEIVE 
CAN MAKE OR BREAK 
THEIR IDEAS

Innovat ion ef fort s oft en falt er when innovat ors hit  
obst acles t hat  generat e f rust rat ion, doubt , and 
emot ional st rain. New research shows t he way 
colleagues respond in t hese moment s, t hrough 
a process known as int erpersonal holding, can 
det ermine whet her innovat ors persist , f ind 
alt ernat ive pat hs forward, or abandon t heir 
ef fort s ent irely.

FEATURING 
CIL Af f il iat e Ned Wel lman



Summary
Innovat ors f requent ly encount er set backs t hat  feel personally dest abil izing and 
t hreat en progress. A qualit at ive st udy of employees in a large U.S. hospit al syst em 
f inds colleagues? responses in t hese moment s? described as int erpersonal 
holding? follow t hree dist inct  patt erns: t ight , loose, or denied. Each patt ern shapes 
innovat ors? emot ions, sense of ident it y, and ult imat ely t heir response t o obst acles, 
and t he out comes of innovat ion ef fort s.

The ongoing process of innovat ion is essent ial t o organizat ional success, yet  pursuing 
new ideas inside est ablished syst ems is inherent ly dif f icult . Innovat ors rout inely 
encount er delays, resist ance, or out right  reject ion? experiences t hat  can feel 
dest abil izing not  only for a project , but  for t he individual t oo. Such set backs may 
t hreat en t he innovat ors? sense of cont rol, percept ions of job securit y, and even t heir 
ident it y as someone capable of driving meaningful change.

Nat urally t hen, innovat ors seek out  t rust ed colleagues t o share t hese burdens and 
challenges wit h. The response t hey receive in t hese int eract ions oft en goes beyond 
rout ine encouragement  or advice. Colleagues may help calm emot ional dist ress, help 
reint erpret  or ref rame what  t he set back means, and shape decisions about  how t o 
proceed. Researchers describe t his deeper form of support  as int erpersonal holding, 
a process t hat  guides individuals t hrough moment s of uncert aint y and disrupt ion at  
work.

Underst anding how t his support  unfolds is crit ical, because t he fat e of many 
innovat ions depends less on t he init ial idea t han on whet her innovat ors can navigat e 
t he obst acles t hat  fol low and reach t he condit ions necessary t o achieve posit ive 
out comes.

When obst acles feel personal

St udying support  in real- world innovat ion

To explore how int erpersonal holding operat es in pract ice, Ned Wellman, an 
Associat e Professor of Management  and Ent repreneurship at  Arizona St at e 
Universit y and an Af f il iat e of t he Cent er for Innovat ive Leadership at  Johns Hopkins 
Carey Business School, and his co- aut hors, conduct ed a qualit at ive st udy of 
innovat ors wit hin a large hospit al syst em. 



The researchers conduct ed 91 int erviews wit h 74 employees engaged in innovat ion 
ef fort s, alongside f ield observat ions and grounded- t heory analysis. 

A st riking insight  emerged f rom t he dat a: not  al l support  is experienced t he same 
way. Rat her, it  fol lows t hree dist inct  t raject ories, each shaping what  innovat ors do 
next  in dif ferent  ways.

Loose holding: Support  t hat  redirect s moment um

In t he f irst  patt ern of int erpersonal holding t he researchers observed, t ermed t ight  
holding, colleagues respond wit h st rong empat hy and act ive involvement . They 
validat e t he innovat or?s f rust rat ion, help t hem process emot ions, and work 
alongside t hem t o address t he obst acle.

This combinat ion reduces dist ress and creat es a sense of part nership. Innovat ors 
feel anchored rat her t han isolat ed, and t heir ident it y as capable change- makers is 
reinforced. Wit h emot ional st abil it y rest ored, t hey are more l ikely t o persist  
t hrough formal organizat ional processes, cont inuing t o push t he original idea 
forward despit e delays or resist ance.

Such persist ence oft en leads t o event ual implement at ion, albeit  t ypically t hrough 
slow, ef fort ful progress rat her t han rapid breakt hroughs.

Tight  holding: Support  t hat  sust ains persist ence

A second patt ern, loose holding, present s as support ive t oo, but  operat es 
dif ferent ly. Here colleagues are also encouraging and non- judgment al, yet  t he 
focus is less on validat ing emot ions and more on suggest ing or facil it at ing new 
direct ions or solut ions. They of fer advice and energy wit hout  becoming deeply 
involved in t he work it self.

Inst ead of calming dist ress, t his response t ransforms f rust rat ion int o mot ivat ion. 
Innovat ors feel endorsed and energized, prompt ing t hem t o ret hink const raint s, 
pursue workarounds, or t ry alt ernat ive approaches.

Rat her t han promot ing persist ence along t he original pat h, t he result  here is 
circumvent ion of obst acles, oft en enabling fast er movement , albeit  somet imes 
out side of st andard processes.



The t hird patt ern, denied holding, emerges when colleagues dismiss concerns, 
ignore request s for help, or disparage t he idea it self.

Rat her t han cont aining dist ress, t hese responses amplify it . Innovat ors feel 
isolat ed, unsupport ed, and increasingly doubt ful of t heir role as innovat ors.

This erosion of ident it y f requent ly leads t o conceding t o t he obst acle alt oget her, 
causing project s t o st all and pot ent ial ly valuable innovat ions t o disappear before 
reaching implement at ion.

Why t hese dif ferences matt er for leaders

Taken t oget her t hese f indings shift  att ent ion f rom individual resil ience in 
innovat ion ef fort s, t oward relat ional dynamics. Thriving innovat ion depends not  
only on ideas, resources, processes, or st rat egy, but  also on t he everyday 
int erpersonal responses surrounding set backs and how t hey manifest .

For leaders and organizat ions, several pract ical implicat ions fol low:

1. Emot ional cont ainment  is a cr it ical leadership behavior 
Moment s of f rust rat ion are pivot al t urning point s. Responses t hat  acknowledge 
and st eady emot ions creat e t he psychological space required for persist ence.

2. Dif f erent  k inds of  support  produce dif f erent  innovat ion pat hs 
Deep part nership encourages sust ained ef fort  w it hin formal syst ems, while 
l ight er encouragement  may spark creat ive workarounds. Bot h can be useful, but  
t hey lead t o dist inct  t raject ories.

3. Dismissal carr ies hidden organizat ional cost s
Ignoring dist ress or undermining ideas does more t han discourage individuals; it  
can quiet ly ext inguish innovat ive ideas before t hey have t he chance t o prove it s 
value.

4. Innovat ion is social ly sust ained, not  purely individual
Rat her t han viewing perseverance as a personal t rait  alone, organizat ions should 
recognize t hat  colleagues collect ively shape whet her innovat ors keep going, 
pivot , or st op.

Denied holding: Support  t hat  shut s innovat ion down



Access the full research paper here: Hedden, L. N., Schinof f, B. S., Wellman, 
N., & Blanchard, R. (2025). Tight , loose, or denied holding: How int erpersonal 
holding shapes innovat ors? responses t o innovat ion obst acles. Organizat ion 
Science.
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Cult ivat ing environment s where dist ress is acknowledged, guidance is 
const ruct ive, and dismissal is avoided is crit ical. In t his sense, sust aining 
innovat ion is not  only a st rat egic or t echnical challenge, but  also a relat ional one.

Recognizing and st rengt hening t he everyday pract ices of int erpersonal support  may 
of fer leaders a pract ical and oft en underappreciat ed lever for ensuring t hat  
promising ideas survive long enough t o make a dif ference t o t he organizat ion.

Innovat ion is oft en f ramed as a funct ion of st rat egy, t echnology, or t alent . This 
research highlight s a more immediat e and human realit y: what  happens in a single 
conversat ion aft er a set back can det ermine t he fut ure of an idea.

Ret hinking how organizat ions support  innovat ion
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