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Purpose of this Study and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research is to generate an integrated theoretical framework 

for curious leadership, an application for its measurement, and practical methods for 

engaging differently in the context and practice of leading. With the contemporary 

workplace emerging through increased complexity, leaders are compelled to shift 

mindsets and practices from more traditional methods. Conventional notions of 

management are based on the assumption of certainty; the world is knowable, systems 

are predictable, and effective leaders can rely on formulaic approaches to planning, 

control and organizational problems (Plowman & Duchon, 2008). These notions no 

longer define the present times. To rely on these conventional notions would be a 

complacent posture, ignoring the evolving context in which we live and work. 

Researching the specific opportunities within curious behavior for leaders brings new 

insights and methodologies for expanding leader and organizational capacity and 

outcomes. 

For this research, I defined curious leader behavior as follows: 

Situated in a generative mindset, gesturing through openness, invitation, and 
inquiry that what is not yet known will bring greater than what is known; the ability 
to quiet expertness to optimize the intensity of relational growth and impact, 
newness, and innovation in the complexity of human systems.  
 

In applying this within this study, I will engage leaders in a reflective assessment using a 

newly developed survey designed to measure curious leader behavior. The purpose of 

the study is to validate the scale. When validated, leaders may use the assessment to 

understand their tendency toward curious behavior as a leader, use the data to build 
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personal strategies to situate with a more curious mindset, and experiment with and 

practice new ways of leading in the complexity of the contemporary workplace. 

 This study will explore the following research questions (RQs): 

RQ1. What perceptions exist among leaders about the role of the potential 

curious capacity sub-constructs and their relationship to curious leader behavior? 

RQ2. What factors are related to curious leader behavior? 

RQ3. What correlations among the factors are present from the factor analysis? 

RQ4. How do the respondent perceptions from the qualitative phase align with 

the results from the quantitative phase?  

Theoretical Underpinning for this Work 

I contend curious leadership is a behavior that serves as a connective enabler 

among four contemporary leadership theories and concepts: complexity leadership 

theory (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) relational leadership theory 

(Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006), adaptive leadership theory (Heifetz et al., 

2009), and the work of growth mindsets (Dweck, 2006).  

Curiosity and Complexity Leadership 

In highly distributed, complex systems, leaders tend to gravitate to what can be 

operationalized. Efficiently systematizing a perplexing problem that needs to be solved, 

calling forth best practices and managing to the discipline of rigid project plans is 

generally an intuitive path. It is compact, neat, clear, and directional.  

But what is missing? What might we be leaving on the table by engaging this 

way? And, if there is richness in leaving the notion of certainty aside, how can we shift 

the momentum to find what has been left unexplored?  When presented with the notion 
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to embrace complexity and work against the intuitive, gravitational pull of control, can 

leaning on a curious mindset provide a framework that offers the needed “stickiness” to 

engage differently, yet at the same time offer a viscous or fluid experience for honoring 

emergence, and possibilities?  Can curious behavior be a meaningful and accessible 

channel through which uncertainty and ambiguity can be held?  Examining the 

principles of complexity leadership theory and the potential congruence with the idea of 

curious leader behavior can help us understand answers to these questions. 

It is helpful to break down the meaning of complexity science as it offers a 

contextual unfolding in organizational systems. Cilliers (1998) held this as the complex 

dynamics resulting from rich, evolving interaction of elements responding to the limited 

information being presented. He continues that these dynamics in complex adaptive 

systems are the self-organizing ways the system develops and changes, spontaneously 

and adaptively to cope with or influence their environment (Cilliers, 1998; Uhl-Bien & 

Marion, 2009). This is a meaningful distinction from how organizational practitioners 

may view complexity in its more traditional sense of complicated or burdened by 

multiple pieces and parts. In fact, the more complex and unpredictable patterning of 

change under complexity theory may be rejected based on emotional as well as 

intellectual reaction as practitioners search for an inherent sense of equilibrium, which 

cannot be achieved due to the inherent instability, or non-linear dynamics that lead 

organizations through multiple transitions (Schneider & Somers, 2006). Complexity 

science, therefore, gives us an opportunity to examine organizations as fluid and 

leadership as emergent, an outcome of relational interactions among agents 

(Lichtenstein et al., 2006).  
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Complex adaptive systems are non-linear, multilevel, and self-organizing 

(Boyatzis, 2006) neural-like networks of interacting, interdependent agents that are 

bonded in a cooperative dynamic by common goal, outlook, or need (Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007). They hold self-organizing processes that govern the behavior of agents and offer 

enhanced capacity to a system, well beyond what the deliberate actions of individuals 

can provide (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) elaborated on 

qualities of complex adaptive systems, to include holding the conditions that allow for 

dynamic interaction, fostering interdependence and heterogeneity and adaptive tension 

that pressures the organization to elaborate. Understanding the relationship between 

the adaptive experience and opportunities and the complexity dynamics (Uhl-Bien & 

Marion, 2009) is a sweet spot for leaders. 

Complexity leadership theory is a framework for leadership that allows us to take 

advantage of the nature of complex systems in bureaucratic structures, by enabling the 

learning, creative and adaptive capacity of complex adaptive systems in knowledge 

producing organizations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). It has emerged in the contemporary 

work context in the shift from the more fixed, binary methodologies of the industrial era 

in recognition of the notion that a dependency on knowledge generation has emerged 

as an unrelenting focus in the contemporary world (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Complexity 

leadership theory is a contextual theory of leadership; it holds leadership as embedded 

in context with connectedness to the social dynamics in complex adaptive systems (Uhl-

Bien & Marion, 2009). It also holds that leadership is dynamic and transcends the 

capabilities of individuals alone; it is the product of interaction, tension, and exchange 

rules governing changes in perceptions and understanding (Lichtenstein et al., 2006). In 
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this sense, it honors the idea that we are all leaders, and that as Lichtenstein et al. 

(2006) state, leadership can occur anywhere within a social system.  

There are several features that leaders enjoy when considering the synergistic 

qualities of curious leader behavior and complexity leadership. First, a sense of comfort 

in holding uncertainty and open space to enable learning is apparent. Ambiguity is held 

as a focal point, in recognition of the fluidity of learning. In this way, there is recognition 

for productivity in disequilibrium, as opposed to searching for equilibrium. Both concepts 

repel the notion of control, opting for the intrigue of possibility and emergence. The idea 

of sitting in the “not knowing” state of curiosity also implies respect for what is offered 

outside of each person, key to what complexity leadership brings with its emphasis on 

the interdependencies or social integration in the environment.  

Curiosity and Relational Leadership Theory 

 The essence of relational leadership perspective is that person and context are 

interrelated and that all knowledge of self and others are viewed as co-dependent and 

constructed as a process of the interrelatedness (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Uhl-Bien (2006) 

shares with us it is about the focus on the relational processes by which leadership is 

produced and enabled. I am drawn to consideration of relational leadership theory in 

this work as its centeredness on humanness supports the critical social construction 

that uplifts people and organizations. As offered by Ospina and Foldy (2010), the 

potential for connectedness is always present in human beings. Bringing relationality to 

the leadership field means viewing the invisible threads that connect actors engaged in 

leadership processes and relationships as part of the reality to be studied (Uhl-Bien & 

Ospina, 2012). In complex adaptive systems, relationships are not primarily defined 
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hierarchically, as they are in bureaucratic systems, but rather by interactions among 

heterogeneous agents and across agent networks (Lichtenstein et al., 2006). This idea 

parallels the conditions appreciated in complexity leadership when considering the 

agency developed within and across organizational networks. As Lichtenstein et al. 

(2006) offered, looking at organizations through the lens of complexity means a higher 

call to the prioritization of relationships.  

For this work, the relational perspective also rings consistent with the conditions 

supporting growth as described in complexity leadership. The idea that social reality is 

constructed through the context of relationships holds together with the notion that 

growth comes from the product of relational exchanges through what Uhl-Bien et al. 

(2007) described as the “neural-like networks” that enable learning and adaptive 

capacity. Both leadership theories also suggest that leadership occurs in the relational 

dynamics, and that relationships are emergent or “made” in the process versus 

“brought.”  Finally, interrelatedness is embraced in both complexity leadership theory 

and relational leadership theory, further emphasizing meaning in this work. 

When I consider relational leadership theory with the notion of curious leader 

behavior, I find several parallels. First, if we consider curious leader behavior in either 

the entity or relational methodology described in relational leadership theory (Uhl-Bien, 

2006), we find a means for gracious exploration enabling growth for the individual or 

social networks engaged. Curious behavior provides a vehicle for adaptive capacity 

growth, in both the leader and the subject (entity or collective). It may also be 

recognized that more contemporary studies of curious behavior focus on relational 

contexts. For example, interpersonal curiosity (Litman & Pezzo, 2007) and empathic 
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curiosity (McEvoy et al., 2013) are experiences that, when engaged, enrich the 

interconnectedness characteristic of relational engagement. For these reasons, curious 

behavior on behalf of leaders has an intuitive synergy with relational leadership theory 

and practice. 

Curiosity and Adaptive Leadership Theory 

 The development of a robust adaptation to a new challenge is, in a sense, a 

learning process (Heifetz, 1994). As leaders, we are invited by Heifetz (1994) through 

this statement to think more deeply about the learning ritual. Too often, we consider the 

challenge brings the learning when in fact, it is the adaptation. I find this intriguing and a 

depth of consideration I have not noticed in the practitioner context. In fact, I can recall 

addressing challenges in multiple ways and always feeling fulfilled, and therefore 

assigned learning, in the conquering. A typical approach to overcoming challenges was 

to first consider what best practices might be available to quiet them. How illuminating it 

was for me to sit deeper in inquiry and recognize that, while an often-heralded 

leadership feat, applying best practices was one of the most stagnating experiences I 

could engage. After all, applying best practices rings not of possibilities or holding space 

for emergence; or an emphasis on deepened relationships.  

In capturing the role of adaptive leaders, Heifetz et al. (2009) suggested three 

core responsibilities are to provide direction (clarify roles and offer a vision), protection 

(make sure the community is not vulnerable and can survive external threat), and order 

(maintain stability). Heifetz et al. (2009) created a clear opportunity to examine how this 

is enacted in their presentation of the distinction between technical and adaptive 

challenges. With technical challenges requiring only that we apply current “know how,” 
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those with authority and expertise can solve them. While technical challenges provide 

needed fixes, depending on a mindset that centers on technical expertise can stunt 

growth. This is akin to “fixed mindset” thinking, whereby one finds the need to be the 

“smartest person in the room” (Dweck, 2006). Relying on expertise beyond the 

threshold of its value in an organization suppresses an organization’s agility (Joiner & 

Josephs, 2007). Realizing and opening the space for adaptive learning and leading 

brings individual and organizational growth. 

Adaptive challenges in the organizational context, in contrast to technical 

challenges as described above, are worked on among those who experience the 

problem, and the work is centered on learning newness instead of applying current 

know-how (Heifetz et al., 2009). As found in the other leadership theories presented in 

this work, this can decentralize the power often found in more hierarchical approaches 

allowing everyone involved in the challenge, not just the person of perceived authority, 

to explore the leader lens. The opportunity when engaging in this way is to diminish the 

tendency for destructive energy that comes from the aggregation of differences and, 

instead, harnesses it constructively (Heifetz et al., 2009).  

The principles and techniques of adaptive leadership (Heifetz, 1994; Heifetz et 

al., 2009), such as getting on the balcony, orchestrating conflict, giving the work back, 

and protecting voices of leadership suggest methods that resonate in concert with 

complexity leadership and relational leadership. The idea that the work is done within 

and by the social network, relationships are formed because of the work, and the  

self-organizing and adaptive way the social network influences the environment are 

shared principles among these three theories. Embedded, too, is the idea of 
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emergence, which requires the holding of open space to effectively allow for learning 

and change to take place.  

In bringing the idea of curious leader behavior to the realm of adaptive 

leadership, I again, find several linkages. The idea of risk-taking seems prominent in 

this relationship, given the vulnerability that exists when engaging in these behaviors. 

When leaders commit to curious behavior, particularly within their work relationships, 

they are cultivating idea generation and decision-making deeper in the organization, a 

shared outcome with adaptive leadership. Shared, too, is the idea of external 

awareness, or connecting with interests outside of your own. Both curious behavior and 

adaptive leadership require the ability to hold ambiguity and appreciate emergent 

thinking and reveal. 

Adaptive leadership is intimately intertwined with complex adaptive systems 

dynamics and enabling conditions help create the contexts that are productive of 

adaptability, emergence and innovation (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). With respect to 

complexity leadership theory and relational leadership, the idea of emergence is a 

shared principle with adaptive leadership. All three of these theories also depend on an 

embedded social system, recognizing that the work product will emerge because of the 

interconnectivity existing within the system. One feature I find as an interesting 

distinction is the orientation of their frameworks. Both complexity and relational 

leadership theories are framed with openness and an embracing of uncertainty and 

possibility. While in adaptive leadership we may find the same qualities emerge, the 

initial frame “reads” as one of control when you consider the leader role as described by 

Heifetz et al. (2009) of providing direction, protection, and order. For practitioners, being 
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mindful of holding the framework lightly while allowing the outcome of leadership to 

happen is ideal.  

Curiosity and a Growth Mindset 

Dweck (2006) defined mindset as the view you adopt for yourself. Of the two 

mindsets iconic in her work, she describes that in a fixed mindset, success is about 

proving you are smart and talented. In contrast, in a growth mindset where you view the 

world as having changing qualities, success is about stretching yourself to learn 

something new. It seems such a simple distinction. However, when focused on with 

intention, it presents deep clarity on how one must show up for leading to enrich 

individual and organizational growth. 

The destined path prevalent when situated in a particular mindset should be no 

surprise. Dweck (2006) suggested that when focused on a fixed mind-set, people want 

to “look smart,” and therefore are prone to avoid challenges, give up easily, see effort as 

fruitless, ignore useful negative feedback and feel threatened by the success of others. 

As a result, these individuals may miss opportunities to understand, explore, and reach 

their full potential. On the other hand, when centered on a growth mind-set, we want to 

learn and therefore embrace challenges, persist through setbacks, view effort as vital to 

the path of mastery, learn from criticism and find inspiration in the success of others. As 

a result, we continue to higher levels of achievement. One of the most inviting findings 

in Dweck’s research is that mindsets can change. I find this feature of her work 

practically useful to leaders, particularly those who are quick to dismiss individuals with 

whom they work who present with fixed mindsets. It represents a marginalization that 

can be reversed with mindful focus on this generative work. 
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When considering the concept of curious leader behavior in relationship to 

mindsets, I would first suggest that curious behavior is integral to a growth mindset. 

Both concepts are focused on the desire to learn and embrace challenges. Particularly 

notable in shaping growth in an organizational context, they share the idea of 

interrelatedness, and importantly, seeing value in the gifts of others. I also recognize 

that a growth mindset and curious behavior both share an acceptance of the idea that 

the world is situated in change, fluidity, and emergence.  

As previously mentioned, when considering Dweck’s (2006) work on mindsets, 

the integration with complexity, relational and adaptive leadership theories is compelling 

and clear. Operating from a growth mindset is required to successfully participate in an 

organization that is situated in these theoretical constructs. Recognizing 

interrelatedness, welcoming emergent pathways, living in possibility and holding comfort 

in disrupted or disoriented times link these four concepts. Embracing the opportunity to 

lead mindset shifting must be undertaken to fully lead in service to the humanness of 

others. If we fail on this front, it might be suggested that we are not fully situated in a 

growth mindset ourselves, as we do not offer ourselves the opportunity to find 

inspiration in the success of others.  

Synthesizing the Work 

Building the connection between curiosity and leadership has the potential to 

recognize key behavioral attributes in driving successful organizational culture and 

employee growth in complex systems. What is intriguing is the simulcast features 

describing complex systems (Boyatzis, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009; Uhl-Bien et al., 

2007), complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), relational leadership (Cunliffe & 
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Eriksen, 2011; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012), adaptive leadership (Heifetz 

et al., 2009), growth mindsets (Dweck, 2006), and curious behavior (Kashdan, 2009). 

Figure 1.1 

Curious Leadership Theory and Concept Integration 

 

For example, Boyatzis (2006) discussed that complex systems are non-linear, 

multilevel, and self-organizing with emergent events instigating new, dynamic 

processes. When leading in complexity, agents engage with external and internal 

pressures with interdependence and the resulting constraints and tensions and it is 

these tensions, when spread across the network of learning and interdependent 

agencies, which generate system wide emergent learnings, innovations, capabilities, 

and adaptability (Lichtenstein et al., 2006). This value of interdependence and growth 

from resulting restraints and tensions supports the notion that relationships are born and 

a product of relational leadership. The idea of growth through co-construction, 

leadership as a product of the work of the human system, and the mutuality inherent in 

this contextualization of interdependence also substantiate relationships as emergent 
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when considering relational leadership. In referencing curious behavior, Kashdan (2009) 

describes that it motivates us to be open to viewing the world, other people, and 

ourselves from multiple perspectives. It requires self-regulating attention and being 

open to exploration and discovery. I suggest the aggregation of these theories and 

concepts, with curious leader behavior as a catalyst, bring interesting opportunity to    

re-centering the work environment not only in celebration of one’s humanity but also 

accessing the critical constructs for leader and organizational growth, as shown in 

Figure 1.1.  

Curiosity as Generative in Intercultural Experience   

The generative opportunities of curiosity are inherent in its unfolding. Curious 

behavior allows suspending judgment and being open to learning, catalyzing growth. 

This contributes to the notion of curious leader behavior having substantial meaning in 

the discussion of honoring dignity and the value of connectedness in multicultural 

experiences. Caligiuri and Tarique (2012) suggested that individuals with a greater 

openness are more likely to engage in multicultural opportunities because of their 

natural curiosity and interest in new experiences. 

 There is notable research associated with the Values in Action–Inventory of 

Strengths (VIA-IS; Park et al., 2006) that demonstrates over time a remarkable 

convergence cross-culturally in the evaluation of valued character strengths. At the 

conclusion of a second study during the longitudinal research, the top five character 

strengths ranked by over 1,000,000 participants from 74 nations and all 50 states 

changed only slightly from the original study early in its run. Curiosity, replacing 

Gratitude, was now in the top five, when formerly it was ranked sixth. The remaining 



 

 

18 

character strengths stayed the same through the research. Curiosity gaining advanced 

placement over time as a valued character strength consistently across the globe 

reinforces its prominence in the increasing complexity of this world. McGrath (2015) 

noted the most important finding of this collective work is the degree of cross-cultural 

consistency noted in both studies, and the potential it creates for dialog across nations 

on how to advance the development of character strengths. I find this work to have 

meaning in this discussion as it demonstrates the connective fiber that links a 

multicultural community. The identification of these shared character strengths, with 

curiosity prominently situated, sets the table for community meaning making when 

perceived boundaries are in play. I am intrigued by the identification of curiosity as one 

of the top five character strengths in the cross-cultural experience, as it provides 

acknowledgement to the possibilities that may be available in a deeper study of the 

meaning it may have in leading. 

Why Curiosity is Compelling  

As a practitioner, I believe centering on illuminating the humanness of 

organizations is an imperative as the footing in the emerging time is discovered. It is a 

focus that has gotten lost in the complexity of the contemporary workplace due to 

conditions like the economic challenges of the last decade, the continual elaboration of 

data, and the rapid pace of changing technology (Clarke, 2013; Dickens, 2013; Uhl-Bien 

et al., 2007), among several other shifting workplace conditions, like the dynamic of 

generational influencers. I believe the high-fidelity challenge of the difficulty many 

experience in adapting to the global experience is also contributing to a drive away from 

humanness. Even the more recent tenor of the global terror climate where fear drives us 
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to reductive behaviors to gain greater perceived control reinforces the behaviors that 

compress and deepen our commitment to a more compartmentalized and fixed way of 

thinking. How to operate differently in this more expansive world landscape must be 

learned (Dickens, 2013), as must how one shows up in organizational life. This not only 

presents an extraordinary opportunity to enrich this but becomes a compelling and vital 

reframing for people and organizations to thrive. As a practitioner, I see that a refocus 

on humanness can uplift people and the organizations in which they work, generating a 

sense of fullness and growth outcomes. My deep exploration of curious behavior 

presents a compelling and highly accessible way leaders may embrace these complex 

challenges we experience today. 

Contribution of This Dissertation to Theory and Practice 

Contextualizing curious behavior specific to the domain of leadership through this 

research offers new knowledge and theory building outcomes, as well as practical 

interventions for more deeply and effectively applying curious leader behavior. The 

current literature on curiosity as a leader behavior is scant and existing assessment 

instruments do not address curious behavior in the leadership context. The contribution 

of this work is in enabling the practice of critical existing theory through validated scale 

development and introducing new theory with respect to curiosity and leadership.   

Study Design Overview 

In this research, a mixed methods study was performed, using a sequential 

qualitative-quantitative design. The exploratory QUAL phase involved a series of focus 

groups to evaluate and co-create understanding and new knowledge using the lived 

experience and perspectives of leaders in practice. The QUAN phase involved 
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Part 2 of Focus Group: Content Questionnaire and Further Questions 

Participants were then invited to consider and complete a reflective exercise that 

I prepared to learn participant leader perspectives on the 12 sub-constructs identified 

with expected linkages to curious leader capacity. In reflecting upon and considering the 

exercise, participants evaluated each construct, including its definition and an illustrative 

example, for meaningfulness to curious leader behavior and then rated their 

impressions on the meaningfulness scale from not meaningful to highly meaningful. The 

reflective exercise is shown in Appendix F. Once complete, participants shared and 

discussed their perspectives, using these questions as prompts: 

1. Share the concepts that received your highest meaningfulness rating related 

to the behavior of curiosity at work.  

a. What meaning does the concept have for you in the workplace? 

b. What relationship do you notice it has to being curious in the workplace? 

2. What concepts received your lowest rating?  What makes it so? 

3. What gets in your way of being more curious in the workplace? 

Additional questions for the focus groups included these:  

• In what ways do you notice your own sense of curiosity showing up in the 

workplace? 

• Think about how you exercise or experience curiosity in the workplace. When 

curious, what do you notice about the outcome/impact? 

• What might we have not yet talked about today about the curious capacity of 

leaders that you would like to share? 
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Emerging from discussion of these questions, participants offered 52 statements 

clarifying what they identified from their experience as most and least relatable 

regarding the 12 sub-constructs designed for relatability to curious leader capacity. As a 

result, the 12 sub-constructs were compressed to four, which were foundational to 

building the framework for Phase 2 of the research. 

The following discussion highlights how these sub-constructs were determined 

and impacted by the focus group data and deeper reflection by the researcher:  

1. Honor Emergence and Hold Ambiguity: It was clear in the feedback that these 

two sub-constructs share an intersection; there is inherent ambiguity in 

honoring what emerges in our experience. Given the alignment within these 

two constructs, I combined them to one sub-construct: Encourage 

emergence.  

2. Assume Fluidity: While acknowledging that the modern world means leaders 

experience more fluid change, it was determined this concept is inherent in 

others that remained more resonant. As a result, this concept was removed 

from Phase 2 of the research.  

3. Spark Innovation and Newness: Innovation and newness were noted as 

important concepts in the modern world. However, the focus group feedback 

identified them as results of other behaviors, such as encouraging emergence 

and engaging experiments. As a result, this sub-construct was removed from 

the Phase 2 research. 

4. Propel an Intercultural Experience: Consistent with the above, this                 

sub-construct was seen as an outcome of others in the study that have been 
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retained, such as embracing interrelatedness and honoring humanness. As a 

result, it was removed from the Phase 2 research. 

5. Situate in Continuous Learning and Engage Experiments: It was noted that 

these two constructs are both grounded in learning. Engage Experiments is 

perceived to reflect a more active experience in learning, and therefore was 

retained from the two while Situate in Continuous Learning was dropped. 

6. Enable Person-Centered Growth and Center Humanness: With these two 

sub-constructs, the idea of Enable Person-Centered Growth is contained 

within focusing on the humanness of others. For this reason, Enable         

Person-Centered Growth was eliminated in favor of retaining a focus on 

humanness. The final sub-construct was re-crafted as Honoring Humanness.  

7. Enable Interrelatedness: This sub-construct robustly stood on its own within 

the focus group feedback. Leaders commented that expressing curiosity 

about others is a relationship-building tool. This was also discussed as an 

impactful way to move beyond otherwise confining boundaries. 

Part 3 of Focus Group: Closing 

 Participants were thanked for their openness and insights in support of the 

research. I explained that the second phase of the research was informed by their 

feedback and invited them to participate. Participants were asked to complete a brief, 

anonymous demographic questionnaire before concluding the session.  
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Overall Focus Group Learnings 

The focus group feedback was highly instructive in verifying the intentions of this 

research. During narrative analysis of the transcribed discussions, themes were noticed 

that aligned with the established sub-constructs to justify continuing to use them in the 

research, with some modifications. The validation process for identifying sub-constructs 

to continue into Phase 2 of the research included an assessment to determine if the 

total number of sub-constructs should continue to be used or be reframed in some way, 

and what additional considerations should guide honing the sub-constructs for use in 

Phase 2.  

Table 4.1 shows the paring of the sub-constructs from the Phase 1 research, 

along with substantive comments from the focus groups that support the retained     

sub-constructs. 

Table 4.1 

Compression of Sub-constructs from 12 to Four and Related Evidence from Focus 
Group Data 

Pre-Focus Group 
Sub-Constructs (12) 

Post-Focus Groups  
Sub-Constructs (4) with Illustrative Statements 

Honor Emergence ENCOURAGE EMERGENCE 

• “There is a lot of uncertainty. Being OK with the truth that we 
don’t know for sure what the outcome is because we haven’t 
tried this before is important.” 

• “You don’t always have the answers. You need to be OK 
with pausing and asking a question.” 

• “Everything is dynamic and changing.” 

• “Curious behavior is an integration of things and constant 
listening. And an openness to, “I don’t know what I don’t 
know yet, but let me go and listen and see what I can do to 
serve.” 

• “We’re reminded that we didn’t have expertise in the things 
we now have expertise in…that we started somewhere.” 

 
 
Hold Ambiguity 
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Pre-Focus Group 
Sub-Constructs (12) 

Post-Focus Groups  
Sub-Constructs (4) with Illustrative Statements 

Embrace 
Interrelatedness 

EMBRACE INTERRELATEDNESS 

• “To be curious is a condition by which you are able to build 
relationships, which is how work gets done.” 

• “I am an immigrant, and sometimes I get asked, “Where are 
you from?”  When people approach me with a smile and ask 
the question, it makes me happy because they are interested 
to know my story. So we should, as leaders, encourage 
people to open this conversation.” 

• “It’s truly about NOT seeing organizational boundaries.” 

• “I’ve learned how hard it is for people to ask questions 
depending on where they are or how they feel they are 
“leveled” within the organization.” 

• “I feel like we learn something from everyone we meet and 
every experience we have.” 

Engage 
Experiments 

ENGAGE EXPERIMENTS 
 

• “This helps people recognize they are operating in a safe 
space.” 

• “It’s silly to think the same thing that worked yesterday will 
work tomorrow. You remain relevant by realizing today’s 
going to be different than tomorrow and tomorrow’s going to 
be different than today.” 

• “This allows people to be creative without the constraint of 
best practices.” 

• “So, if it fails, we’ll figure out it didn’t work, and we’ll try 
something different.” 

 
Situate in 
Continuous 
Learning 

Assume Fluidity Did not emerge as a stand-alone sub-construct. 

Spark Newness and 
Innovation 

Did not emerge as a stand-alone sub-construct. 

Compel Power 
Evenness 

Did not emerge as a stand-alone sub-construct. 

Inspire Provocative 
Collaboration 

Did not emerge as a stand-alone subconstruct. 

Propel Intercultural 
Experience 

Did not emerge as a stand-alone subconstruct. 
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Pre-Focus Group 
Sub-Constructs (12) 

Post-Focus Groups  
Sub-Constructs (4) with Illustrative Statements 

Enable             
Person-Centered 
Growth 
 

HONOR HUMANNESS 

 

• “If you’re curious and open, the whole person comes to 
work…that just amplifies the condition.” 

• “Caring for the whole person helps me see with greater 
clarity what will benefit them.” 

• “We want to actually improve our employees’ lives, so we 
have to understand them.”   

Center Humanness 

 

Contributions from Qualitative Study to Quantitative Study 

The exploratory phase of this research addressed RQ1, “What perceptions exist 

among leaders about the role of the sub-constructs and their relationship to curious 

leader behavior?”  Leaders as focus group participants were clear in linking curious 

behavior as a modern organizational imperative, most specifically through the 

evaluation and prioritization of the sub-construct analysis described above. As such, the 

focus of this study was reinforced. Specifically, in consideration of adding value to 

Phase 2, the following contributions are noted: 

1. The 12 sub-constructs explored were honed to four primary sub-constructs 

linked to curious leader capacity, and the four sub-constructs were defined. 

2. The four primary sub-constructs were used to frame the quantitative research, 

under which the 100 individual survey items were reduced to 66 and then 

organized within each sub-construct. 

Further, to assess if the survey was covering the breadth of the sub-construct, 

three to five leader key behaviors were identified as corresponding to each                  

curious leader capacity sub-construct. Each potential scale item was mapped to a 

behavior within a sub-construct. Tables 4.2, 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5 show Key Behaviors and 
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Survey Items based on Phase 1 findings thereby establishing a framework for the 

quantitative phase of this research. A full version of the final survey sent to participants 

is included as Appendix H. 

Table 4.2 

Items That Shaped the Hold Emergence Sub-Construct 

 
 Hold Emergence Survey Items Key 

Behavior 

1 When something is unclear, I would rather spend time 
exploring it than acting on it. 

Open 

2 I regularly stay open to new ideas even if it affects my 
efficiency on a project.  

Open 

3 I find it easier to work when reporting lines are more 
flexible than structured. 

Flexible 

4 When I encounter something unexpected on a project, I am 
likely to call it an opportunity instead of a roadblock.  

Adventurous 

5 I am open to new information that may change my course, 
even after I start implementing a plan. 

Open 

6 I prefer to begin a project with a “blank slate” rather than 
detailed project plans. 

Open 

7 I am more likely to invent something new rather than use 
what may be considered a best practice. 

Adventurous 

8 I think the workplace is better with fewer rather than more 
rules.  

Flexible 

9 At work, I adapt to change with little to no lead time to 
prepare for it. 

Flexible 

10 Even when I learn something is a best practice, I find it 
important to explore options before deciding on a course of 
action.  

Adventurous 

[reversed questions] 

11 I find it important to control the outcome on project work. 

 

Open 
Reversed 

12 I feel anxious when things are uncertain. Flexible 
Reversed 
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In consideration of the items, a definition for the Hold Emergence                       

sub-construct was developed as follows: 

Lead with confidence knowing that what may be of greatest value is yet to be 

revealed. Be open to newness, flexible in thought and action, and adventurous in 

exploring. 

To further assess connection to the construct of curious leader capacity and the.             

sub-construct of Hold Emergence, key behaviors were associated with the                  

sub-construct with which to affirm each item. For this sub-construct, the key behaviors 

include open, flexible, and adventurous. 

Table 4.3 

Items That Shaped the Design Interrelatedness Sub-Construct 
 

 Design Interrelatedness Items Key Behavior 

1 I believe there is a lot I can learn from others at 
work. 

Collective value 

2 I regularly seek out the thoughts and opinions 
of others about my work. 

Connect with 
others 

3 I often initiate working with others to find 
collaborative solutions. 

Connect with 
others 

4 I often reach across formal and informal 
organizational boundaries to get feedback on 
my plans and ideas. 

Spanning 
boundaries 

5 I believe letting others’ thoughts and opinions 
help shape solutions is how the best work 
gets done. 

Collective value 

6 I look forward to working with people who think 
differently than me. 

Collective value 

7 I often reach out to people who know little 
about my project to get their insights on my 
work. 

Connect with 
others 
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 Design Interrelatedness Items Key Behavior 

8 I often put my expertise aside to let another’s 
ideas take the lead. 

Collective value 

9 I am open to learning from others, regardless 
of their work role. 

Spanning boundaries 

10 The ideas of others are as good, if not better, 
then my own. 

Collective value 

11 I think strictly following supervisory reporting 
lines inside an organization is more confining 
than helpful. 

Spanning boundaries 

12 I regularly invite people from other 
departments to help me brainstorm ideas. 

Spanning boundaries 

13 On a project, I prefer to work with others 
rather than on my own. 

Connect with others 

[reversed items] 

14 I am usually right. Collective (Reversed) 

15 I like brainstorming with coworkers who think 
like I do.  

Collective (Reversed) 

 

In consideration of the items shown in Table 4.3, a definition for the Design 

Interrelatedness sub-construct was developed as follows: 

Affirm and engage the value of our human connectedness, overlooking real or 

perceived boundaries, for the value of co-creating inspired results. 

To further assess connection to the construct of curious leader capacity and the 

sub-construct of Design Interrelatedness, key behaviors were associated with the     

sub-construct with which to affirm each item. For this sub-construct, the key behaviors 

include connecting with others, spanning boundaries, and harvesting collective value. 
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Table 4.4 

Items That Shaped the Engage Experiments Sub-Construct 
 

 Engage Experiments Items Key Behavior 

1 I experiment with new ideas at work almost all of the 
time. 
 

Improvise 

2 I often take risks by offering new ideas. 
 

Risk take 

3 When I encounter something new, I take steps to 
understand it better. 
 

Mine 

4 I make it a practice to ask questions to find out what 
other people think. 
 

Question 

5 I regularly read the latest articles about what is 
happening in my field.  
 

Mine 

6 At work, I regularly create something with little to no 
preparation. 
 

Improvise 

7 As a leader, I find people who ask questions 
refreshing.  
 

Question 

8 Even when I have an answer, I still stay open to new 
options that may change my course. 
 

Question 

9 I think rules get in the way. 
 

Improvise 

10 I enthusiastically take risks at work. 
 

Risk take 

11 I am comfortable not knowing how a project may end 
when I begin it. 
 

Improvise 
 

12 In my mind, failing is acceptable.  
 

Risk take 

13 I get excited about change. 
 

Risk take 

14 When people ask questions, I find it more intriguing 
than annoying. 
 

Question 

15 I often take time to reflect on my experience. Reflect 

16 I regularly maintain a journal or record of my thoughts 
about my day. 
 

Reflect 

17 When my work gets intense, I have an established 
practice of inserting a “pause” to rejuvenate myself. 

Reflect 

18 I am a persistent explorer. Mine 
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 Engage Experiments Items Key Behavior 
[reversed items] 

19 I usually hesitate to take risks at work. Risk take 
(Reversed) 
 

20 I lead with more answers than questions at work. Question 
(Reversed) 

 
In consideration of the items shown in Table 4.4, a definition for the Engage 

Experiments sub-construct was developed as follows: 

Be open to act knowing there is value in the learning regardless of the risk, 

outcome, or potential change. Lead with questions, mine for discoveries, and 

improvise to notice potential and possibility. 

To further assess connection to the construct of curious leader capacity and the 

sub-construct of Engage Experiments, key behaviors were associated with the             

sub-construct with which to affirm each item. For this sub-construct, the key behaviors 

include risk take, mine, improvise, question, and reflect. 

Table 4.5 

Items That Shaped the Honor Humanness Sub-Construct 

 
 Honor Humanness Items Key Behavior 

1 I invest time with co-workers to get to know who they are 
beyond their professional roles. 

Care  

2 I let others take action with their own ideas, even when I 
believe I have a better course of action. 
   

Defer 

3 I am comfortable with others getting credit for some of the 
work I do. 
   

Defer 

4 The best work gets done when work colleagues take the 
time to care about each other’s daily lives.  

Care 

5 It is important to me to express interest in the personal lives 
of co-workers. 

Care 
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 Honor Humanness Items Key Behavior 
6 I intentionally seek to work with people whose experience, 

such as age, ethnicity, gender identity, or education, is 
different than mine.  

Inclusive  

7 I am intentional about making time to know about the lives of 
people at work. 

Care 

8 When I actively listen to someone, I am giving them 
recognition. 

Dev/Cel 

9 I celebrate the special events of coworkers, even when they 
are not work-related accomplishments. 

Dev/Cel 

10 For the people I work with most directly, I can tell you what 
makes them happy in life. 

Care 

11 I believe that what people bring to a team extends far 
beyond their business expertise. 

Inclusive 

12 I see it my responsibility to care for others at work. Care 

13 I always take action to get to know people for who they are, 
even if we have different beliefs, values, and/or life 
experiences.  

Inclusive 

14 I hold colleagues at work responsible for respecting people 
of all backgrounds and experiences. 

Inclusive 

15 I intentionally take time to think about how I can develop the 
experience and capacity of individuals at work. 

Dev/Cel 

16 I care for the emotional safety of those I work with. Care 

17 During a brainstorming session, I am usually a strong 
listener. 

Defer 

[reversed items] 

18 I avoid getting to know about the personal lives of my co-
workers. 

Care— 
Reversed 

19 I believe having strict boundaries between work and life 
outside of work is most effective. 

Care— 
Reversed 

Note. Dev/Cel means “develop and celebrate others.” 
 

In consideration of the items shown in Table 4.5, a definition for the Honor 

Humanness sub-construct was developed as follows: 

Honor and care for people in their whole person; see, know, engage, and 

celebrate them for who they are and all they offer.  
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To further assess connection to the construct of curious leader capacity and the 

sub-construct of Honor Humanness, key behaviors were associated with the             

sub-construct with which to affirm each item. For this sub-construct, the key behaviors 

include care for the whole person, defer to the experience of others, embed inclusive 

actions, and develop and celebrate others. 

Graphic Representation of Emerging Model 

In Figure 4.1, a visual representation is presented of the theoretical framework,                       

sub-constructs, and associated key behaviors shaped through the literature review, my 

practice, and the Phase 1 study. In this model, the intersecting theories underlying this 

work are at the core of the model. The four resulting sub-constructs frame the core 

theories, and each sub-construct is associated with its related key behaviors on the 

outside edge of the model. This model is designed to organize the relationships of the 

various components that are inherent in the Phase 1 process and design, from the 

theoretically grounded core, and outward to the behaviors that are recognized in 

practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

83 

Figure 4.1 

Framework of Theory and Practice Based on Results of Phase 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Phase 2 – Quantitative Study: Scale Development 

The Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders was designed to enrich leaders’ 

perspective about behaviors that underpin the idea of being curious and ways of 

practice to accelerate development in the fluidity of modern organizations. The scale is 

designed as an organizational tool to support the development of curious capacity in 

people and to be used to characterize the curious capacity of organizations. 

 

 

Theoretical Framework: 
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In this phase of the study, the following research questions are addressed: 

RQ2. What factors emerge from the factor analysis related to the sub-constructs 

identified through the literature and professional practice related to curious leader 

behavior? 

RQ3. What correlations among the factors are present from the factor analysis? 

RQ4. How do the results from the quantitative phase align with respondent 

perceptions? 

In preparation for conducting the main survey, the form was administered to a 

test group to ensure respondents could move effectively through the survey and 

respond as requested. Seven participants were in the test group and completed the 

survey with no difficulty. Since there were no changes to the survey, test group 

responses were included with those of the remaining survey respondents, for a total of 

315. The initial survey launched in January of 2020, with responses collected through to 

May 2020. A copy of the survey request for participants is included as Appendix G. As a 

result of the coronavirus pandemic at the time, I reopened the survey in July 2020 with a 

revised strategy to increase respondent participation. Once respondent participation 

exceeded 300, the survey closed. The final survey is included as Appendix H.  

Data Cleaning 

Before beginning the data analysis, survey responses were downloaded from 

Survey Monkey to SPSS to identify if any missing values existed that would affect the 

analyses (George & Mallory, 2014). Surveys that were incomplete were eliminated. An 

incomplete response was defined as partial completion of the 66 scale items affiliated 

with the four sub-constructs defined within the research. Of the 315 respondents to the 
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survey, 272 (86%) were retained for the data analysis. Table 4.6 shows how many 

respondents were eliminated through the survey at certain thresholds. 

Table 4.6 

Participant Elimination Due to Incomplete Responses (N = 315) 
 

Following  
Survey Item 

Cases  
Skipped 

Participants 
Remaining 

3.1 17 298 

4.1  4 294 

5.1 5 289 

6.1 3 286 

7.1 2 284 

8.1 2 282 

9.1  4 278 

10.1 6 272 

Final Case Number      272 

  
It is expected in survey research that not all respondents will complete all items 

in the survey, creating gaps or missing values in the data (George & Mallory, 2014). In 

this research, 14% of the respondents ended their participation leaving their survey 

incomplete. Seventeen, or 40% of those who ended their participation before 

completing the survey did so following the second qualifying question which requested 

their current work status. If the respondent was not currently working, they were 

eliminated from progressing further with the survey. Aside from this, while I was pleased 

with the completion rate, the reason why some respondents did not complete was 

unknown. One consideration may have been the generalized definition of leadership 

framed in this research, inviting anyone who identifies as a leader, whether leading a 

team or leading self, as an eligible participant. It is possible that some may have found 
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some items not answerable given the more subjective notion of leading self. Also, while 

the average time to complete the survey was relatively brief at approximately 15 

minutes, it is also possible that some respondents may have withdrawn because of 

being interrupted while the survey was in process. 

Once this data cleaning process was complete, I recoded eight inverse items so 

they may be seamlessly included in the statistical analysis along with the other items. 

Participant Demographics 

Of the surveys completed, 259 respondents completed most demographic 

questions positioned at the end of the survey. Under gender identify, 81.5% of 

respondents were female, 17.7% male, and 0.8% responded as other. With respect to 

racial identity, 87.1% respondents identified as White/Caucasian, 8.1% Black/African 

American, 1.6% Hispanic, 1.6% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1.6% as Multiple 

Ethnicity/Other (Afghan, Turkish, German, and Black/White). The age of the respondent 

population was distributed as follows: 1.2% 75 or over (the Silent Generation), 35.1% 

age 56 to 74 (Boomers), 34% age 44 to 55 (Gen X), 27% age 25 to 43 (Millennial), and 

2.7% age 18 to 24 (Gen Z).  

For leadership tenure, 175 (68.1%) respondents identified as leading teams for 

11 or more years. Participants identified as leaders in a broad scope of industries, 

including advertising/marketing, healthcare, retail, financial services, education, 

logistics, real estate, public safety, manufacturing, entertainment, construction, 

consulting, government, and non-profit. Demographics are summarized in Table 4.7. 
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Table 4.7 

Demographics of Survey Respondents 

Demographic Demographic 
Descriptor 

                      n                           % 

Gender Female 

Male 

Other 

211 

46 

2 

 

81.5 

17.7 

.8 

Age 75 and over 

56–74 

44–55 

25–43 

18–24 

3 

91 

88 

70 

7 

 

1.2 

35.1 

34.0 

27.0 

2.7 

Race White/Caucasian 

Black/African 

American 

Hispanic 

Asian/Pacific Islander 

Multiple 

Ethnicity/Other 

224 

21 

4 

4 

4 

87.1 

8.1 

1.6 

1.6 

1.6 

 
Research Question #2: What Factors Are Related to Curious Leader Behavior? 

In this part of the research, the factors emerging from exploratory and 

confirmatory factor analysis related to curious leader behavior are explored. The 

following section documents the process used in this statistical evaluation. 

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations 

Within the survey, each potential scale item required the respondent to select a 

response option: 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (somewhat disagree), 4 

(somewhat agree), 5 (agree), 6 (strongly disagree). Each potential scale item was run 

for descriptive statistics, to include mean, standard deviation, and measures of 

skewness and kurtosis. In the review of this data, skewness and kurtosis were helpful to 
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identify items that were not normally distributed. If skewness for any item presents at 

greater than 2.0, and/or kurtosis for any item is > 3.0, that item may be eliminated at the 

outset. Measures of skewness and kurtosis for Item 5.1—I believe what people bring to 

a team extends far beyond their business expertise—exceeded these thresholds. As a 

result, this item was removed from further analysis, bringing the item count to 65. The 

results of the descriptive statistics evaluation are in Appendix I. 

Further preparation of bivariate correlations for factor analyses were run to 

evaluate a potential scale item’s relationship with each of the other potential scale 

items. If items do not correlate with at least one other item in the data set, they are not 

in the larger construct domain. To remain in the data set, each potential scale item had 

to correlate with at least one other potential scale item ≥ .300. If it could not meet this 

threshold, the potential scale item was discarded. From the remaining 65 items in this 

research, 11 were discarded in the bivariate correlation analysis, bringing the dataset to 

54 items. Items eliminated in this analysis are shown in Table 4.8. 
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Table 4.8 

Items Deleted Based on the Bivariate Correlation Analysis 

Item Number Item 

3.6 
I get anxious when things are uncertain. 

4.1 
When something is unclear, I would rather spend time exploring it 
than acting on it. 

6.2 
I regularly read the latest articles about what is happening in my 
field. 

6.3 
I find it important to control the outcome on project work. 

7.2 
I am usually right. 

7.4 
I avoid getting to know about the personal lives of my coworkers. 

7.5 
When my work gets intense, I have an established practice to insert 
a “pause” to rejuvenate myself. 

8.2 
I like brainstorming with coworkers who think like I do. 

10.6 
I believe in having strict boundaries between working, and life 
outside of work, is most effective. 

11.5 
I lead with more answers than questions at work. 

11.6 
I usually hesitate to take risks at work. 

 
Exploratory Factor Analysis 

After the descriptive statistics and bivariate correlation analysis were completed 

exploratory factor analysis was run. This study used exploratory factor analysis, or more 

specifically, principal component analysis (PCA), to validate the number of factors 

associated with the scale. Before applying PCA, the KMO Measure of Sampling 

Adequacy and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity were run to confirm whether the sample 

size was adequate to effectively perform factor analysis. The KMO Measure of 

Sampling Adequacy of .855 for this study scored very high, or “meritorious,” in the KMO 

measure interpretation (George & Mallory, 2014).  
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A scree plot graphically presents the eigenvalues produced from a factor analysis 

in a bicoordinate plane (George & Mallory, 2014). Figure 4.2 is the scree plot for this 

study. The scree, or base of the slope, represented the transition from the expected 

number of retained factors to those unretained. The scree plot offered another view to 

hone the selection of retained factors, or components, by examining the scree for visual 

aberrations that might exist to question. In this study, the elbow of the scree plot 

Table 4.10 

Total Variance Explained 

 

   

 INITIAL EIGENVALUES ROTATION SUMS OF SQUARED LOADINGS 

Component Total % of 

Variance 

Cumulative % Total % of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

1 5.379 25.616 25.616 4.055 19.311 19.311 

2 2.936 13.979 39.595 2.612 12.437 31.748 

3 1.683 8.016 47.612 2.504 11.922 43.670 

4 1.518 7.228 54.840 2.346 11.170 54.840 

5 .961 4.576 59.416    

6 .887 4.225 63.641    

7 .838 3.990 67.630    

8 .747 3.559 71.189    

9 .704 3.351 74.540    

10 .609 2.900 77.440    

11 .581 2.769 80.209    

12 .573 2.728 82.937    

13 .556 2.646 85.583    

14 .482 2.295 87.879    

15 .456 2.171 90.049    

16 .440 2.097 92.146    

17 .403 1.917 94.063    

18 .378 1.802 95.865    

19 .372 1.770 97.635    

20 .306 1.455 99.090    

21 .191 .910 100.000    

Note. Extraction method was principal component analysis. 
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showed that four components were expected. The scree plot aligned with the 

cumulative variance explained through the eigenvalues, and therefore, presents no 

reason to retain more or less components. 

Figure 4.2 

Scree Plot 
 

 
 

In Table 4.8, the results of the PCA are documented, showing four components, 

or factors, and the variables that loaded on each. For the extracted components 

sustained through PCA, each component holds between four and seven variables, all 

with strong loadings. This represents a strong position from which to conduct 

confirmatory factor analysis. It is also noted that the factor loadings correspond with the 

constructs honed during Phase 1 of this research: hold emergence, engage 

experiments, design for interrelatedness, and honor humanness. Names that 

demonstrate the relatability to the factors to the sub-constructs emerging from the study 
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were assigned as shown in Table 4.11. The names, item count of the factor, and their 

primary theoretical sub-construct from which they originate, were as follows: 

• Humanness—seven total items (Honor Humanness)  

• Experiment—four total items (Engage Experiments)  

• Openness—six total items (Engage Experiments/Hold Emergence) 

• Emergence—four total items (Hold Emergence)  

One finding was that the Phase 1 construct identification showed an intertwined 

pattern within some of the components. This emerged as a favorable result bringing 

further clarity to the relationship of the items to components, as later in the description 

of work on confirmatory factor analysis.  
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Table 4.11 

Component Matrix With .45 Varimax Rotation and Kaiser Normalization 
 

 

Component Factor  
1 

Humanness 
2 

Experiment 
3 

Openness 
4 

Emergence 

Q08_1.HH_C.a_know beyond professional_1 .781    

Q08_3.HH_DC.i_celebrate non work_1 
 

.741    

Q09_6.HH_C.i_care about others lives_1 
 

.731    

Q11_2.HH_C.j_whatmakesthemhappy_1 
 

.610    

Q11_4.HH_C.e_interest in personal lives_1 
 

.797    

Q13_3.HH_C.g_know lives of people_1 
 

.876    

Q07_4.HH_C.r_ avoid personal lives REV_1 
 

.635    

Q09_4.HE_A.g_inventsomethingnew_1 
 

 .627   

Q12_4.EE_RT.b_oftentakerisksideas_1 
 

 .682   

Q13_4.EE_RT.j_enthusiasticallytakerisks_1 
 

 .802   

Q11_6.EE_RT.s_hesitaterisksRCED_1 
 

 .760   

Q03_5.EE_Q.n_questionsintrigue_1 
 

  .609  

Q04_2.DI_H.e_othersthoughtsopinions_1 
 

  .513  

Q04_4.DI_S.l_reginviteothersbrainstorm_1 
 

  .677  

Q04_5.EE_M.r_persistentexplorer_1 
 

  .603  

Q05_2.HE_O.b_regopennewideas_1 
 

  .630  

Q12_5.HE_O.e_open to change course_1 
 

  .541  

Q06_1.HE_F.c_reportinglinesflex_1 
 

   .581 

Q07_1.HE_F.h_fewer rules_1 
 

   .768 

Q07_3.DI_S.k_reporting lines confining_1 
 

   .768 

Q10_3.EE_I.i_rules get in the way_1 
 

   .753 

Once PCA was complete, a reliability analysis of the sub-constructs was run. 

Reliability statistics inform about the likelihood that an instrument will produce the same 

results each time it is administered (George & Mallory, 2014). A key measure and 
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important indicator of a scale’s quality is the reliability coefficient alpha (DeVellis & 

Thorpe, 2022). Also referred to as Cronbach or coefficient alpha, the closer alpha is to 

1.0, the greater the internal consistency of the items within the scale (Arbuckle, 2014). 

DeVellis and Thorpe (2022) indicate an alpha of .65 to .70 is minimally acceptable, 

between .70 and .80 is respectable, between .80 and .90 is very good, and above .90 is 

an indicator that a scale may need to be shortened in consideration with its inter-item 

correlations. In this research, the alpha measures for the sub-constructs indicate 

respectable to strong internal consistency for Factor 1 named Humanness (α = .87) with 

7 items, Factor 2 named Experiments (α = .78) with 4 items, Factor 3 named Openness 

(α = .70) with 6 items, Factor 4 named Emergence (α = .73) with 4 items. Alpha 

measures for all 4 Factors were strong. Given the effective reliability measures, the 

study moved forward with confirmatory factor analysis. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 For construct validation related to questionnaires, researchers use CFA (Prudon, 

2015). Having reduced the item list from 66 to 21 through PCA, CFA was performed as 

an application to further examine the results of PCA, specifically the emergent 

subscales, and the data fit with the model. “CFA represents a valuable method to test 

theory-driven hypotheses” (Kahn, 2006, p. 711). All 21 items in the four components 

resulting from PCA were included in the CFA analysis using IBM SPSS Amos 26 

(Arbuckle, 2019). A structural equation modeling program was used to test the empirical 

validity of the hypothesized theoretical model “with maximum likelihood estimation of the 

covariances of the items” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 343). Using the dataset 

from the results of principal component analysis, CFA was run and modification indices, 
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standardized residuals, goodness of fit measures, and loadings were reviewed. 

Modification indices (MI) are measures that provide suggestions for model modifications 

that result in stronger chi square values (Arbuckle, 2014). Instead of a specific 

standardized threshold, evaluating the MIs for the distance between two items can be 

helpful in determining if items may need to be excluded or covaried. In this case, looking 

for outliers, or those indices with a substantial MI, presented an opportunity for 

exclusion. The resulting indices for all items were no greater than 11, demonstrating 

sufficiency with this assessment. The standardized residuals were also evaluated for 

outliers, with all falling below 2.5 except for one at 3.16. Upon review, this was 

determined not to be high enough to consider removing one of the variables.  

  Following the first run, one item was eliminated due to a low loading (.36); the 

model improved in the second run. Following this run 20 items were uniquely assigned 

within the sub-constructs with moderate to strong loadings and the model was 

accepted. Figure 4.3 is a graphic representation of the model demonstrating a valid 

scale resulting from CFA.  
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Figure 4.3  

Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders Model Resulting from Confirmatory Factor 
Analysis 
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Goodness-of-fit statistics are measures of how well the study data fit the 

proposed CFA model. According to Kahn (2006), “A good CFA model simplifies the 

complex relationships among variables without losing too much information about those 

relationships” (p. 706). There are three standard concepts involved in evaluating 

goodness of fit used for this study:  

1. Root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) measures fit by 

compensating for the effect of model complexity. An RMSEA value of 

approximately .05 or less would indicate close model fit (Arbuckle, 2014).  

2. Chi-square divided by degrees of freedom (CMIN/DF) identifies the minimum 

discrepancy, divided by its degrees of freedom (Arbuckle, 2014). In this 

measure, the resulting ratio should be close to 1 for good fit measure 

(Arbuckle, 2014), with a ratio > 2 representing inadequate fit (Byrne, 1989).  

3. Comparative fit index (CFI) measures the fit of the model being evaluated 

with the baseline model. A strong standard of fit in this case is a measure 

close to 1.0 (Arbuckle, 2014). 

Model fit. The final CFA run resulted in an overall measure with 20 items 

representing four subscales. Acceptable model fit levels for the goodness-of-fit 

measures RMSEA, CMIN/DF, and CFI were achieved. The RMSEA result of .04 was 

within the standard of <.05. The CMIN/DF measure of 1.6 met the acceptable range of 

1.0 to 2.0. The CFI measure of .95 is found within the acceptable range of .95 to 1.0.  

In considering the theoretical and empirical model clustering, Prudon (2015) 

indicated that “if the predicted clustering differs vastly from the empirically found 

clustering, the theory behind it could be considered faulty”; however, “if the difference is 
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moderate the discrepancies could be used to refine the theory and/or for further 

improvement of the instrument” (p. 2). Noted in the final model, seven items on three 

sub-scales aligned empirically with a different sub-construct than theoretically placed. In 

evaluating these items, the researcher can see a logical connection in the realignment 

of the items, with the emergence of a stronger study as a result. These shifts served to 

refine the theory and improve the overall scale.  

 Given the model fit assessment, which included the minor subscale refinement 

that resulted in the elimination of 1 item identified as impacting the strength of model fit, 

the researcher concludes the empirical model fits with the theoretical model. In further 

clarifying the naming of the subscales, slight editing is recommended for clarity 

refinement. The final subscales are Encourage Emergence (versus hold), Engage 

Experiments, Enable Openness (versus interrelatedness), and Honor Humanness. This 

scale demonstrates integrity in with model fit measuring curious capacity in leaders. 

 Validity and Reliability. After addressing model fit, I evaluated the model for 

validity and reliability by looking at the composite reliability (CR), average variance 

extracted (AVE), and the maximum shared variance (MSV). Composite reliability should 

be > .700 for each factor (Kahn, 2006). With convergent validity, the AVE should be > .5 

and for discriminant validity, the MSV should be less than the AVE for each factor 

(Gaskin, 2016).  

 In Table 4.12, strong results are present for composite reliability with all                

sub-constructs measuring > .70. With convergent validity, all four components are below             

the >.5 threshold for average variance extracted, although Humanness, Experiment and 

Emergence are close to the recommended standard. In continuing the study after this 
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initial research, it would be helpful to experiment with eliminating some of the lower 

loading variables to determine if this fit measure may be improved.  

Table 4.12 

Validity and Reliability Measures from Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

Subconstruct CR AVE MSV 

Humanness .827 .490 .001 

Experiment .788 .488 .398 

Openness .702 .323 .398 

Emergence .733 .412 .170 

Related to discriminant validity, the MSV is successful when measured against 

the recommended standard except for the component of Openness at .398. While the 

MSV is slightly higher than the AVE for the component, it does not present a significant 

concern for the component of Openness. With the component of Openness performing 

slightly under the AVE and MSV recommended standards, it reinforces the earlier note 

of the opportunity to further experiment to determine if stronger results may be obtained 

by experimenting with eliminating lower loading variables and rerunning the model.  

Overall, within the Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders, all correlations indicate 

that the subscales effectively measure unique constructs and therefore demonstrate 

discriminant validity among them. Rönkkö and Cho (2022) reviewed various definitions 

and techniques of discriminant validity and provided a generalized definition: “Two 

measures intended to measure distinct constructs have discriminant validity if the 

absolute value of the correlation between the measures after correcting for 

measurement error is low enough for the measures to be regarded as measuring 

distinct constructs” (p. 11). There is varied practice within empirical studies about what 
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constitutes an appropriate cut-off to indicate problematic discriminant validity. Rönkkö 

and Cho suggested that a practice for the sub-construct correlations threshold is likely 

to fall no greater than between .8 and .9. In this study, all correlations between 

measures meet this threshold. 

Research Question 3: What Correlations Among the Factors are Present From the 

Factor Analysis? 

Based on the literature review, I proposed 12 sub-constructs that were 

meaningful in identifying the curious capacity of leaders in the modern workplace. As a 

result of the Phase 1 study, I narrowed the focus, hypothesizing four sub-constructs 

would have meaning in composing a scale to measure curious leader capacity. After 

applying PCA to the theoretical sub-constructs developed, four factors were produced. 

When CFA was applied, the four factors were further refined to four that mirrored in 

theme to the original sub-constructs hypothesized, with the renaming of one                

sub-construct that became clearer in its refinement. Within the four factors resulting 

from CFA, practical significance with low to strong moderate correlations is present 

among components, except for the correlation between Honoring Humanness and 

Encouraging Emergence. This correlation presents as an outlier with further opportunity 

for study. Figure 4.4 presents the model for the Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders as 

produced through CFA, featuring the correlations across factors. Table 4.13 displays 

the cross-factor correlations among constructs and the reliability related to the loadings. 
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Table 4.13 

Cross Factor Correlations 

Variable  Variable   

 1.  
Engage 

Experiments 

2.  
Encourage 
Emergence 

3.  
Honor 

Humanness 

4.  
Enable 

Openness 

1. Engage 
Experiments  

1.00    

2. Encourage 
Emergence 

.41 1.00   

3. Honor 
Humanness 

.33 .03 1.00  

4. Enable 
Openness 

.63 .29 .39 1.00 

 
Research Question 4: How Do the Respondent Perceptions from the Qualitative 

Phase Align with the Results From the Quantitative Phase? 

As demonstrated through the discussion regarding Phase 1, it is clear the 

respondent perceptions from the focus groups align well with the quantitative results in 

Phase 2. The insights of the leaders participating in Phase 1 focus groups not only 

reinforced the sub-construct pathways that emerged from the literature review, but they 

also served as a credible connector to the Phase 2 study which continued to endorse 

the themes present in the wholeness of the study. For example, in the focus group, one 

respondent said, “In my experience, what stands out to me is that to be curious is a 

condition by which you are able to build relationships, which is how work gets done.” 

Study findings reinforced that the sub-constructs of Honoring Humanness and the 

named sub-construct of Enabling Openness, along with their associated behaviors, are 

meaningful. One respondent offered that, “You don’t always have to have the answer. 
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Take a pause, ask questions and the path will become clearer,” which shows the 

linkage to the sub-construct of Encourage Emergence. Another respondent insight 

demonstrated the value of the sub-construct Engage Experiments: “Organizations, 

teams, and even leaders who are operating according to the status quo, operating 

towards ‘we have always done it this way,’—curiosity disrupts that.” It is clear that the 

sub-constructs maintained integrity throughout Phase 1 development and Phase 2 

validation.  

In Closing  

In this study, the mixed methods approach enabled a systemic process leading 

to validation of four sub-scales indicating a leader’s curious capacity in the modern 

world. By evaluating intersecting theoretical perspectives that frame the leadership 

landscape, conducting a qualitative study focused on the experience and practice of 

leaders related to curious behavior, and applying data from the qualitative study to a 

quantitative study to determine a valid assessment experience for building curious 

leader capacity, a meaningful story for leader development, and a practical tool in its 

service, are now available in the leadership domain. 
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CHAPTER V: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research was born of curiosity to explore years of my practitioner experience 

within which coaching and mentoring were rich with the suggestion to “just be curious” 

in the context of leader and organizational development.  

Leadership is a capacity that integrates context with action. In the modern world, 

the dynamics of organizational life have increasingly called leaders to notice and be 

open to new ways of leading. The complexity of today’s world, which delivers the 

experience of perpetual change through which one must learn and grow as people and 

organizations, calls us to hold our leader selves meaningfully. This brings with it the 

need to expand capacity in ways that meet the dynamic theater in which leadership 

happens. 

Summary of Key Findings and Meaning-Making 

A review of the extant literature on curiosity as a leader capacity demonstrated a 

range of linkages to potential relatable behaviors of being curious, but nothing 

specifically related to curious leader capacity. Similarly, there were certain scales 

produced over time that focused on being curious, but not in the context of leadership. A 

review of the literature in concert with the evidence of my professional practice, led to 

the emergence of 12 sub-constructs as underlying behaviors and ways of being related 

to curious leader capacity. These 12 sub-constructs have theoretical underpinnings to 

adaptive leadership theory, complexity leadership theory, relational leadership theory, 

and the study of mindsets. Aligned with those constructs, I developed 100 potential 

survey items to establish a preliminary body of work to carry through the research.  
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In Phase 1 of the study, the 12 sub-constructs were presented to three differently 

composed focus groups for participants to reflect upon and share from experience their 

perceptions of relationships that exist between the 12 sub-constructs and the capacity 

of curiosity in leaders. As a result of this Phase 1 study and the participant feedback, 

the 12 sub-constructs were honed to four by collapsing those that had perceived 

intersections. In addition, the 100-item survey was reconsidered and edited based on 

the findings of Phase 1, and then honed further using validation techniques resulting in 

66 items for the finalized survey.  

In Phase 2 of the study, the survey was distributed to over 300 respondents 

located using a snowball approach. Through the data cleaning process, the respondent 

count carried into the statistical data analysis was 272. In the data analysis, both PCA 

and CFA were used, as well as reliability testing, to determine if a valid scale emerged. 

In PCA using a .45 varimax rotation, four factors, or components, emerged with 21 

items successfully loading. Reliability testing produced respectable to very good 

outcomes across the components. Carried into CFA, four components, or subscales, 

produced with meaningful correlations among 20 items loading within the subscales. 

Acceptable model fit as measured through RMSEA (.045), CMIN/DF (1.6), and CFI 

(.95), and sufficiency of all model indices was determined.  

The four subscales carried from Phase 1 of the research into Phase 2 were 

maintained once the statistical analysis was applied, with modifications made to one 

sub-construct with Enable Interrelatedness renamed as Enable Openness. In addition to 

editing the name of the sub-construct, the definition was also edited slightly to hold the 

expanded meaning from what was established in Phase 1. The renaming was 
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meaningful following review of the item loading in CFA, where it was clear that the         

sub-construct offered a more expansive opportunity. The shift from Interrelated to 

Openness has meaning that includes the value of persistence with openness to inviting 

others into one’s experience and personal capacity of openness to what is possible. The 

four sub-constructs and their definitions are restated in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1  

Four Sub-Constructs and Their Definitions 

Sub-Constructs Definitions 

Encourage Emergence Lead with confidence knowing that what may be of 
greatest value is yet to be revealed  

Enable Openness Affirm and engage the value of our human 
connectedness for the advantage of co-creating 
inspired results; be rigorous in seeking possibilities 
with each other and opportunities 

Engage Experiments Be open to act knowing there is value in the learning 
regardless of the risk, outcome, or potential change  

Honor Humanness Honor and care for people in their whole person; see, 
know, engage, and celebrate them for who they are 
and all they offer 

 
 While all four sub-constructs were effectively carried through the research, within 

the sub-constructs, certain items were rerouted to different constructs. Table 5.2 

clarifies the new positioning of four items within the sub-constructs. 
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Table 5.2 

Recalibration of Item Placement within Sub-Constructs 

Item Sub-Construct 
Before Analysis 

Sub-Construct 
After Analysis 

I am more likely to invent 
something new rather than 
use what may be 
considered a best practice. 

Hold Emergence Engage Experiments 

I am a persistent explorer. Engage Experiments Enable Openness 

When people ask 
questions, I find it more 
intriguing than annoying. 

Engage Experiments Enable Openness 

I regularly stay open to 
new ideas even if it affects 
my efficiency on a project. 

Honor Emergence Enable Openness 

I am open to new 
information that may 
change my course, even 
after I start implementing a 
plan. 

Honor Emergence Enable Openness 

I think strictly following 
supervisory reporting lines 
inside an organization is 
more confining than 
helpful. 

Enable Interrelatedness Encourage Emergence 

I think rules get in the way. Engage Experiments Encourage Emergence 

 
 In evaluating these shifts, I make meaning of the new positioning for these four 

items below in the discussion of each sub-construct.  

Integration of Mindsets 

In this research on leader capacity there is inherent recognition that leadership is 

about generation or honoring the space of growth versus reduction. Dweck’s (2016) 

work about growth mindsets and the vital canvas it provides to the successful leader 
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experience has a meaningful intersection with this research. Dweck argued that a 

growth mindset is based on the belief that one’s qualities can be cultivated through 

personal strategies, effort and help from others. She suggested that when leaders 

situate in a growth mindset, an organizational growth mindset is discernable, producing 

a stronger experience of trust, empowerment, ownership, and commitment within the 

employee community, as well as resonance of risk-taking, innovation and creativity. 

Mindset is defined as a mental attitude or an inclination (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Accepting the sub-constructs of my research, situated in a growth mindset as defined by 

Dweck (2016), I have extended the consideration of growth mindset by aligning leader 

inclinations that promote curious leader capacity. This elaboration of curious leader 

mindset comes from the clarity of sub-construct formation in Chapter IV resulting from 

the Phase 1 research, slightly refined from Phase 2 of the research, and is aligned with 

Dweck’s findings. Identification of the promoters of curious leader mindsets is in Table 

5.3.  
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Table 5.3  

Curious Leader Mindset Promoters 

Sub-construct Mindset Promoters   

Encourage Emergence Ambiguity: the complexity of our experience will 
situate us in continuous uncertainty. 

 Fluidity of change: change is ever-present, altering 
the landscape and our opportunity within it. 

Engage Experiments Continuous Learning: we perpetually learn as we go, 
no matter our experience or expertise.  

 Newness and Innovation: the modern environment of 
change is opportunistic. 

Enable Openness Provocative Collaboration: Engage and position 
relationships intentionally both inside and outside of 
logical leader comfort and wingspan. 

 Press the Edges: Engage and influence connections 
across differences, including race, ethnicity, nation, 
age, education, gender identity, work roles, and 
more. 

Honor Humanness Person-centeredness: Know individuals for who they 
are and honor and develop them accordingly. Share 
in the same way about you to others. 

 Power evenness: Diminish structural boundaries to 
establish authentic and open connections. 

 
  In acknowledging these leader inclinations—what I have termed here as 

mindset promoters—the growth potential that exists within the complex, modern 

landscape in which leaders operate is honored. In adopting these mindset promoters 

into the leader point of view, leaders will advantage their development and practice of 

curious capacity as validated through the sub-constructs.  

Reconciling Sub-Constructs and Related Behaviors Post-CFA 

 In evaluating the results of CFA, I considered the items that successfully 

produced within the scale to ensure that each of the key behaviors aligned with the  
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sub-constructs at the end of the Phase 1 research continued to align. I noticed the need 

to recalibrate two key behaviors to ensure that meaning was optimally aligned. Table 

5.4 shows the sub-constructs impacted in the recalibration, the key behavior in the 

original mapping, and the new behavior that has been remapped.  

Table 5.4  

Sub-Constructs and Key Behavior Alignment 

Sub-Construct Key Behavior Was Key Behavior Is 

Honor Humanness Embed inclusive 
actions 

Connect with others. 

Enable Openness Connect with others 

 

Embed inclusive 
actions. 

Encourage Emergence Open Ownership 

 
The Gick Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders™ 

 The final scale, named the Gick Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders™, is 

comprised of 20 items distributed into four sub-constructs, as depicted in Table 5.5. 

With empirical validation of the sub-constructs related to curious leader capacity, the 

elaboration of mindset promoters and the recalibration of key behaviors, a story is 

composed in service to supporting leader and organizational development in the 

modern world.  
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Table 5.5 

Gick Curious Capacity Scale for Leaders™  

1. I invest time with co-workers to get to know who they are beyond their 
professional roles. 

2. The best work gets done when work colleagues take the time to care about each 
other’s daily lives. 

3. It is important to me to express interest in the personal lives of co-workers. 

4. I am intentional about making time to know about the lives of people at work. 

5. I celebrate the special events of coworkers, even when they are not work-related 
accomplishments. 

6. For the people I work with most directly, I can tell you what makes them happy in 
life. 

7. I avoid getting to know about the personal lives of my co-workers. 

8. I regularly stay open to new ideas even if it affects my efficiency on a project. 

9. I am open to new information that may change my course, even after I start 
implementing a plan. 

10.  I regularly invite people from other departments to help me brainstorm ideas. 

11.  When people ask questions, I find it more intriguing than annoying. 

12.  I am a persistent explorer. 

13.  I am more likely to invent something new rather than use what may be 
considered a best practice. 

14.  I often take risks by offering new ideas. 

15.  I enthusiastically take risks at work. 

16.  I usually hesitate to take risks at work. 

17.  I find it easier to work when reporting lines are more flexible than structured. 

18.  I think the workplace is better with fewer than more rules. 

19.  I think strictly following supervisory reporting lines inside an organization is more 
confining than helpful.  

20.  I think rules get in the way. 

 
In the next section, each sub-construct is positioned with its influencing items, 

key behaviors, mindset promoters and validated scale items. 
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Sub-Constructs: Hold Leader Opportunities 

Based on my research, each sub-construct composing the larger scale brings 

unique areas of focus opportunity for leaders. Examining each shows directly what the 

impact is on practical action and outcomes in leading in organizations. 

Being Curious in Encouraging Emergence Strengthens Leader Capacity 

 The modern workplace holds an experience distinct from ones that most tenured 

leaders first entered. Given the pace of change that organizations must deal with and 

the continual obligation to not only adapt but also invent newness in an emergent 

landscape, a curious mind enables leaders to face uncertainty more effectively. Curious 

capacity is a strong antidote to not knowing. Having a curious nature, means admitting 

one does not know. This stance creates opportunity for openness to the uncertainty and 

allows a more “craft-as-you-go” posture (Charney & Gick, 2021). Table 5.6 shows the 

key behaviors, the mindset promoters, and the sub-scale item list for the sub-construct 

Encourage Emergence. 
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Table 5.6   

Encourage Emergence Sub-construct and Related Capacity Builders 

Sub-Construct  
Leader Capacity 

Influencing Leader 
Behaviors 

Mindset Promoter 

Encourage Emergence Ownership 
Adventurous 
Flexible 
 

Fluidity of change 
Ambiguity 

Sub-Scale Items 
1. I find it easier to work when reporting lines are more flexible than structured. 
2. I think the workplace is better with fewer rather than more rules.  
3. I think strictly following supervisory reporting lines inside an organization is more 

confining than helpful. 
4. I think rules get in the way. 

With this leader capacity, two items joined the sub-scale following CFA. Subscale 

items number three and four moved from their positioning of Enable Openness and 

Encourage Emergence, respectively. I am very comfortable with this item placement, 

finding it makes meaning in the totality of the construct outcome.  

Considerations for leaders in building capacity for holding emergence may 

include: 

• Practice building the capacity of reflection in action (Schön, 1983). The act of 

being curious is about reflection; it is our opportunity, for example, to wonder 

what may be happening in a given situation, or what may be possible. 

Reflecting in action leads to noticing what is unfolding, with the opportunity to 

make choices or select interventions meaningful to the moment from which to 

build, embracing the dynamics of unfolding change. Reflective periods create 

open space for present and enriched noticing and consideration.  

• When working in a space of fluid change and ambiguity, moving forward 

requires leaders to choose the course of action in the moment. Leaders must 
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get comfortable creating and constructing without the confines of a plan and 

recognize the emergent work is meaningful. I noticed this in the emergence of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Faced with newness for which we had no answers, 

physicians, business leaders and parents, among others, found themselves 

leading by reading the landscape and making critical decisions in the moment 

to move forward. This “craft-as-you-go” agility (Charney & Gick, 2021) was 

dependable, as expertise learned over time could not suffice. In retrospect, it 

can see that being present and curious in the moment and making the best 

move possible in the day, reflecting, and noticing what that move produced, 

helped us make our next move. Linear planning and execution were not in our 

service. Being willing to quiet our expertise and set aside anchors to which we 

may hold bias, will open us to flexibility we will need to lead in the moment.  

• When engaging strategic frameworks for business and organizational 

development, embed more emergent-style frameworks that draw on 

creativity, openness and accentuate thinking on possibilities. Examples to 

consider at this time may be Design Thinking (Brown, 2019) or Seeing 

Around Corners (McGrath, 2021). These frameworks depend on the exercise 

of curious capacity and appreciate that we moved beyond linear planning as 

effective in complex organizational systems.  

Being Curious in Engaging Experimentation Strengthens Leader Capacity 

In this sub-construct, three scale items loading originated from the item 

distribution to the sub-construct development in Phase 1, with item number one adding 

through CFA from the Holding Emergence sub-construct. In evaluating the addition, I 
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am comfortable with its fit in this sub-scale given invention has a direct relationship to 

experimentation. In Table 5.7, key leader behaviors, mindset promoters and scale items 

are contained for the Engage Experiments. 

Table 5.7 

Engage Experiments Sub-Construct and Curious Capacity Builders 

Sub-Construct  
Leader Capacity 

Influencing Leader 
Behaviors 

Mindset Promoter 

Engage Experiments Improvise 
Mine for more 
Take risks 
Reflect 

Continuous learning 
Newness and 
innovation 

 
Scale Items 

1. I am more likely to invent something new rather than use what may be 
considered a best practice. 

2. I often take risks by offering new ideas. 

3. I enthusiastically take risks at work. 

4. I usually hesitate to take risks at work. (R) 

Note. R denotes a reverse coded item 

This leader sub-construct experienced no change from PCA through CFA. 

Exercising action out of curiosity, notably in the complexity of organizational 

systems, involves risk. However, the traditional notion of risk is usually burdened by the 

anxiousness of consequences to failure. Reframing risk to experimentation positions the 

leader mindset in a positive framework, acknowledging that no matter the result, new 

knowledge will be learned. This learning is generative, and as with the concept of 

emergence, moves us further in what is possible. Certainly, choices need to be made 

when experimenting, such as resource investment. The opportunity here is to consider 

the resources differently and know that what we learn from the experiment may reveal a 

possibility that might have never been available to us if we were working in a more 

reductive mindset than a generative one.  
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Considerations for leaders in exercising curiosity in experimentation may include: 

• Even when you think you may have the answer, mine for more. In doing so, 

reflect on what brought you here and think beyond where the organization 

may be situated today. Involve others in your experience of openness and 

discovery, modeling strong ways of situating in continuous learning and 

innovation. This will help fortify the organization’s experience in a mindset of 

learning and growth. 

• Be open to improvising to see what may be noticed in experimenting in this 

way. Introducing something new through improvisation will bring you data 

from which to determine what to carry forward and what not. Again, it is 

important to be present for what is emerging to take fullest advantage of 

newness that amplifies position and reenter the iterative process of designing 

in the experience of change. 

• Experimentation in complex organizational systems emphasizes the value of 

recursiveness and iteration in changing environments. A recursive posture of 

noticing, reflection, and iterating, or making a move, draws on our curious 

capacity and enables the “craft-as-you-go” agility that engages the system in 

continuous learning and innovation. In pairing this recursive and iterative 

posture, improvisation and experimentation are likely to uplift the organization 

in this environment of change. 

Being Curious in Honoring Humanness of Others Strengthens Leader Capacity 

With the sub-construct of Honoring Humanness, all scale items produced 

originated in the same construct from the theoretical item placement following Phase 1 
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research. Table 5.8 coalesces key behaviors, mindset promoters and the item list for 

the sub-construct Honor Humanness. 

Table 5.8  

Honor Humanness Sub-Construct and Related Capacity Builders 

Sub-Construct  
Leader Capacity 

Influencing Leader 
Behaviors 

Mindset Promoter 

Honor Humanness Connect with others 
Engage others’ experiences 
Celebrate the lives of others 

Person-Centered  
Power Evenness 

  
 Scale Items 

1.  I invest time with co-workers to get to know who they are beyond their 
professional roles. 

2. I celebrate the special events of coworkers, even when they are not               
work-related accomplishments. 

3. The best work gets done when work colleagues take the time to care about 
each other’s daily lives. 

4. I am intentional about making time to know about the lives of people at work. 

5. For the people I work with most directly, I can tell you what makes them happy 
in life. 

6. It is important to me to express interest in the personal lives of co-workers. 

7. I avoid getting to know about the personal lives of my co-workers. (R) 

Note. R denotes a reverse coded item 

With this leader capacity, there is intentionality around knowing professional 

colleagues beyond their work identity. Exercising curiosity in prioritizing this accelerates 

relationship building, as in knowing the wholeness of another illuminates shared 

interests, trusted engagement, and more purposeful, person-centered development. 

Leaders who offer this are also more adept in creating an environment that cultivates it 

within the work community, thereby amplifying the impact and value of an organizational 

community focused in this way.  
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Guidance for leaders in developing this capacity includes: 

• Resist classifying team members into bands of performance (i.e., A players, B 

players, C players, etc.) which encourages a determined focus as a result of 

the classification. Instead, know and develop everyone in a person-centered 

way to discover what may not yet be known in their ability to contribute and 

open meaningful development potential. 

• When introducing yourself to an individual or group for the first time, share not 

only elements of your business biography, also share elements of who you 

are outside of your professional identity. Invite others to do the same when 

they introduce themselves. Setting a tone for the value of knowing the whole 

person is an appreciative community standard, and invites an acceleration of 

individual growth, deeper partnering, and a trusted community. 

• Create experiences that soften boundaries that communicate hierarchy and 

closed organizational systems. For example, consider having a new hire 

make an appointment to introduce themselves to a leader they may not 

otherwise engage with regularly, like a function leader or CEO. This helps 

humanize the relationship and convey the relational tone of the work 

community at the start. 

Being Curious in Enabling Openness Among People and Possibilities 

Strengthens Leader Capacity 

Within this sub-construct, items from three sub-constructs coalesced to shape a 

more expansive, and desirable, construct following the CFA. In renaming the construct 

from Enable Interrelatedness to Enable Openness following CFA, we now recognize the 
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greater meaning it its value for holding connections among people and possibilities. “I 

am a persistent explorer,” formerly placed in Engage Experiments, does have a 

relationship with this sub-construct in its context of reaching further to ensure cultivation 

of diverse and inclusive perspectives. Table 5.9 brings together the key leader 

behaviors, mindset promoters and item list for the sub-construct Enable 

Interrelatedness. 

Table 5.9  

Enable Interrelatedness Sub-Construct and Related Capacity Builders 

Sub-Construct  
Leader Capacity 

Influencing Leader 
Behaviors 

Mindset Promoter 

Enable Openness Span boundaries 
Embed inclusive actions 
Harvest collective value 

Press Edges 
Provocative 
Collaboration 

 
Scale Items 

1. I regularly invite people from other departments to help me brainstorm ideas. 

2. I regularly stay open to new ideas even if it affects my efficiency on a project. 

3. I am open to new information that may change my course, even after I start 
implementing a plan.  

4. When people ask questions, I find it more intriguing than annoying. 

5. I am a persistent explorer. 

 
This sub-construct invites leaders to consider specific strategy that extends their 

experience in partnering with colleagues within their own work, and the same in 

engaging teams. As with other sub-constructs within this research, this is a contextual 

strategy. It is critical to reflect on current habits and patterns of assembling to solve 

business issues and/or create business opportunity and intentionally discern how you 

may best deepen the experience of convening and collaborating within the organization.  

Considerations for leaders to take full advantage of more robust and generative 

relationships that add dimension to our own offer may include: 



 

 

122 

• When collaborating in your leader role, invite others to the experience that 

bring what you may not. For example, include a peer from another part of the 

organization you may not yet know or regularly work with. Identify a 

collaborator whose life experience is different than yours, perhaps in gender 

identity, national origin, race, education, age, etc. Pay attention in these 

engagements to notice what occurs in conversation or results that offers a 

more robust experience and/or outcome. What do you also notice about the 

engagement of team members? 

• Some leaders tend to depend on a certain slate of partners. This may be 

because comfort has grown, or perhaps you know you’ll always get to a 

result. Be curious; consider shifting this practice and committing to engaging 

new partners for each successive project for a period. Cut across traditional 

boundaries. Notice what changes occur when you practice in this way. What 

happens when someone role-models this practice within the organization?   

• As a leader in your organization, notice opportunities that exist to enrich your 

work community with diverse experiences and perspectives. For example, are 

there touchpoints throughout the organization which may benefit from a more 

intentional strategy to gather and tap a more inclusive experience?  How 

might you advocate or sponsor strategy building among these touchpoints to 

bring a more vibrant experience for the employee community and the 

organization at large? 

With the detailed structure of each sub-scale presented here, I will now share 

with you the Curious Leader Capacity Model offering a visual framework that integrates 
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the sub-scale content within the continually iterating contextual experience in which 

leaders operate. 

Framework for Learning: Curious Leader Capacity Model   

 In this research, the literature examination, along with the comprehensive 

research in Phase 1 and Phase 2, developed a story in service to leaders in the modern 

work environment: cultivating and applying curious capacity in a generative framework, 

optimally uplifts people and organizations. To elucidate the story for practitioners for 

application, Figure 5.1 holds an original visual framework identified as the Curious 

Leader Capacity Model. This model offers a synergistic portrayal of the high-level 

considerations and connections that prompt integration and adoption within leader 

identity.  

Components of the model include: 

 At the core: Modern leadership theories established in Chapter I as foundational 

to the case-building for this research. 

 Circling the core: The four sub-constructs demonstrated throughout the research 

as a framework for curious leader capacity. 

 Beyond the sub-constructs: The key behaviors reinforcing the capacities of the 

sub-constructs. 

 Framing the sub-constructs: The leader mindsets that promote or accelerate the 

building of curious leader capacity. 

 Dynamic bands encasing the image: The movement of context or the landscape 

in which we operate that is ever-changing, energetic, and rich with data from which the 

curious capacity of leaders’ flourishes. 
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Figure 5.1 

Curious Leader Capacity Model 

 

Note.  Figure by author. Copyright 2022 by Lisa Gick.
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Using the Scale 

As a product of this research, new knowledge confirming behavioral linkages to 

capacity-building of modern leaders is vitally meaningful. In demonstrating validated 

scale items, I am curious about framing the scale, named the Gick Curious Leader 

Capacity Scale, in a meaningful assessment tool that may inform and prompt individual 

leaders to reflect on and prioritize development of curious capacity. There is also merit 

for organizations to consider this assessment to understand cultural inclinations within 

the organization, which may have the potential to prompt more macro-style, generative 

interventions in refocusing organizational posture to entwining curious leader capacity 

with the accountability of holding perpetual change. 

I look forward to discovering additional meaningful interests for this work. 

Limitations of this Research 

 With this work concluded, I recognize a few opportunities to address some 

limitations of the work. Three of those include repeating the study, enriching the 

diversity of the respondent community, and recognition that the shadow side of curiosity 

is not a part of this research design. 

In order to strengthen the scale’s outcomes, I also recognize that repeating the 

study on one or more samples will be meaningful. In doing so, the study’s validity and 

reliability have the opportunity to be further emphasized, making the work more stable in 

its contribution to the academy. I plan to continue the work by repeating the study with 

more samples, to further substantiate the outcomes.   
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A limitation I am mindful of continuing to consider in this research is the small 

respondent participation with respect to racial and ethnic diversity. Intention was given 

in the survey completion process to access affinity populations to ensure access to the 

survey, however, it did not produce the respondent participation of interest in the 

research. Other considerations were made, such as the use of external services like 

Mechanical Turk, however, the feedback in this consideration did not indicate it may be 

a successful tool. As I collect more samples to further the research, I will be mindful of 

strategies that will support diversifying the respondent community. 

Finally, the design of this research was intentional in exploring the generative 

components of curiosity as a leader behavior. It is possible that curious behavior can 

also be explored for its non-generative qualities. While this was not part of this research, 

it may be a meaningful pathway to explore related to the leader experience.   

My interest following this dissertation research is to continue to collect samples to 

strengthen the study and diversify the respondent pool in the process. I look forward to 

what emerges in the continued study. 

Contributions to the Fields of Leadership and Strategy 

As threaded through this entire work, a case is effectively available to us that the 

modern workplace is calling us to reconsider how we lead. Researchers including        

Uhl-Bien and Marion (2009) and Heifetz et al. (2009), have presented bodies of work 

that frame the operational context to which organizations must adapt, one deep with 

complexity, fully requiring immediate shifts from more traditional leadership approaches 

for leaders and organizations to thrive. And there is no end in sight to what has become 

this space, where organizations are not just called to be “better” to be competitive, they 
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are called to be differentiators, stretching new and different muscles as described in this 

research.  

Applying curious leader capacity is a generative posture when embedded in this 

environment. In this research, the curtain of curiosity is parted so we can see what is 

behind it when considering leader and organizational development. The guidance to 

“just be more curious” now has deeper meaning; meaning which applies more 

developmental and actionable pathways for learning, growth, outcomes, and impact.  

Specific consideration for opportunities to give the development of curious leader 

capacity place include: 

• Leaders of all levels discovering the impact of prioritizing curious leader 

capacity in their work of developing self and engaging in self-development 

through processes such as reflection and coaching to cultivate the posture. 

• Leaders focusing the coaching of people and teams in the development of 

curious leader capacity to accelerate growth and engagement. 

• Leaders focusing on evaluation of the work community, or organizational 

culture, to determine its sensibility and alignment around curious leader 

capacity. 

• With talent development experiences within organizations, consider how to 

prioritize focus on building curious leader capacity. This may be in coaching, 

simulations, the embedding of regular practices (such as reflection) prior to 

certain experiences like key meetings, project generation, etc. 

• In the transitory time of a student’s engagement in higher education, colleges 

and universities may evaluate how to embed the development of curious 
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leader capacity in the student experience. This may include in curriculum 

building, experiences of caring for the whole person, student leadership 

opportunities, and assignment work. This will help prepare students in 

understanding the organizational experience and accelerating impact when 

engaged in co-curricular work assignments and professional engagement 

when they fully enter the professional work environment. 

Recommendations for Future Research  

With a validated set of sub-scales in practice, there now exists a substantial 

opportunity to socialize this assessment work and further learn from continuing to grow 

the respondent pool. As a leadership coach and professor of leadership studies, I will 

have ample opportunity to engage respondents and further analyze the resulting data. 

This will support continuing to hone the assessment as a development tool and provide 

for continuing to modernize it with the shifting experience of leaders. 

There also exists a continued opportunity to diversify the respondent pool over 

what exists in the current study. While a very defined strategy was applied to support a 

diverse respondent pool, the result did not meet expectations. By further exploring 

intentional strategies to ensure representation and access, a stronger story will be told 

from the work of the sub-scales as considered within the spirit of diversity, inclusion, 

equity and belonging 

Emanating specifically from the data of this research, I would like to continue to 

focus on the connection between the sub-constructs Honor Humanness and Encourage 

Emergence. In factor correlation, this relationship was the weakest among the sub-

constructs in the study. In reviewing the original item list of the sub-construct and what 
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produced through factor analysis, I see an opportunity to clarify approach and further 

experiment with the sub-construct. For example, the items of the subconstruct are 

primarily of the tone of structure, with a few focused on personal emergence. The 

structural items held together, and therefore I expect create an unlikeliness of strong 

correlation with a more humanistic sub-construct. Exploring this more in my professional 

practice and noticing what may emerge for further study is of great interest.  

While this work was originally proposed in the context of leadership, an emergent 

theme through the research that appeared is the relationship to strategy. In strategy 

research, with modern models such as Design Thinking (Liedtka & Kaplan, 2019) and 

the work of Rita McGrath (2021) as presented in her book, Seeing Around Corners, the 

idea of curious capacity has a very meaningful intersection. These strategic frameworks 

share ideas with curious leader capacity, such as the notion of emergence, 

experimentation, and connecting to the human experience. This is an encouraging and 

compelling connection, which not only suggests a helpful linkage, but also gives 

extension to continued research from which modern organizations may benefit.  

Finally, related to future research opportunities, while this research was focused 

on leader capacity within the organizational experience, there are innumerable ways 

elements of this research can also uplift people in other contexts. For example, there 

are practices here of developing and applying curious capacity that may empower 

family engagement. While not a focus of this research, I offer that the underpinning of 

this research be considered from the experience of place, allowing any meaning to be 

considered, and perhaps centered in an experiment of one’s interest. 
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Final Thoughts 

It is celebratory and at the same time quite difficult, to be in this final dissertation 

paragraph. I am honored to have the opportunity to engage in what has so piqued my 

curiosity over time and realize the pathway produced meaning for leaders. I also have 

difficulty finding the end point to what I know is work that has perpetual opportunity. For 

now, I consider this only a place on the emergent path that will offer the chance to enter 

the recursive loop and iterate newness through the continual engagement of leaders 

and their landscapes. And so, I press on. 
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Appendix A: Item List for Content Validity Expert Review 

Leader Survey - Original Item List 

The best path forward is usually clearly defined. 

As a leader, I find it important to ensure a controlled outcome is achieved on project 
work. 

When responsible for a team, I watch how their work unfolds, stepping in only if I notice 
they are stuck. 

I like to execute with detailed project plans. 

When something is done well, it should be repeated. 

I like it when people tell me what to expect.  

The more details, the better. 

When there is a conflict at work, it usually has a negative impact. 

When working a plan, it is frustrating when new information becomes available 
requiring a change in course. 

When something is unclear, I would rather explore it than set it aside. 

Uncertainty helps leaders grow. 

It is better to work within a hierarchical organizational structure than one where 
reporting lines are less clear. 

Organizational boundaries are more confining than helpful. 

I am comfortable without having all the answers. 

Uncertainty is a positive state. 

When I notice a gap, I prioritize filling it.  

Rules are helpful to have in a work environment. 

I believe there is a lot I can learn from others. 

I can learn just as much from a colleague (peer) as they can learn from me.  

If I had it my way, I would make decisions without input from others. 

It is important to convey you care about the professional experience of others at work. 
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I prefer to share my work with others along the way to get their input rather than wait 
until I have a nearly finished product. 

I prefer to work alone. 

I regularly seek out the thoughts and opinions of others about my work. 

I am uncomfortable when peers question my work. 

I like to work independently. 

When working on a project, there is value in deviating from the project plan when 
something new comes up. 

I view rules as important. 

I experiment with new things at work all the time. 

Taking a risk is something I am inclined to avoid. 

It is difficult for me to act in uncertainty. 

I have a practice of taking risks with new ideas, in spite of uncertainty about the 
outcome.  

I like to know how something will end before I begin. 

I am often intrigued. 

When I encounter something new, I take action to understand it better. 

When I am intrigued, I explore. 

I ask open-ended questions daily to gather others' thoughts. 

I find people who ask a lot of questions annoying. 

I am driven to read the latest articles on business research in my field. 

I like to experiment with new ideas in real work situations. 

I believe leading with questions is a strength for a leader. 

I find people who ask a lot of questions refreshing. 

I get excited about change. 

I like to be able to have some lead time to plan for anticipated change. 

I believe what I experience each day will inform what happens next. 
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I have a plan for where I will be in my career in 5 years.  

At work, change is something I can usually plan for.  

I get frustrated when I think I have the answer and then something new pops up to 
consider.  

I do not get excited about change. 

My work involves many moving parts that I need to reduce or control. 

It's important to me to clear my task list daily.  

I view rules as confining. 

If my business were underperforming to competitors, I would want to learn what 
competitors were doing so I can replicate it. 

I prefer to follow best practices than be inventive. 

If my schedule gets packed, I actually block in calendar time just to think about new 
possibilities I should be considering. 

When filling an open job, I am intentional about hiring people who think differently 
than me. 

I see myself as creative in my work. 

At work, I lead with how I can say "yes" to ideas of others instead of saying “no." 

I am a thought leader. 

I am an "out of the box" thinker. 

I am comfortable putting my ideas aside to give voice to another's ideas. 

I have a difficult time following courses of action suggested by others. 

I can learn just as much from a newer employee as they can learn from me.  

I enjoy having positional power over others at work. 

I am open to learning from others, no matter their role. 

Having positional power at work is important as a leader. 

The ideas of others are as good, if not better, than my own. 

When responsible for teams, I let them organize around their work independently from 
me and update me along the way. 
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I prefer to participate regularly in the work of teams I may be responsible for. 

I like being right. 

I am usually always right. 

I often engage in co-creating solutions with others. 

I regularly reach across organizational boundaries to vet my ideas. 

Letting others thoughts and opinions shape solutions is how the best work gets done. 

I prefer to work with people who think differently than me. 

I only want to work with people who think like me. 

Being the expert in my work is important to me. 

I often reach out to people who know little about my project to get their insight on my 
work. 

I would rather spend time with people like me than people different than me. 

I enjoy spending time with people I have yet to get to know.  

I think of my work as a leader as being connected to the global scene. 

When putting together a project team, I am intentional about seeking out members 
who culturally have a  

different lived experience than I do. 

My style is generally to make room for more, rather than contain and reduce.  

What people bring to a team extends far beyond their business acumen. 

Efficiency in thinking and acting is of high value to me.  

I regularly reflect on my experience to see what I might change going forward. 

I am willing to let someone grapple with uncertainty to discover their own solution - 
even when I prefer a different solution. 

I am open to offering freely to the learning of others. 

I prefer a colleague come with more questions than answers when we are working on a 
project together. 

I am open to ask less experienced employees to stand in for me at important meetings. 

It is more efficient to make the decisions as the team or project leader. 


