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Abstract
Purpose – Focusing on the small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) context, the paper aims to examine the 
emergence of new management practices in management teams under hybrid working. Drawing from 
contributions in the management innovation domain, a framework for management practice in supporting 
hybrid working in the SME context is proposed.
Design/methodology/approach – An integrative review of literature in the domains of management 
innovation, SME, and hybrid working is conducted. Future nuanced empirical research is posited.
Findings – The conceptual framework proposes that five management innovations emerge in the context of 
SME hybrid working: strategic management innovations, network relationship management innovations, 
control and evaluation management innovations, sense-making and sense-giving management innovations and 
organising innovations, and that these drive SME management practices.
Research limitations/implications – Building on the management innovation literature, this study articulates 
the unique context of hybrid working in the SME as a space for management innovation and develops a 
framework which proposes relevant management team practices.
Practical implications – The practical relevance of management innovation occurs both in negotiating the 
change to hybrid work and in cultivating an organisational culture where management innovations become an 
ongoing response to feedback from a changing and dynamic environment, as indicated in the conceptual model. 
Where executives are open to opportunities and changes emerging from this environment, as opposed to taking 
more constrained approaches, for instance, as framed by resource conservation theory, a management 
innovation perspective can help reframe hybrid working in context as a strategic opportunity.
Social implications – It is argued that the lens of management innovation at the level of the SME management 
team gives policymakers an opportunity to view hybrid working as an opportunity for both improved social and 
economic outcomes and also as that such outcomes can be developed through management innovation. Policies 
supporting such development might include modifications to existing training supports for SMEs. Specific 
modifications can support management teams and executives in both reflective learning and intervening so as to 
support the development of future management innovations in their businesses.
Originality/value – The conceptual framework of the emergence of management innovations and practices for 
management teams reflects a unique theoretical approach to hybrid organising. Future empirical research is 
necessary to progress the framework’s development.
Keywords SME, Management innovation, Hybrid working, Emerging management practices
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
A growing body of literature on hybrid working has recently begun to focus on approaches 
related to management innovation. This is evident in studies such as Williams and Shaw
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(2025), contextualising hybrid working in the non-profit sector as a framework for future 
productivity and performance improvement. Here, management innovation is an implicit 
outcome. The role of management innovations manifested as softer skills is argued in Osorio 
and Madero’s (2025) study of GenZ’s motivation for hybrid work specific to the context of the 
entrepreneurial small and medium-sized enterprises (SME). Contemporary with this emerging 
research space, the context of hybrid working in the SME is increasingly the focus of debate 
among practitioners and at the policy level.

To date, limited research has been undertaken into management innovation in the SME 
context. Specifically, there is limited research into how management innovations might emerge 
in the context of hybrid working. Articulating the importance of the embeddedness of 
management innovation development in the social context of the SME, Mawadia et al. (2018) 
have investigated the role of technological change in supporting management innovation. Their 
work emphasises the importance of a bricolage approach to managing such change as a support 
to management innovation. Equally, Melander et al. (2023), in a manufacturing context, support 
the importance of psychological ownership within the SME, especially in framing the 
development and potential for management innovation. The role of top management teams in 
driving management innovations in the SME has also been investigated by Yu et al. (2022).

The paper thus seeks to contribute to the existing literature by focusing specifically on how 
management innovation might evolve in the SME hybrid working context. It aims to do so by 
building a conceptual framework relating the domains of management innovation to hybrid 
working in the unique SME context. Several implications for SME management team practice 
are evident from the framework developed. The study also contributes to emerging debates on 
hybrid working in the SME context. Specifically, it offers policymakers insights into how the 
management innovation lens can provide a midway perspective on future training and 
development support to the sector, thus avoiding the polarities where hybrid working is viewed 
as an either/or option for the SME.

Several aspects of the SME hybrid working context support the uniqueness of this paper. 
Firstly, a lack of human resource management (HRM) and associated specialisation imply that 
SME management team practice is more generalist in nature (Harney et al., 2022; Amarakoon 
and Colley, 2022; Hotho and Champion, 2011). This generalist management contains the 
potential to integrate such management team practice into shaping management innovations in 
the hybrid working context. Second, the embeddedness of SME management team practice 
(Amarakoon and Colley, 2022; Mawadia et al., 2018) implies that contextual management 
innovations emerge tacitly underpinned by informal relationships. Finally, and building on the 
emerging SME hybrid working literature (Williams and Shaw, 2025; Benedic, 2022; Bellis 
et al., 2024), we use the lens of management innovation to offer a novel conceptual framework 
for hybrid working in context. Through this lens, we contribute to the existing literature on 
management innovation in the SME context (Melander et al., 2023; Ben Hamadi and Fourn�es, 
2023; Yu et al., 2022; Murullo et al., 2020; Pertuz and Peres, 2020). Methodologically, the 
paper takes the form of an integrative review of literature (Snyder, 2019) guided by the 
research question: “How do management innovations evolve in the SME in the hybrid working
context and what are the implications for SME management team practice?”

The paper is organised into seven sections. The initial section documents the nature and 
relevance of the integrative literature review. The following sections articulate the SME context for 
the research question: management innovation in the SME; the impact of hybrid working on 
management innovation; the impact of hybrid working on the SME and management innovation as 
new management team practices in the SME hybrid working context. A conclusion articulates the 
academic, practice and policy contributions of the paper and indicates future research trajectories.

Integrative literature review
Following Snyder (2019, p. 335), we develop an integrative literature review, aimed to “assess, 
critique, and synthesise the literature on a research topic in a way that enables new theoretical
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frameworks and perspectives to emerge”. The integrative review is aligned to the present study 
in an effort to provide new perspectives on what is an emerging research domain. For the 
current paper, we reviewed the literature searching key databases (Emerald, Science Direct 
and Wiley) and Google Scholar in the domains of management innovation, hybrid working 
and the SME context. The searches were performed at the level of inclusion of the terms in the 
abstract. In taking this approach, we accept the limitations that the integrative review lacks the 
rigour of a more systematic approach (Torraco, 2005), and hence the paper presents an initial 
theoretical framework in an attempt to shed light on the ways in which management 
innovations evolve in SMEs, particularly in a hybrid working context and the implications for 
SME management team practice.

Unique aspects of SME hybrid working context
SMEs provide a unique context for the study of business phenomena by virtue of several 
nuanced aspects. In the domain of management innovation, specific aspirations for future 
research of the phenomena in the SME context are argued (Piazza and Abrahamson, 2020; 
Khosravi et al., 2019). The following section articulates the SME perspective and the ways in 
which management innovation evolves in context. Emerging from an original entrepreneurial 
idea, many SMEs possess resources and capabilities honed to a unique industry and often from 
specific technical capability therein (Merin-Rodriganez et al., 2024). Relevant examples are 
provided by SMEs in the manufacturing sector (McAdam et al., 2007). However, the limited 
size of the SME hampers specialisation within business functions, differentiating the SME 
from larger firms (Pertuz and Perez, 2020). Consequently, SMEs resort to embedding in 
network ties and often build on the original entrepreneur’s strategic vision and leadership. 
SMEs culture extends the shadow of the life of the original entrepreneur, often embedding 
creativity and informality into the lives of employees (Leitch and Volery, 2017). Simple 
structure, a function of a limited numbers of employees (Donner and de Vries, 2021), further 
gives a level of formal structure to culture. This legitimises culture as a strategic navigational 
tool communicating strategic vision in the absence of formal policy mechanisms (Anning-
Doson, 2021). Limited specialisation applies not simply to functional capability development 
but extends to SME management, which is generalist in nature (Gilmore et al., 2007). 
Exemplifying the generalist nature of management capability, the role of the owner/manager 
often comprises ownership, strategy development and operational work (Nyamrunda and 
Freeman, 2021). SME growth, is embedded in strong owner/manager dominance, legacy 
culture and structures and sometimes amplified by family embeddedness (McKelvie et al., 
2021). This implies that modelling growth on pure profit-making objectives ignores the SME 
context. For example, SME strategising emerges from the contemplation of resources such as 
networks, sometimes including family, from generalist management and is strongly influenced 
by culturally induced path dependency. In an SME context, opportunities for product and 
product innovation are often articulated by entrepreneurial leadership and creative culture and 
structured by technical capabilities (McAdam et al., 2007). In contrast, process innovation 
emerges as often technologically supported organisational innovation and as novel forms of 
research and development stimulated by leveraging supplier relationships (Hervas-Olivier 
et al., 2016a, b).

What is management innovation and how might it evolve in an SME context?
Emerging from a systematic review of innovative management practices in SMEs, the most 
frequent innovative management practices were found to be embedded in project 
management, process improvement, product change, idea generation techniques and human 
talent development (Pertuz and Perez, 2020). Laforet (2011), in a study based on key informant 
interviews and survey-based research suggest that outcomes of SME management innovation 
manifest as enhanced reputation, increased operational efficiency and cost benefits. It also
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included an improved workforce skills base, the latter driving a virtuous cycle of human talent 
development and continuous improvement in capability to innovation management.

Highlighting how complexity plays a key role in the acceptance or rejection of SME 
management innovation, Ben Hamadi and Fourn�es (2023) articulate the central role played by the 
owner/manager. They argue that role is one capable of unlocking management innovations either 
through individual-level strategic capability or through effective management of networked 
relationships. O’Regan and Ghobadian (2005) link the importance of strategic capability both in 
orienting the SME internally towards innovative management practices but also in engaging with 
dynamic environmental change. Referring to the unique context for innovation offered by the 
small business Sahut and Periz-Ortiz (2014) argue that while the economic environment of the 
business is central to how owner/managers strategically orient the business, equal or even more 
importance needs to be given to informal and institutional conditions. Central to this is how such 
conditions can explain interpretations of future impacts of management innovations.

Environmental dynamics influence SME management innovations, with De Blick et al. 
(2024) arguing that where SMEs management are heavily influenced by the motivation to 
reduce external financing levels, the impact is to induce cost-saving management innovations. 
Considering the impact of dynamic technological change on the SME, Hervas-Oliver et al. 
(2016a, b) evidence the benefits of SME management innovation driven by technological 
change, which relies on appropriate managerial capabilities to integrate such change into 
context-specific management innovations. Longitudinally McAdam et al. (2007) articulate 
how innovation of SME management practices in a manufacturing context can emerge as an 
organisational capability. This reflects a move away from an original focus on the business’s 
technical base of competitive advantage towards practices contextual to emerging business 
functions (de Oliveria and Fernandes Terence, 2018).

Where the SME is configured to engage in open innovation, Murillo et al. (2020) suggest 
that the potential in open innovation is the creation of opportunities and challenges for SME 
managers to enhance management innovations in context. Management innovations here are 
driven by both the nature of the opportunities and challenges and by owner/manager 
interpretations. Focusing on the importance of such interpretations as formed by managerial 
capabilities, Colclough et al. (2018) argue that an ambidexterity at the managerial level 
emerging from ambition and entrepreneurial capability is superior to resources or market 
conditions in supporting SME management innovation.

Yu et al. (2022) refine discussions of the importance of the top management team by focusing 
on the impact of SME top management team expectations. They argue that such expectations foster 
the development of “intangible cultural resources” in the SME. In contexts where top management 
teams are aware of the importance of such cultural resources, innovative management practices can 
be encouraged and, in a sense, are de-risked. However, in situations where such awareness is 
lacking, the propensity to develop management innovation may remain moribund (Endrissat and 
Leclerq-Vandelannoitte, 2021). Contemplating the employee perspective, Hotho and Champion 
(2011) interpret management innovation as an SME people management challenge. They argue 
that the propensity to innovate and even the effectiveness of management innovations emerge in a 
tensioned social space between a people management supportive of creativity and a social space 
where employees view associated change as unduly straining.

Mawadia et al. (2018) argue the role of bricolage in the SME management team, as 
environmental complexity obscures traditional certainties during a period of technological 
transformation. From the perspective of management innovation, a bricolage approach suggests 
that bricolage itself may be a management innovation. Further, other management innovations may 
emerge from interpretations informed by bricolage, as opposed to conventional strategic planning.

Hybrid work and management innovation: theoretical frameworks
Theoretically informed by Hobfoll’s (1989) conservation of resources framework, Williams 
and Shaw (2025) propose a framework of hybrid working where performance is driven by two

Journal of Work- 
Applied 

Management

225

Downloaded from ftp.​nowpublishers.​com/​jwam/​article-pdf/​18/​2/​222/​9958694/​jwam-11-2024-0161en.​pdf by guest on 01 September 2026



inputs: personal ways of working (flexibility, use of technology, concentration, etc.) and 
contextual factors (location, virtual – hybrid, organisational work environment). These inputs 
drive results and manifest as well-being at work and productivity (goals, skills, customer and 
team). The potential for management innovation through the lens of this framework is driven 
not simply by organisational restructuring. Instead, it is understood by novel management 
practices which engage with the contextual factors, including employee interpretations of the 
innovations. Dale et al. (2024), considering the health impacts of hybrid work, frame their 
study through Bakker and Demerouti’s (2007) job-demands resource theory. This framework 
assumes that all work has inherent demands and resources, which then impact employee well-
being. Again, this lens supports the view that management innovations are interpreted by 
employees and that such interpretation can inhibit or enable their effectiveness. Trevor and 
Hollweg (2023) extend the contemplation of management innovations in the hybrid context 
through the lens of organisational culture. They suggest that hybrid working can support 
innovative management practices where appropriate balancing of physical contact and online 
working overcomes the cultural challenges of purely online working.

Hybrid working in the SME
Benedic (2022), in a case study of a consulting SME, highlights how the management team 
interpreted the challenges of hybrid working. The challenges were viewed as apprehensions 
concerning the potential dissolution of the business’s entrepreneurial leadership and the loss of 
tacit knowledge from the informal structure and knowledge sharing. An business’s effective 
response to these challenges emerged through a strategic approach to restructuring 
responsibilities and communication patterns. Specifically, the role of federated teams at the 
employee level encouraged full participation. Central to the success of the business studied 
were interpretations of the senior management team. Interpretations were that hybrid working 
presented an opportunity to engage with inevitable workplace change and, in this sense, to take 
a proactive approach through innovations in management practice. Framed through leadership 
theory Bellis et al. (2024) argue the potential in digital leadership as a means of supporting and 
maximising the effectiveness of hybrid working. In their view, digital leadership supports the 
building of an “agile culture”. Here residual challenges of emplacement in a traditional 
physical workplace are overcome through supportive leadership-driven sense-making. Given 
the nuanced nature of SME leadership, achieving impact from digital leadership may occur 
through the uniquely “entrepreneurial leadership” (Sklaveniti, 2017). Building on Palvalin 
et al.’s (2015) framework of “New ways of working for knowledge workers”, Williams and 
Shaw (2025) argue the central role of a new and agile approach to people management in the 
transition to hybrid working. Looking past this study’s findings, it appears reasonable to 
indicate that such an agile approach to people management can become a proactive 
engagement tool. Then, it can support engagement with hybrid work in the SME, not simply as 
a challenge but as an opportunity.

Even where virtual working is effectively delivered in terms of technology, challenges may 
emerge through a sense of greater isolation in the virtual space. Even where employee 
technological capability supports engagement with work in the hybrid space, the very 
effectiveness of the engagement may dilute the need for being engaged by the physical culture 
when in the workplace. The controlling function of management is argued to be challenged or 
in need of innovation in this context, as traditional means of assessing performance are subject 
to novel information asymmetries between SME top team managers and employees (Eng 
et al., 2024).

SME hybrid working as a context for management innovations
Table 1 below summarises key studies which inform the development of the conceptual 
framework. Studies are positioned into five domains of contextual management innovation:
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Table 1. Summary of key studies informing the conceptual framework

Element of framework Nature and contribution of study Study

Strategic management 
innovation

Case study of the transition to hybrid working. 
Effective transition requires strategic leadership 
innovation in engaging with challenges and in 
developing new modes of strategising

Benedic (2022)

Case study of digital leadership. Findings indicate 
that innovative strategic level digital leadership 
supports both physical and online aspects of 
hybrid working

Bellis et al. (2024)

Editorial to International Journal of HRM-
highlights an increased trend among employees to 
seek hybrid work and to require supportive and 
often novel approaches from strategic leadership 

Harney et al. (2022)

The case study advocates the role of strategic 
HRM in providing novel forms of strategic 
leadership which can provide a sense of location 
(place) both online and physically

Amarakoon and Colley 
(2022)

Network relationship 
management innovation

Interview and survey-based study highlights how 
hybrid working changes existing network 
relationships, creating management innovation 
opportunities in building and forming new 
networks

Williams and Shaw 
(2025)

Large survey on growth attitudes of small 
managers indicating how management 
innovations can emerge from management 
openness to novel consequences of changes in 
embedded business networks

McKelvie et al. (2021)

Case study of two management accounting 
innovations, illustrating the role of networks in 
shaping management innovation in context 

Ben Hamadi and Fourn�es 
(2023)

Qualitative study of twenty-five co-working 
spaces. This study highlights emergent aspects of 
hybrid working, with self-organising network 
potential

Endrissat and Leclerq-
Vandelannoitte (2021)

A qualitative case study illustrates the strength of 
individual leadership in a small business context, 
both internally and when engaging with external 
networks

Nyamrunda and Freeman 
(2021)

Two case studies illustrate the role of supportive 
human resource practices in small business 
network change

Matthews (2013)

Case study indicating the people management 
challenges where innovation requires new 
network collaboration

Hotho and Champion 
(2011)

(continued )
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Table 1. Continued

Element of framework Nature and contribution of study Study

Control and evaluation 
management innovation

Reflexive thematic analysis-based study of 
aspects of hybrid working effectiveness. Findings 
indicate that new means of control and evaluation 
can emerge

Eng et al. (2024)

A case study of interpretations of innovation 
management provides examples of the need to 
innovate control systems in the face of 
technological change

McAdam et al. (2007)

Case study investigation of how an Enterprise 
Resource Planning (ERP) system impacts on both 
formal and informal reporting processes. Finds 
that technological change requires both technical 
and social process design capabilities 

Greasley and Wang 
(2016)

Interview-based study of employee 
interpretations of hybrid working. Findings 
support both positive impacts on productivity 
from a quieter work environment and freedom to 
organise time, and challenges from perceived lack 
of structure

Hanzis and Hallo (2024)

Introduction to Special Issue of Organisation 
Studies: “Cultivating paradox in ‘new’ modes of 
organising”: Highlights post-modern 
perspectives on the unintended consequences of 
employee freedom in emerging organisational 
forms

de Vaujany et al. (2021)

Sense-making and sense-
giving management 
innovation

Ethnographic study of entrepreneurial leadership. 
Highlights the importance of sense-making and 
sense-giving in the face of dynamic technological 
change

Sklaveniti (2017)

Survey based study. Highlights how top 
management teams drive management 
innovations through the-giving development of 
cultural resources inside the business. The 
cultural resources then shape employees to 
support management innovations

Yu et al. (2022)

Survey based study. Management innovation 
emerges over a long time periods. Top managers 
shape employee adoption of management 
innovations through sense-making and sense-
giving

Merin-Rodriganez et al. 
(2024)

Structured literature review. A major finding 
indicates that hybrid working involves 
“individual-level switches in work modes and 
collective-level characterisation of work mode 
extent and (a) symmetry”. Sense-making and 
sense-giving are central to successful negotiation 
of hybrid work as an ongoing transition process

Lauring and Jonasson 
(2025)

(continued )
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strategic management innovation, network relationship management innovation, control and 
evaluation management innovation, sense-making and sense-giving management innovation 
and organising as management innovation.

Strategic management innovation
A number of studies of hybrid working in context indicate how management innovations 
emerge at the strategic level. Hence, we use the term strategic management innovation. 
Benedic (2022) described an emerging hybrid working context as dislocating existing strategic 
management practices. Dislocation forces top management team members to consider and 
experiment with management innovations in strategising. Examples of such management 
innovations include streamlining of the strategising process due to sociotechnical impacts of 
online meetings; creating opportunities for engagement with stakeholders (who were 
previously restricted in time and location of physical meetings) and disrupting overly strong 
board relationships which are distanced in the online element of the hybrid context. The 
emergence of strategic management innovations is not, however, purely technologically 
determined. In this regard Bellis et al. (2024) highlight the supportive role played by digital 
leadership at the strategic level in moulding an “agile” culture. The impact of the agile culture 
is argued to support strategic management innovations such as those in the examples above 
through encouraging, guiding and giving feedback to management team members. Advances 
in strategic HRM suggest not only that such digital leadership is supportive of strategic 
management innovations but also that increasingly employees are open to and even demand it 
(Amarakoon and Colley, 2022). Such openness and demand emerge from changing societal 
and workplace mores (Harney et al., 2022).

Network relationship management innovation
SME embeddedness in network relationships is disrupted by moves to hybrid working 
(Williams and Shaw, 2025). Examples of this disruption include the possible weakening of 
strong ties which evolved from long-term physical proximity, the emergence of new strong ties 
based on online relationships supported by new opportunities during office-based work and 
changes to customer, supplier and stakeholder relationships. Changes to the latter three 
relationships can occur not only at the level of strong/weak ties (McKelvie et al., 2021) but also 
through the impact of new technology mediation of the relationships (Ben Hamadi and 
Fourn�es, 2023). Top management teams can engage actively with management innovation in

Table 1. Continued

Element of framework Nature and contribution of study Study

Organising as management 
innovation

Action research-based study of virtual working, 
evaluating role of socialisation in supporting new 
modes of organising. Study framed by 
discontinuity theory

Asatiani et al. (2020)

Study of five teams in a hybrid work context.
Findings indicate that there is limited 
consideration of temporal aspects of work, in 
organising hybrid work

Griva et al. (2024)

Case study of the development of a physical 
working space supportive of transition to hybrid 
working. Indicates the benefits of strategic level 
organising as a precursor of effective new modes 
of organising

Benyon and Mival (2015)

Source(s): Authors’ own work
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the areas of network relationships, where they integrate existing strategic understanding of 
relationships with a level of awareness of how hybrid organising can drive change. Endrissat 
and Leclerq-Vandelannoitte (2021) further developed an understanding of potential 
management innovations at the level of network relationships. They argue that employee 
knowledge and social networks support a more self-organising model of employee reactions to 
hybrid working change. From this perspective, management innovations may require top 
teams to provide softer leadership and to avoid direct interventions during a period of change 
to hybrid working (Nyamrunda and Freeman, 2021). For many SME top teams, this may prove 
challenging, as the normal approach to navigating change is argued to be directive (Matthews, 
2013; Hotho and Champion, 2011).

Control and evaluation management innovation
Hybrid working impacts on management systems of control and evaluation and offers the 
potential for management innovations to be developed by the top management team (Eng 
et al., 2024). Examples of such management innovations include the adoption and/or 
progression of information technology-based systems of control, including monitoring of 
working time; opportunities to use online meetings for sharing information and perspectives in 
controlling organisational performance and opportunities to fundamentally alter existing 
working hours and associated management control mechanisms towards that which fits with 
the hybrid working arrangements. McAdam et al. (2007), in highlighting how technological 
innovation impacts control systems at the sociotechnical level, suggest that management 
innovations in the area of control and evaluation are socially mediated by the top management 
team. Hence, management innovations, whether directed by management or more self-
organising and emergent, are shaped by how top management interpret their value/ 
effectiveness. It is then this interpretation which renders how effective the innovations are at 
the employee level. Building on this sociotechnical perspective, Greasley and Wang (2016) 
indicate that the very nature of the management innovation depends on how well top 
management frame and guide the innovation in the social context. Reflecting on the 
perspective of employees, enhanced opportunities for productivity from a quieter working 
environment and greater control over time are tensioned with challenges in structuring work 
time and energy commitment (Hanzis and Hallo, 2024). This suggests that management 
innovations in the areas of control and evaluation require a nuanced and sensitive approach. 
Finally, de Vaujanay et al. (2021) note the unintended consequences of online working, 
indicating that giving employees high levels of freedom may internalise pressure to perform. 
The outcome of such internalisation results in a distancing from traditional social cues in the 
physical environment and even from online evaluation methods. In the case of the latter, this 
occurs as employees pay them a level of lip service.

Sense-making and sense-giving innovation
Complex environments common to small businesses make the use of a sense-making and 
sense-giving perspective central to strategic efforts to support change (Sklaveniti, 2017). 
Sense-making and sense-giving innovations are argued to be central to supporting the 
transition to hybrid working (Lauring and Jonasson, 2025). Given the augmented complexity 
emerging from hybrid working in the SME context, management innovations in sense-making 
and sense-giving support effective leveraging of hybrid working. Yu et al. (2022) indicate the 
potential for both types of management innovation, where top management are argued to 
support the development of “cultural resources”. Examples of sense-making management 
innovations are evident in the relational dynamics. Here, both top management team member 
and employee relationships are stretched by the hybrid context. Where top management team 
members develop the capacity to effectively frame opportunities from relationship change and 
to explain and generate a common understanding of the change, this can serve as a
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sense-making management innovation. Sense-giving management innovations can then be 
developed in new ways of connecting with employees in the hybrid context, in supporting 
them through the change. Management innovations at the level of sense-making and sense-
giving often emerge over a longer period of time, as previous modes of sense-making and 
giving are slowly shed (Merlin-Rodriganez et al., 2024).

Management innovations as organising
The very nature of organising is changed in the move to hybrid working, as physical co-
location of employees, direct contact with top management team members and sense of place 
are partially removed and replaced (Asatiani et al., 2020). Flowing from the change in contact 
with coworker, employees continue to be imbued with physical interaction, yet it is now 
increasingly mediated in an online context (Benyon and Mival, 2015). Contact with top 
management takes a similar trajectory. Change in terms of place retains a sense of physical 
location yet involves taking new perspectives on what was previously a place of non-work.

One perspective on how management innovation can occur is where top management 
wishes to change existing organisational reporting mechanisms and structuring of activities. 
Hybrid working then gives an initial thrust for change. This occurs through removing accepted 
informal and sometimes formal routines, which ultimately support accept organising. 
Strategic thinking of new organising structures and even reporting mechanisms by the top 
management team can then emerge once the context of the change is appreciated.

Griva et al. (2024) argue that problems emerge from failure to engage with deeper aspects 
of hybrid organising. They argue that top management needs to do more than deploy “just 
speed and synchronisation of work” (p. 611). Instead, they need to delve into “rhythm, event-
driven organisation” (p. 611) and be open to how different personalities engage with temporal 
aspects of work. This suggests that where top management possess tacit knowledge of the 
organisation and are willing to use this knowledge, management innovations in organising 
may avoid the problems highlighted.

Advancing previous theoretical perspectives on SME management innovation
Linking the present discussion to previous theoretically informed research in the field based on 
Hobfoll’s (1989) resource dependency theory (Williams and Shaw, 2025), we suggest that 
management innovations in the SME context can be seen to emerge in a more dynamic 
environmental context than that depicted by the resource dependency theory. This dynamic 
context emerges partially from the shear nature of the environmental change but also from the 
capacity of the owner/managers and management teams to creatively engage with such 
environmental change. At both individual and team levels, this is likely to emerge where there 
is a level of acceptance of change and willingness to actively engage with novel possibilities 
(Benedic, 2022). Reflecting on the job-demand resource theory of Bakker and Demerouti 
(2007) as articulated by Dale et al. (2024), we suggest again that both the opportunities 
presented by hybrid working and contemporary changes in SME people management (Harney 
et al., 2022; Amarakoon and Colley, 2022) are directing owner/managers towards a more open 
and creative engagement with the nature of job demands and associated resources. In this 
context, management innovations are supported by this open approach but also driven by the 
changes in contemporary labour markets (Osorio and Madero, 2025).

From the above discussion, a conceptual framework of how management innovation can 
evolve in the SME hybrid working context is proposed in Figure 1 below. We posit that the SME 
environmental context provides unique barriers and enablers for the changes induced by hybrid 
working. Based on the review of literature, hybrid working is interpreted by an owner/manager 
and management team in a unique SME context. Implications for barriers and enablers include 
the embedded nature of management, opportunities for entrepreneurial leadership (Leitch and 
Volery, 2017); dominant owner/manager leadership in a strong organisational culture
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(Anning-Dorson, 2021), a simple communication structure (Donner and de Vries, 2021) and 
above all, a generalist style of management (Gilmore et al., 2007). It is then from the potential 
inherent in how the SME management team and owner/manager interpret and engage with 
hybrid working in the context of the barriers and enablers that five types of management 
innovation (discussed in Table 1) are posited to emerge. Each of the five is linked to context and 
to each other; for example, strategic management innovation impacts each of the five through 
the capacity for strategic foresight of the management team to shape the other four management 
innovations. Strategic management innovations emerge where existing patterns of strategising 
are disrupted and can lead to novel and even innovative means of strategising (Benedic, 2022).

Accompanying strategising innovations are opportunities for members of the top 
management team to develop digital leadership capability (Bellis et al., 2024), supporting the 
organisation’s culture in the move to hybrid working. Support is evidenced through encouraging, 
guiding and giving feedback to employees and colleagues in the transition and beyond. Emerging 
from the embeddedness of the top management team, opportunities for management innovations 
in network relationships management innovations in control and evaluation can emerge where 
management teams seize opportunities for new mechanisms of control and evaluation (Greasley 
and Wang, 2016). However, the effectiveness of such seizing depends on the requisite levels of 
support for employees in the period of change (Hanzis and Hallo, 2024). Given the centrality of 
the owner/manager and management team in an organisation where strong culture and simple 
culture support communication, opportunities for management innovation in sense-making and 
sense-giving appear central to transitioning to hybrid working (Merlin-Rodriganze et al., 2024; 
Yu et al., 2022). Finally, the conceptual framework reflects how the very nature of organising 
becomes a source of management innovation in the change to hybrid working. For the 
management team, this change implies the benefits of supporting the change with appropriate use 
of tacit knowledge (Griva et al., 2024) and demands and opportunities emerging from the 
dislocation in the move to hybrid working (Benyon and Mival, 2015).

Conclusion
Focused by the research question, how do management innovations emerge in the SME in the
hybrid working context and what are the implications for SME management team practice?

Strategic management 
innovations

Organising level managing 
innovations

Network relationship 
management innovations

Control & evaluation 
management innovations

Sense-making & sense-giving 
management innovations

Feedback

Feedback

External 
SME 

environ
ment

SME Hybrid 
context: 
Induced 
change

SME:
At Level
of O/M &
Manage
ment team      

Enactment of 
management 
innovations into 
SME 
management
practice

Internal SME
environment

Figure 1. Framework of hybrid working and the evolution of management innovation in the SME. Source 
Authors’ own work
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this paper has built on previous studies of hybrid working from the SME perspective and is 
unique in taking a management innovation lens to hybrid working in context, building on 
previous studies of management innovation in the SME context (Melander et al., 2023; Ben 
Hamadi and Fourn�es, 2023; Yu et al., 2022; Murullo et al., 2020; Pertuz and Peres, 2020). 
Theoretically, we have indicated that previous studies framing hybrid working in the SME 
context using resource conservation (Williams and Shaw, 2025) and job-demand resource 
frameworks (Dale et al., 2024) can be further developed through the present study’s use of the 
management innovation lens. In doing so, this will support a move towards a more creative 
interpretation of resources and job demands.

Implications for SME management teams
The conceptual framework acknowledges how unique nuances of the SME context shape how 
hybrid working can support five types of management innovations, each rooted in existing 
management team practice in the areas of strategic management, network relationship 
management, control and evaluation and sense-making and giving and organising. In contrast 
to management innovations in larger organisations, the framework highlights how each of the 
five types of management innovation supports the others. This suggests that where the 
framework is used strategically by a management team, innovations in management practice 
can emerge. Based on the management team’s often tacit knowledge, the framework provides 
structured guidance for contemplating opportunities for management innovations which can 
be tried out. It is suggested that where management teams are open to feedback, such 
innovations can be improved over time. SME training can build on the framework in 
developing existing enterprise modules to engage with management innovation and then to 
integrate the conceptual framework into the modules.

Implications for policy/society
Each of the five management elements in the framework depends for effective development on 
engagement with the SME context. At the level of policy, we suggest that efforts to encourage 
innovations in SME management practice can be made more successful than hitherto with a 
greater capacity for these to be contextually enriched. For both policy and society, we suggest 
that hybrid working can now be viewed as an opportunity for the leveraging of management 
innovations as important sources of competitiveness and advantage for companies. For policy 
makers, we build the SME context into the framework, and in developing five nuanced types of 
management innovation, we offer policymakers guidelines as well as areas where further 
interventions might be made. These points of intervention can frame future training and 
development interventions and discussions with industry forums. Given the potential benefits 
to society of hybrid working in terms of sustainability and community development, we 
provide further support to achieve such benefits. We suggest that existing enterprise policy 
instruments can be modified to engage with the domain of management innovation, hence 
integrating management and enterprise theories. In this context, the conceptual framework 
provides an integrating mechanism of more entrepreneurial aspirations for SMEs with the 
contextual practice of management.

Future research
The present paper is based on an integrative literature review, and a future, more systematic 
review of literature can further build and broaden the scope of the conceptual framework 
proposed. Future empirical work can build on the proposed conceptual framework, and given 
the emergent nature of the framework, longitudinal case study research is suggested.
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