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Trivallis is a Welsh housing association. It has approximately 500 staff and provides accommodation for some 25,000 residents in Rhondda Cynon Taff and Cardiff Bay (Trivallis, n.d.). The organization is subject to tight regulatory oversight in relation to its governance (Welsh Housing Quarterly, n.d.). So it relies heavily on strict compliance protocols to provide protection. However, it is a strategic weakness to focus only on statutory rules and risk avoidance. To survive changing external demands and to resolve complex community problems, Trivallis needs to develop its ability to innovate safely within these strict boundaries (Drucker, 1994).	
To deal with this change, Trivallis needs to clearly separate idea generation from execution. Creativity is just the cognitive process of generating ideas that are new and useful (Runco & Jaeger, 2012). Innovation is the successful implementation of those creative ideas in the workplace (Amabile, 1988). Many people confuse these two ideas. This hides where the actual operational bottlenecks are. The report will first examine the formal innovation models and Trivallis’s capacity to innovate (Question 1). It will then evaluate how the organisation harnesses creativity and fosters a creative culture (Question 2).
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The innovation process is divided into separate stages by the Stage-Gate model of Cooper (1990). These typically cover initial scoping and business case development through to final testing and launch. Each phase is separated by hard decision points called “gates”. This model is often liked by highly regulated, risk averse organisations. It provides tight control on the finances and clear rules for spending. At each gate, managers review a project on three things: deliverables (the proof that the team must deliver), criteria (the strategic and financial barriers to cross), and outputs (the final decision to Go, Kill, Hold, or Recycle) (Cooper, 2011). The Stage-Gate system demands numbers that prove that there is a market for the product and that it will make money, before the next stage of funding is released. This will help mitigate huge financial risks. It also stops the business from committing to lose projects.
But this strict gating introduces administrative bottlenecks that can slow an organization down. Tidd and Bessant (2018) question the linearity and rigidity of the model. Their biggest problem, they say, is that it needs early Return on Investment (ROI) projections and solid evidence at the early stages of an idea. The application of late-stage financial metrics to early-stage concepts often kills radical ideas before they have a chance to unfold. In bureaucratic corporate settings, employees feel the need to be certain early on and censor themselves. Frontline staff are quick to learn to throw out-of-the-box ideas away. They know it’s going to be nearly impossible to get through Gate 1. Heavy paperwork for gate deliverables also causes delays. It slows the process down too much for fast-moving crises. Cooper's framework is good for projects where you know what you're getting into, but because it doesn't like ambiguity, it usually confines an organization to making small, safe improvements.
Pearson’s (1990) Ends/Means Matrix provides a contingency framework, not a linear pipeline. It classifies innovation according to how definite the final objective is (the ends) and the means used to achieve it (the means). This gives you four operating quadrants. Quadrant 4 is steady-state routine operations. Both ends and means are highly certain. For example, a housing provider that uses known contractors to undertake annual checks on the boiler. Quadrant 3 (Applications Engineering) is when the ends are unknown but the means are known. That’s where spotting new community trends with today’s tenant software comes in. Quadrant 2 (Development Engineering): The goal is known but the method is not. This is well illustrated by the sector-wide drive to retrofit old housing to meet net-zero carbon targets, without established engineering precedents.
Quadrant 1 ( Exploratory Research) = high-ambiguity innovation. Here the ends and means both are absolutely uncertain. This box fits trying to solve new anti-social behaviour trends driven by unprecedented societal shifts. Quadrant 1 is very difficult to deal with for regulated organisations. It involves a relaxed, “probe-and-learn” style of management that embraces trial, error and sunk financial costs (Pearson, 1990). The main advantage of the Ends/Means Matrix is that it recognises that high-uncertainty environments need to be protected from the rigorous financial rules demanded by models such as Stage-Gate. However, a major limitation of Pearson's (1990) framework is its lack of an operational structure and corporate control. It sorts risks well and suggests the right management style but does not provide concrete budgetary release mechanisms. It’s more of a strategy guide than a practical execution tool. It does not tell managers how to take a radical project from testing to daily operations.
Cooper's Stage-Gate and Pearson's Ends/Means Matrix make different assumptions about uncertainty when used together. Cooper believes that uncertainty can be reduced linearly by data collection and financial forecasting. Pearson sees ambiguity as an inherent part of solving new problems, requiring flexible adaptation rather than immediate control. In practice the models complement each other. An organization needs a "both/and" approach, not just one or the other. Taking the structures of Cooper (1990) too literally, without the flexibility of later iterations (Cooper, 2011), a business may become a slow bureaucracy that rejects radical thinking. Relying only on Pearson (1990) threatens to turn the organization into an unregulated research function, unable to scale its ideas safely. Dynamic governance is effective organisational innovation. In the very ambiguous early stages of an idea, a well-structured enterprise should use Pearson’s exploratory framework to protect the idea. Then it can push those validated concepts into Cooper’s rigorous Stage-Gate pipeline for disciplined, financially controlled execution. This need to balance flexible exploration with strict operational compliance is the basis for auditing Trivallis’s practical capacity.
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Trivallis ha s tight financial gating. This creates operational bottlenecks that freeze the organisation’s capacity to realise new ideas. Trivallis, a risk-averse association, relies heavily on the Stage-Gate model by Cooper (1990, 2011). The board wants to see immediate ROI projections and executive buy-in before they will try out early-stage ideas. The mismatch forces frontline officers to self-censor. The high hurdle for approval is so daunting that staff abandon unusual ideas quickly. They learn that their own professional judgement is not as good as procedure. If staff are preoccupied with administrative checklists rather than tenant distress, the organisation misses the opportunity to innovate at the point of service delivery. This can be seen in the real-world result of Trivallis’s inability to deal with widespread damp and mould issues. The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales found systemic failures in procedures and record-keeping. These failures put tenants at risk of serious hazards for up to seven years (Funk, 2025). The organisation should have empowered staff on the ground to trial local solutions to these complaints. Instead, rigid observance of inflexible reporting gates trapped warnings in administrative bottlenecks. The organisation cannot adapt to failures at the frontline if it rigidly and linearly enforces the rule without flexibility in the early stages.

This capacity problem is more evident when utilising Pearson’s (1990) Ends/Means Matrix. Trivallis performs well in Quadrant 4 (steady-state innovation). It reliably does routine planned maintenance where goals and methods are well defined. But when confronted with the complex and high-ambiguity Quadrant 1 challenges, the pipeline freezes. In these situations, both the ends and means are unclear. This was revealed by the Reinforced Autoclaved Aerated Concrete (RAAC) crisis. The tenants had to be evacuated fast because of the danger that the building might fall down, but there was no long-term solution ready (Lewis, 2024). This was a textbook Quadrant 1 emergency. The organisation didn’t know what the final structural fix was and didn’t have an established method for emergency mass rehousing at that scale. In this highly uncertain environment, Trivallis was unable to use Pearson’s (1990) "probe-and-learn" management style. Executive leadership needs predictability from Quadrant 4 with every project. This leaves the organisation without a secure financial mechanism to fund exploratory innovation. Housing officers were unable to experiment safely with interim housing solutions without an exploratory budget and a rapid-response prototyping framework. The result is uncertain challenges dealt with through frantic crisis management, not structured problem-solving.

These bottlenecks are compounded by Trivallis’s inability to capture tacit knowledge of the front line. The SECI model asserts that successful innovation is the process of transforming internalised, tacit, experiential knowledge into formalised, explicit knowledge for use by the entire organisation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Trivallis has experienced officers with a deep intuitive knowledge of complex tenant behaviours. But this information is always being lost due to chaotic internal training and very high turnover in staff. For example, new staff did not understand the complex internal database system, which was like a bureaucratic maze. Rather than using tacit knowledge to train new recruits, designated mentors often left trainees to their own devices to deal with their workloads. Sometimes they literally ran home early to get away from the operational pressure.

The difficult onboarding environment led to new staff trying to manage high-risk caseloads with fragmented explicit knowledge, such as outdated manuals. They were left without the tacit knowing that is required for successful casework. Stage-Gate approval requires specific, numeric data. The board therefore usually ignores the "street-level" experience that does survive turnover. This intellectual capital is never formalised without Pearson’s exploratory quadrants to safely pilot ideas on tacit knowledge. This starves the innovation pipeline of fuel. Trivallis is not a learning organization (Senge, 1990). The association cannot capture tacit knowledge or manage exploratory ambiguity, so mistakes at the front line are not translated into system-wide improvements. The organisation just becomes reactive compliant instead. Trivallis theoretically is big enough to innovate. But its over-reliance on linear models and inability to access frontline knowledge make it structurally incapable of producing radical innovations.
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Trivallis is seeing a dip in intrinsic motivation, which is blocking individual creativity. This is because of intense statutory pressures and messy internal onboarding. According to Amabile’s (1988) Componential Model of Creativity, the output of individual creativity depends on the interaction of three elements: domain expertise, creative-thinking skills, and intrinsic task motivation. These components are multiplied by each other. If intrinsic motivation is missing, creative output drops to zero, no matter how much expertise the person has. The frontline housing officers at Trivallis have a huge amount of domain knowledge about community needs and complex tenant behaviours. But the development and application of this expertise is compromised badly from the start. The author observed this directly during an eight-week training programme run by outgoing staff. New employees were given work phones and thrown straight into live tenant calls. The new team was left with complex inherited workloads before they had even completed their training. Mentors often failed to fulfil their support obligations, frequently leaving the office early and leaving new employees completely on their own. This unsupportive setting drains intrinsic motivation, compounded by daily operations that are subject to strict safeguarding laws and punitive compliance checklists. Staff quickly learn to survive on basic procedures rather than experiment with new interventions. At the individual level, the raw creative potential of Trivallis’s workforce is shut down before it can be used. This suggests a fundamental flaw in an input to the organisation’s innovation pipeline.

A review of the organisation using Amabile's (1998) six management practices reveals structural issues that create a challenging environment for creativity. The model indicates that practices such as Challenge, Resources, Supervisory Encouragement and Organisational Support are needed to promote a creative workplace. At Trivallis, "Challenge" does not feel like a motivational intellectual stretch. Instead, it takes the form of a huge caseload dumped on officers. "Resources" are chronically stretched in the same way. Frontline staff lack the time and operational bandwidth to generate new ideas. "Supervisory Encouragement" is extremely inconsistent, and sometimes actively harmful. During the author’s employment, instances where frontline requests for operational assistance were met with hostile behaviour from line managers served to severely damage team psychological safety. This results in "Organisational Support" being replaced by a culture of internal investigation and blame. Mistakes are punished, not used as learning opportunities. This mix guarantees in practice the absence of the environmental conditions that in theory stimulate creativity.

Frontline management also lacks the structural capacity to create the conditions for creativity. This reveals a weakness of theoretical models when applied to heavily regulated sectors. "Freedom" (autonomy in processes) is an essential promoter of creativity (Amabile, 1998). But strict housing regulations naturally demand micromanagement and exact adherence to procedures. This effectively robs housing officers of their operational freedom. A major limitation of Amabile’s (1998) framework is that it presumes managers can just decide to give employees complete process freedom. To give full operational autonomy in a statutory body such as Trivallis is not legally possible and would be an unacceptable safeguarding risk to vulnerable tenants. If the legal ban on deviating from standard procedure is in place, then mere supervisory encouragement or broad organisational backing would not be enough. Management should develop other, more structured, means of tapping employee ideas. Organic creativity that arises from unbridled freedom cannot safely be permitted.

To harness team creativity safely within stringent compliance constraints, Trivallis needs to implement structured parallel thinking frameworks that separate idea generation from risk evaluation. As De Bono (2017) notes, unstructured meetings can often lead to early judgement and cognitive friction that can kill ideas. He suggests the Six Thinking Hats framework, which attempts to separate different ways of thinking, such as divergent and convergent thinking, into separate sequential phases. Currently Trivallis casework meetings are largely unstructured and psychologically unsafe for divergent thinking. A housing officer might come up with a new idea for helping tenants to resolve a community dispute (divergent thinking). Management will instinctively push back with immediate regulatory caution and compliance warnings (convergent thinking). The simultaneous clash creates a fear of failure. It immediately kills the proposal and the psychological safety required for creativity. To overcome the theoretical weakness in Amabile’s model for regulated sectors, Trivallis can make use of De Bono’s (2017) framework. The Six Thinking Hats method artificially separates divergent and convergent thinking into separate stages. Staff can freely brainstorm community interventions without limits (Green Hat) and then do the rigorous non-negotiable regulatory checks (Black Hat). This framework provides a safe, bounded space for Trivallis teams to express their creativity, and a way of balancing statutory compliance with the safeguarding of innovative potential.

Trivallis brings the individual expertise and frontline knowledge to solve tough community problems. The problem is that it chronically lacks the environmental support and structured team processes to harness that creativity. The destruction of intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1988), combined with a difficult supervisory environment and the legal impossibility of granting unconstrained operational freedom, means organic ideation has a hard time surviving. Its creative potential will be suppressed by the requirements of statutory compliance unless the organisation actively replaces its unstructured casework meetings with bounded parallel thinking frameworks such as De Bono’s (2017) Six Thinking Hats.
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Trivallis’s culture of compliance restricts employee contributions to basic capabilities. Thus the high-order potential is not utilised. Traditional hierarchies usually suppress the top-tier traits (initiative, creativity, passion) with the lower-tier capabilities (obedience, diligence, intellect) (Hamel, 2007). Welsh Housing Quarterly (n.d.) notes that Trivallis has tough statutory requirements to explicitly reward zero-defect compliance. This teaches employees to give diligence and obedience only. It offers basic operational safety, but it kills the initiative needed for complex crises. This is where Hamel’s (2012) assumption that unconstrained passion is always good breaks down. Serious safeguarding of social housing risks unfettered passion. Obedience to the law is not negotiable. Trivallis is trapped. Its people are trained to be diligent, to avoid regulatory trouble, but crises demand top-tier initiative.

The theoretical trap is very clear in the daily work. Often the distance between executives and middle management was great. Housing officers therefore deliberately avoided the corporate office, often working from home to avoid arbitrary scrutiny. Survival demanded defensive working practices, and operational knowledge was not often shared. Departments kept information in their silos to protect themselves from being blamed. This crippled the intellect of the whole organisation. Staff turnover remained high, especially in areas under pressure where complex tenant needs met rigid bureaucracy. This structure frequently insulated senior management from what was happening on the ground, and staff believed that leadership was deliberately avoiding the friction of casework on a daily basis. This intentional segmentation supports Hamel’s (2007) assertion that hierarchies inhibit initiative. Staff soon find that in an environment where leadership is absent, problem-solving goes unrewarded.

This is further compounded by the organisation’s reliance on inflexible and outdated procedures. Procedural uncertainty was the norm in the author’s day. Many important policies were either out of date or stuck in long updating cycles. Management expected too much reading from staff and would not allow staff to use their own professional judgement. They demanded compliance with documentation that was frequently out of sync with operational reality. The continued use of outdated procedures to satisfy audit trails actively fostered a culture of compliance first. Against the complex issues of the community, the intellectual elasticity was systematically extinguished.

This failure to unlock higher capabilities is the result of a deep-seated dissonance between Trivallis’s stated aims and its shadow culture. Schein (2010) differentiates between visible, public "espoused values" and invisible, preconscious "basic underlying assumptions" that actually guide behaviour. Trivallis regularly produces strategic documents that promote community empowerment (espoused values). Frontline officers, however, operate according to unwritten rules (basic underlying assumptions) that have been reinforced over time and that emphasise blame avoidance and the avoidance of regulatory failure. The firmly held assumptions are those that govern behaviour in situations of conflict between the two (Schein, 2010).

The result of this cultural divide is plain to see. Significant governance regulatory interventions have underpinned the board’s defensive risk aversion and have highlighted the intense scrutiny (Welsh Housing Quarterly, n.d.). This fear from the top filtered down to the front lines. It was disastrous in the systemic damp and mould failings where tenants had to live in hazardous conditions for years (Funk, 2025). The staff were more interested in protecting themselves than taking the initiative to proactively deal with the crisis. They relied on poor record-keeping and defensive compliance to avoid blame. Out of this shadow culture a hostile controlling culture developed. Line management’s bullying of front-line staff was a direct cultural artefact of a management tier pushing its regulatory terror down. Leaders who are afraid of bad audits tend to lead by intimidation. This destroys psychological safety and ensures that fear dominates the workplace (Schein, 2010).

Instability in leadership and pressure from regulators fuel the fear-based shadow culture. Procedural risk actively punishes proactive or creative problem-solving. Trivallis needs to close the gap between values and basic assumptions in an effort to develop a creative culture. Leadership needs to unfreeze this fear-based culture by breaking down deeply embedded "mental models" to move employees up Hamel’s (2007) hierarchy (Senge, 1990). Organisations will not be able to innovate if they do not challenge the hidden assumptions on which they base their actions (Senge, 1990). The existing mental model of Trivallis — that all operational risk is punishable — needs to shift to one that explicitly rewards reasoned, rule-based innovation. A housing association has to innovate within very strong guardrails, unlike an unregulated tech company. A creative culture at Trivallis will not be unstructured, free-flowing passion. It will be a very disciplined system, structurally supportive of bounded autonomy. Executive leadership must break down the defensive mental models (Senge, 1990) and establish psychological safety to take calculated risks; otherwise the workforce will remain culturally bound to defensive obedience. This permanently paralyses creative potential.
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Trivallis needs to build a Housing Innovation Mentors network across the organisation to capture the tacit knowledge on the frontline and solve the difficult onboarding process. This idea is drawn from Whirlpool’s success in using internal mentors to help manage its innovation pipeline (Rivkin, Leonard, & Hamel, 2005). It is also supported by Haier’s model of empowering frontline micro-enterprises (Hamel & Zanini, 2018). It provides safe and structured channels for new thinking. Right now there is a lot of turnover, and along with it critical tacit knowledge is lost. Mentors often leave new hires to fend for themselves with their caseloads. A formal mentoring network would be a dedicated sounding board. It would take the street-level knowledge of veteran officers before they walk out the door and turn that into clear recommendations. This is a direct application of the SECI model’s knowledge conversion processes (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Line managers have often been preoccupied with compliance directives, and historically have reacted hostilely to being challenged. Instead, independent mentors would provide the "supervisory encouragement" to increase intrinsic motivation (Amabile, 1998). Bypassing the normal chain of command gives a safe outlet for the creativity of employees without disturbing the ordinary business of governing.

To overcome the cultural misalignment that thwarts the emergence of higher-order capabilities, Trivallis should tie 20% of the executive directors’ long-term bonuses to defined innovation metrics. This structural change is based on Whirlpool, which links the compensation of top management directly to innovation outputs and not just baseline targets (Rivkin et al., 2005). Today, the only financial incentives for leadership are to stay compliant and stay out of the regulator’s sight. Management deliberately stays away from the front line because its rewards are based on not taking risks. The board is structurally aligned to accept calculated risk and actively promote employee initiative by linking financial incentives to successful community innovation (Hamel, 2007). Changing executive pay is a financial incentive to help break down the fear-based shadow culture. It shifts the underlying fundamental assumptions from blame avoidance to proactive problem-solving (Schein, 2010). This structural change helps drive cultural change from the top down. It means that innovation is a real priority and not only one of the corporate values.

Trivallis should set up a ring-fenced exploratory fund for high-uncertainty pilot projects to cut through the bureaucratic bottlenecks that slow early-stage ideas. In the spirit of the Whirlpool benchmark of reserving capital only for highly innovative concepts (Rivkin et al., 2005), Trivallis could reserve a micro-budget only for exploratory frontline initiatives. The money protects fuzzy, ambiguous ideas (Quadrant 1 of the Ends/Means Matrix) from the immediate ROI requirements of linear pipelines (Pearson, 1990). Eliminating the need for numerical financial proof from the start provides a safe sandbox for frontline staff to test community prototypes without the paralysing fear of an audit failure. Once they have worked out initial uncertainties and have been demonstrated to work, local pilot projects can then be channelled into the rigorous financial governance of the Stage-Gate process for compliant roll-out (Cooper, 2011).

All three recommendations must be done together. Isolated interventions will be difficult. Without mentors, an exploratory fund is of little use, and mentors will fail if the executive bonus structure still penalises risk-taking. It is through the combination of cultural realignment and structural financial protection that Trivallis can succeed in decentralising decision-making and bringing autonomy closer to the front line (Hamel & Zanini, 2018). The hybrid approach balances statutory compliance and strategic agility to deploy innovative community solutions.
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Trivallis has the structural scale to innovate, but its strategic agility is constrained by cultural and process constraints. The organisation culturally constrains the contribution of the employee to basic obedience and diligence (Hamel, 2007). This is driven by a fear-based shadow culture (Schein, 2010). It erodes the intrinsic motivation that is needed for creative work on the front line (Amabile, 1988). The association is, in process, starved of the exploratory flexibility required to deal with community issues that are complex and high in uncertainty (Pearson, 1990) by the heavy use of rigid financial gating (Cooper, 1990). Real innovation in the heavily regulated social housing sector cannot be like unregulated industries and must remain statutorily compliant. But this current defensive operating model is not sustainable. The new operational pipelines cannot work if the underlying cultural fears about regulatory risk are not addressed. To succeed in navigating the pressures of a growing sector and addressing complex tenant crises, Trivallis must be committed to structural and cultural change concurrently. This will prevent mandatory compliance from killing strategic progress.
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