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This study aims to examine the relationships of managers’ compassionate goals with inno-
vation and performance in small-  and medium- sized enterprises (SMEs). By integrating 
social exchange theory with social information processing theory, we hypothesize a serial 
mediation model in which organizational cooperation and firm innovation sequentially 
mediate a positive relationship between managers’ compassionate goals and firm perfor-
mance. However, we predict that this positive indirect effect would occur only when manag-
ers have low self- image goals and there is a high innovation- supportive work environment. 
Based on survey data from a sample of 116 SMEs in France, our results provide support 
for our predictions. This study contributes to the literature by disclosing the mechanisms 
and boundary conditions of the relationship of managers’ compassionate goals with SMEs’ 
innovation and performance. Theoretical and managerial implications of this study are 
discussed.
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1.  Introduction

Ever- changing market conditions due to frequent 
external perturbations require today’s managers 

to balance collaborators’ needs for support with the 
company’s drive for high performance (Mortnensen 
and Gardner, 2022). Managers can resolve the appar-
ent trade- off between the needs for high performance 
and care for employee well- being by ensuring they 
are enabling their collaborators to achieve sustainably 
high performance (Mortnensen and Gardner, 2022). 
To this end, managers with an orientation toward 
compassionate goals –  that is, the goals to support 
others and contribute to their well- being (Crocker and 
Canevello, 2015) –  have the potential to enable their 
collaborators to develop and implement solutions 
that contribute to the firm’s competitive advantage by 
providing them with the support they need (Worline 
and Dutton, 2017). In SMEs, managerial features are 
considered the most influential factor in determining 
a firm’s innovativeness (Lubatkin et al., 2006), and 
this latter is recognized as a key source of SMEs’ 
performance (Rosenbusch et al., 2011). These prem-
ises suggest that in SMEs, managers led by compas-
sionate goals might play a crucial role in driving firm 
innovation –  that is, the number of new products, 
services, and processes introduced by a firm in the 
workplace or marketplace in a given period (Smith et 
al., 2005) –  and, thereby, performance –  that is, the 
effectiveness of a firm in achieving its goals (Kotter 
and Heskett, 1992).

However, little is still known about whether and 
how managers’ compassionate goals can promote 
the development and application of innovations 
that contribute to firm performance. This gap pre-
vents scholars and practitioners from determining to 
what extent the adoption of this goal orientation is 
an effective way for managers to increase the inno-
vation potential of their firms, thereby boosting the 
overall performance of SMEs. Indeed, on the one 
hand, thanks to their reduced formalized and bureau-
cratic structure, SMEs may be better able than larger 
firms to adapt to changing environments and improve 
quickly (Camisón- Zornoza et al.,  2004). However, 
on the other hand, due to their smallness and limited 
resources, SMEs may have access to fewer resources 
(e.g., financial and technological assets) neces-
sary to innovate (Camisón- Zornoza et al.,  2004; 
Love and Roper,  2015). As a result, innovation in 
SMEs is strongly dependent on the initiatives of 
their employees and on the collaborative social ties 
among them, over which managers’ interpersonal 
goals exert considerable influence (Brunswicker 
and Vanhaverbeke,  2015). Therefore, modeling the 

impact of managers’ compassionate goals can help 
understand how important relational organizational 
behaviors (e.g., cooperation) that underly successful 
firm innovation and performance can be fueled.

This study aims to empirically examine whether, 
how, and under which conditions managers’ com-
passionate goals facilitate innovation and, ultimately, 
SMEs’ performance. We specifically predict a rela-
tionship between managers’ compassionate goals 
and firm performance that is sequentially mediated 
by organizational cooperation and firm innovation, 
and that is jointly moderated by managers’ self- image 
goals –  that is, the goals to construct or defend desired 
self- images to gain something for the self (Crocker 
and Canevello,  2015) –  and organizational support 
for innovation –  that is, the degree to which an orga-
nization supports employees’ attempts to introduce 
innovative ways of doing things in the workplace 
(West, 1990). We suggest that the beneficial effects 
of managers’ compassionate goals on organizational 
cooperation will be undermined when managers have 
high self- image goals and that the beneficial effect of 
organizational cooperation on firm innovation will be 
enhanced in the presence of high levels of organiza-
tional support for innovation. Then, we propose that 
the benefits of managers’ compassionate goals for 
firm performance via organizational collaboration 
and firm innovation are maximized when managers’ 
self- image goals are low and organizational support 
for innovation is high. To support our predictions, 
we combine social exchange theory (SET; Colquitt 
et al.,  2013) with social information processing 
theory (SIPT; Salancik and Pfeffer,  1989) as SET 
allows explaining the mechanisms underlying the 
beneficial effects of managers’ compassionate goals, 
while SIPT clarifies the conditions under which these 
effects might happen.

By testing this moderated mediation model, our 
study significantly contributes to research and prac-
tice. First, prior research examining managerial 
antecedents of innovation and/or performance in 
SMEs has focused on the effects of manager demo-
graphics (e.g., Zahoor and Al- Tabbaa, 2020), psy-
chological characteristics (e.g., Ahn et al., 2017), 
skills (e.g., Kadam et al., 2019), leadership behav-
iors (e.g., Basker et al., 2020), and social networks 
(e.g., Nofiani et al., 2021). However, we have little 
understanding of the effects of managers’ interper-
sonal goals on firm innovation and performance. 
Therefore, by analyzing the role of other- oriented 
goals in conditioning firm innovation and, ulti-
mately, performance, we answer calls for more 
research (Zahoor and Al- Tabbaa, 2020) on the role 
of managers’ goals. Second, by analyzing the role 
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of organizational cooperation, this study sheds 
light on the mechanisms that are responsible for 
transmitting the benefits of managers’ compas-
sionate goals to innovation and, ultimately, perfor-
mance, in addition to providing new insights into 
the factors that facilitate cooperative activities at 
work. Third, by examining the moderating role 
of self- image goals, this study clarifies the out-
comes of compassionate goals (Crocker,  2011): 
when managers have compassionate goals pri-
marily to benefit themselves, they may damage 
cooperation, hindering firm innovation and perfor-
mance. Fourth, by analyzing the enhancing effect 
of organizational support for innovation, our study 
deepens our understanding of the organizational 
conditions that can strengthen the positive link 
between organizational cooperation and firm inno-
vation. In doing so, our research offers practical 
insights into the managerial practices needed to 
enhance innovation in SMEs. Finally, since goals 
are malleable (Crocker and Canevello, 2015), our 
study could offer an alternative point of interven-
tion to help managers catalyze innovation within 
their SMEs.

2.  Theory and hypotheses

2.1.  The relationship between managers’ 
compassionate goals and 
organizational cooperation

SET is grounded in the notion of reciprocity norms 
(Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005), which form inter-
actions between partners founded on the expecta-
tion of receiving relational benefits. Individuals 
are rational actors whose behaviors are guided 
by self- interest (Cropanzano and Mitchell,  2005). 
However, recent advancements in SET acknowl-
edge that people can also have interdependent 
interests. Thus, some transactions are pursued with 
the understanding that what benefits everyone also 
advantages the self (Stafford, 2015). In this regard, 
although most scholars have taken for granted 
the assumption that managers are self- interested, 
others found that managers, including those in 
SMEs, are not self- centered but are responsive 
to norms of reciprocity (Fong et al., 2010). Thus, 
managers in SMEs can simultaneously have self-  
and other- oriented motives (Zheng et al.,  2020), 
incorporating prosocial goals within their business 
strategies (Jenkins, 2009). Consistent with this the-
oretical perspective, we contend that managers’ 
compassionate goals will enhance organizational 
cooperation, which refers to the degree to which 

organizational members coordinate their work 
actions and collaborate to accomplish communal 
goals (Tjosvold et al., 2004).

When people have high compassionate goals, 
they have interdependent interests, since they gen-
uinely care about others’ well- being in addition 
to their own (Crocker et al., 2009), believing that 
helping others may be jointly beneficial (Canevello 
and Crocker,  2011). As suggested by SET, man-
agers with compassionate goals are more likely 
to invest energy and time in building supportive 
relationships with their subordinates, even if they 
cannot derive immediate personal gains from these 
relationships. Indeed, earlier studies found that 
individuals with compassionate goals construe 
their work relationships in win– win terms (Crocker 
and Niiya,  2007). These nonzero- sum views of 
work relationships, together with beliefs in coop-
eration (Erickson et al.,  2018), would lead man-
agers with compassionate goals to seek solutions 
that meet their needs in collaboration with others. 
Precisely, compassionate goals promote a cooper-
ative mindset in which managers feel collaborative 
with others, reducing the risk of potential conflicts 
by fostering the belief that relationship problems 
can be overcome (Crocker and Canevello,  2015). 
This mindset boosts social closeness, which 
leads managers to feel connected with others and 
then want to be compassionate toward them out 
of concern for others’ well- being (Crocker and 
Canevello, 2015). This may enable managers with 
compassionate goals to want to be more responsive 
to their collaborators (Crocker and Niiya,  2007). 
Collaborators would then become more responsive 
in return. For instance, one of the few studies with 
a focus on SMEs indicated that a manager’s goal to 
be compassionate reinforces organizational mem-
bers’ felt compassion, which increases their affec-
tive commitment to the firm (Ko and Choi, 2020). 
Then, a positive responsiveness spiral could be acti-
vated, resulting in more cooperative relationships 
over time (Crocker, 2011). This argument is in line 
with SET, which states that since employees seek 
a balance in their exchange relationships, they are 
willing to reciprocate a manager’s goal to be com-
passionate by engaging in positive work behaviors, 
including cooperative behaviors. As a result, man-
agers with compassionate goals are likely to build a 
supportive environment for others and themselves, 
with virtuous cycles of cooperation that they intend 
to give to and receive from others. Then, consistent 
with SET, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1 Managers’ compassionate goals will 
be positively related to organizational cooperation.
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2.2.  The serial mediating roles of 
organizational cooperation and firm 
innovation

Previous research has extensively analyzed the orga-
nizational factors that determine innovation in SMEs 
(Love and Roper,  2015). These antecedents include 
firm size (Camisón- Zornoza et al.,  2004); avail-
ability of technically qualified staff; technological 
capability (Modi and Rawani,  2020); strategic plan-
ning (Davis and Bendickson,  2021); the presence 
of an innovation- centric culture (Martínez- Costa et 
al.,  2019); and the adoption of market orientation 
(Modi and Rawani, 2020), internal financing (Riding 
et al.,  2012), and effective innovation management 
practices (Heij et al.,  2020). Beyond these factors, 
innovation in SMEs is based on the close cooper-
ation of employees (Sahut and Peris- Ortiz,  2014). 
Thus, SMEs are likely to capitalize on collaborative 
innovation efforts (Davis and Bendickson,  2021), 
relying on cooperation for their survival (Sahut and 
Peris- Ortiz,  2014). Nevertheless, most research has 
focused on how collaborations with external partners 
(e.g., other companies; Guimarães et al.,  2021) in 
R&D activities and innovation projects have a posi-
tive impact on firm innovation, neglecting the role 
of intra- firm organizational cooperation. So far, very 
few studies analyzed the relationship between intra- 
firm organizational cooperation and firm innovation in 
SMEs, showing a positive relationship between these 
two (Ar and Baki, 2011).

Organizational cooperation facilitates the shar-
ing of ideas, knowledge, and resources. As such, 
it can effectively boost the success of innovative 
projects (Melander, 2017), enhance creativity, and 
trigger a firm’s innovation (Aguilar- Zambrano 
and Trujillo, 2017). Drawing on SET, via positive 
responsiveness dynamics, managers with compas-
sionate goals could create a collaborative team 
setting that provides members with resources for 
developing new perspectives to analyze problems, 
leading them to identify innovative solutions (De 
Dreu et al., 2008).

Indeed, since managers with compassionate 
goals seek collective benefits, they are likely to be 
openly receptive to opposing opinions (De Dreu 
et al.,  2008), and engage in flexible thought pro-
cesses (Polman and Emich,  2011). The increased 
organizational cooperation that results from such a 
manager’s goal to be compassionate facilitates the 
integration of diverse perspectives to address prob-
lems in innovative ways (De Dreu et al., 2008). This 
may lead to a more comprehensive understanding of 
the issue’s complexity and to considering a broader 

array of actions to generate innovative solutions 
(Plambeck and Weber, 2009). Moreover, cooperation 
can decrease employees’ fears of voicing their opin-
ions, facilitating the risk- taking activities required to 
develop novel solutions (Chen and Tjosvold, 2012). 
Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 2 Organizational cooperation will be 
positively related to firm innovation.

SMEs benefit from employees’ innovation more 
than large firms due to their limited size and greater 
flexibility (Rosenbusch et al.,  2011). Thus, innovative 
firms can promptly and effectively react to changes in 
their environment by acquiring new capacities (e.g., 
through new practices), which allows them to develop 
other innovations and remain profitable (Makanyeza and 
Dzvuke, 2015). Furthermore, by meeting ever- changing 
customer needs and serving attractive niches with new 
products and services, SMEs can defend their competi-
tive position and achieve a long- term competitive advan-
tage over their competitors through increased revenues 
(Rosenbusch et al., 2011; Lee and Hallak, 2018). The 
introduction of innovative products and services also 
sets entry barriers for potential imitators and creates 
added value for existing consumers, resulting in cus-
tomer loyalty and retention (Rosenbusch et al.,  2011; 
Lee and Hallak,  2018). Additionally, implementing 
innovative ideas creates new demand, attracts new cus-
tomer segments, and increases market share (Khairuddin 
et al., 2019), thereby boosting the performance of the 
firm (Rosenbusch et al., 2011). Accordingly, numerous 
studies have shown that innovation is a critical driver 
of performance in SMEs (e.g., Exposito and Sanchis- 
Llopis, 2018). Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 3 Firm innovation will be positively 
related to firm performance.

Taken together, Hypotheses 1– 3 suggest that man-
agers’ compassionate goals enhance firm innovation 
through the chain mediating role of organizational 
cooperation and firm innovation. As such, manag-
ers’ compassionate goals function as a driving force 
that activates cooperative relationships. Cooperation, 
in turn, represents a positive, collective reaction of 
employees to a manager’s compassionate goals that 
is expected to improve firm innovation and, ulti-
mately, firm performance. Thus, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4 Organizational cooperation and 
firm innovation will sequentially mediate the rela-
tionship between managers’ compassionate goals 
and firm performance.
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2.3.  The undermining effect of managers’ 
self- image goals

To date, little is known about how managers’ inter-
personal goals can be conducive to organizational 
cooperation in SMEs. Yet, Zheng et al.’s (2020) study 
suggested that managers may simultaneously have 
self-  and other- regarding motives and that the relative 
strength of the two types of motives matters in influ-
encing innovation efforts: managers only engage in 
beneficial behaviors toward the firm if their other- 
regarding motives are stronger than their self- serving 
motives. Similarly, individuals can pursue compas-
sionate and self- image goals concurrently (Canevello 
and Crocker,  2010). However, these goals have 
different, and often opposite, relational outcomes 
(Crocker and Canevello, 2012), which makes the 
intentions underpinning supportive actions crucially 
relevant. Indeed, collaborators may strive to under-
stand whether managers want to be supportive mainly 
out of self- image concerns or out of sincere concern 
for their well- being (Crocker and Canevello, 2015). 
In this regard, research has revealed that support 
that is given strategically with a self- image goal and 
addressed to obtain something for oneself may not 
be perceived as genuinely supportive by the recipient 
(Crocker et al., 2010).

Thus, when managers have compassionate goals 
and want to be supportive, but are also high on self- 
image goals, collaborators may not perceive the 
intentions underlying their supportive attempts as 
genuinely caring. Indeed, drawing on SIPT, a man-
ager’s self- image goals may signal to collaborators 
that the manager cares more about gaining some-
thing for himself/herself than about their well- being 
(Crocker and Canevello,  2015). In this case, con-
sistent with SET, when evaluating their exchange 
relation with the manager, the collaborators will not 
feel supported. Consequently, they will be less likely 
to reciprocate and reduce their cooperative efforts. 
Hence, we propose:

Hypothesis 5 Managers’ self- image goals will 
moderate the positive relationship between manag-
ers’ compassionate goals and organizational cooper-
ation such that this relationship will be weaker when 
managers’ self- image goals are higher.

2.4.  The enhancing effect of organizational 
support for innovation

Previous research focusing on SMEs has suggested 
that one of the main concerns employees have 
during the new product development process is the 
lack of support or limited investment in innovation 

(de Vrande et al., 2009). Precisely, studies showed 
that when the top management encourages employ-
ees to take initiative and explore new ways of doing 
things, firm innovation significantly improves 
(Ramdani et al.,  2022). In this respect, organiza-
tional support for innovation refers to the extent to 
which an organization practically supports employ-
ees’ attempts to introduce novel and improved ways 
of doing things in the workplace (West, 1990). The 
degree to which a company supports its employees 
to explore innovative approaches plays a vital role 
in motivating employees’ innovative work behav-
iors (Montani et al., 2021) and shaping the degree 
of the actual innovation in that company (Williams 
et al.,  2013). Specifically, research mostly con-
ducted in large companies suggests that the suc-
cess or failure of a firm depends considerably upon 
the context in which that firm functions such that 
a highly supportive atmosphere may represent 
a critical condition, as it enables organizational 
members to align themselves to implement novel 
ideas (Somech and Drach- Zahavy,  2013). Indeed, 
previous research has indicated that support for 
innovation may prompt employees to be receptive 
to diverse viewpoints, to put forward novel ideas, 
and to increase the awareness of the common goal 
(i.e., to be innovative as a team; Chen et al., 2019). 
This boosts creative thinking (Somech and Drach- 
Zahavy, 2013). Furthermore, as the process of gen-
erating and testing ideas entails errors, employees 
are more likely to take risks when they feel that 
the firm supports their attempts, to avoid likely 
punishments should their actions fail (Chen and 
Tjosvold, 2012).

Drawing on SIPT, we argue that organizational 
support for innovation functions as a salient envi-
ronmental cue about the kind of innovation- related 
attitudes the firm expects in the workplace, influ-
encing team members’ likelihood of adopting the 
innovative behaviors that underlie firm innovation. 
Organizational support for innovation transmits the 
signal that the firm values innovation by providing 
employees with various cues, such as investments 
in new products (Salancik and Pfeffer,  1989). As 
such, organizational support for innovation conveys 
that employees’ efforts to engage in innovation are 
appropriate, as these behaviors are supported with 
opportunities to generate new value. Employees 
may believe that the firm expects them to use the 
knowledge and skills that are integrated through 
their cooperative efforts to achieve innovative out-
comes. As a result, collaborative efforts will be 
addressed toward innovative activities. Conversely, 
when there is little support for innovation, employ-
ees may perceive innovative actions as undesirable 
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behaviors that the firm sanctions. Thus, they might 
be reluctant to invest their cooperative efforts 
in developing innovative ideas. Accordingly, we 
propose:

Hypothesis 6 Organizational support for innova-
tion will moderate the positive relationship between 
organizational cooperation and firm innovation such 
that this relationship will be stronger when organi-
zational support for innovation is higher.

2.5.  Overall moderated mediation model

Our joint moderated mediation framework (see 
Figure  1) suggests that, because managers’ self- 
image goals are expected to attenuate the positive link 
between managers’ compassionate goals and organi-
zational cooperation, and organizational support for 
innovation is expected to enhance the relationship 
between organizational cooperation and firm innova-
tion, the whole indirect path from managers’ com-
passionate goals to firm performance via the serial 
mediation of organizational cooperation and firm 
innovation should be conditional to the joint moder-
ating effect of managers’ self- image goals and orga-
nizational support for innovation. As our SET and 
SITP arguments previously suggested, high levels of 
organizational support for innovation might be of lit-
tle or no help in promoting organizational innovation 
unless managers’ self- image goals are low. Likewise, 
increasing cooperative efforts might not be enough 
to repay a manager’s goal to be genuinely compas-
sionate unless the firm emanates clear signals that 
innovation is a valued and supported endeavor. This 
line of reasoning suggests that the positive indirect 
effect of compassionate goals on firm performance 
via organizational cooperation and firm innovation 
should be stronger when managers’ self- image goals 
are low and organizational support for innovation is 
high. Thus, we propose:

Hypothesis 7 Managers’ self- image goals and 
organizational support for innovation will moderate 

the link between managers’ compassionate goals 
and firm performance via organizational coopera-
tion and firm innovation such that this indirect link 
will be stronger when managers’ self- image goals 
are lower and organizational support for innovation 
is higher.

3.  Method

3.1.  Participants and procedure

Participants in our study were top managers of 
SMEs located in France. In our study, we consider 
that top managers are responsible for adopting key 
policies in a firm. The firms were selected via the 
Bureau Van Dijk DIANE database, which is a refer-
ence tool for macro-  and microeconomic analysis of 
French firms and has been used by prior research to 
retrieve the data necessary to examine performance- 
related outcomes of French SMEs (e.g., Bannour and 
Mtar, 2019). Consistent with the European Union’s 
definition of SMEs,1 as well with prior research on 
European SMEs (e.g., Courrent et al., 2018), the tar-
get population in our study was selected based on the 
following criteria: firms with fewer than 250 employ-
ees, firms with annual sales lower than 50  million 
euros, firms that were independent (i.e., firms where 
the principal shareholder is an individual or a family) 
and pursued profit- oriented business activities.

The control, independent (i.e., managers’ com-
passionate goals), mediating (i.e., organizational 
cooperation and firm innovation), and moderating 
(i.e., managers’ self- image goals and organizational 
support for innovation) variables were measured 
via online survey questionnaires that were admin-
istered to the top managers of the participating 
firms between September 2015 and January 2016. 
The dependent variable (i.e., firm performance) 
was assessed with archival data obtained from the 
DIANE database one year after the survey data col-
lection. This time lag allows the independent and 
mediating variables to be temporally separated from 

Figure 1. Conceptual model.

 14679310, 2023, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/radm

.12549 by U
niversity D

egli Studi D
i M

essina, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [13/02/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



© 2022 The Authors. R&D Management published by RADMA and John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

Managers’ compassionate goals and innovation in SMEs

R&D Management 53, 1, 2023 103

the outcome, thereby reducing the threat of common 
method bias (Podsakoff et al., 2012). The invitation 
email, which contained a hyperlink to the online 
survey questionnaire, explained that this study was 
intended to survey top managers about their percep-
tions of benevolent approaches that could contribute 
to firm performance and innovation. A total of 208 
questionnaires were returned, of which 77 contained 
incomplete information, resulting in 131 usable sur-
veys (response rate = 62.98%). In all, 16 surveys were 
further excluded because archival accounting data on 
firm performance were not available. Consequently, 
the final sample consisted of 115 SMEs.

Most of the surveyed managers operated in 
the manufacturing (15%), scientific and technical 
activities (13%), construction (10%), and informa-
tion and communication (7%) sectors. The firms in 
which they operated had an average size of 45.63 
members (SD  =  74.66), and an average age of 
39.01 years (SD = 81.44). Among the 115 managers, 
83% were men, and 83% had a bachelor’s degree or 
higher. Moreover, their average age was 48.71 years 
(SD = 9.08), and their average organizational tenure 
was 14.35 years (SD = 8.44).

3.2.  Measures

3.2.1.  Managers’ compassionate and self- image 
goals

Managers’ compassionate and self- image goals were 
assessed with Crocker and Niiya’s (2007) seven- item 
(e.g., ‘be supportive of others’; α  =  .64) and six- 
item (e.g., ‘avoid appearing ignorant, incompetent, 
or unintelligent’; α  =  .79) scales, respectively. All 
items began with the phrase, ‘In the past year, in the 
workplace, how much did you want to or try to…’. 
Responses were rated on a five- point scale (1 = not at 
all, 5 = completely). Previous investigations on inter-
personal goals have used these measures extensively, 
finding good internal consistency and moderate test– 
retest reliability (e.g., Montani et al., 2021).

3.2.2.  Organizational cooperation
Organizational cooperation was measured with 
Tjosvold et al.’s (2004) five- item scale, which assesses 
organizational members’ emphasis on mutual goals, 
shared rewards, and common tasks (e.g., ‘our mem-
bers “sink or swim” together’; α =  .77). Responses 
were given on a five- point scale (1 = strongly agree, 
5  =  strongly disagree). This scale has been exten-
sively utilized by earlier studies, showing good reli-
ability (e.g., Chen and Tjosvold, 2012).

3.2.3.  Organizational support for innovation
Fischer et al.’s (2014) five- item scale was adopted to 
measure organizational support for innovation (e.g., 

‘assistance in developing new ideas is generally read-
ily available’; α  =  .74). Mangers indicated to what 
extent their firm engaged in innovation- supportive 
practices on a five- point scale (1 = totally disagree, 
5 = totally agree). This scale has been widely used by 
previous studies on innovation, showing good inter-
nal consistency (e.g., Montani et al., 2021).

3.2.4.  Firm innovation
To measure firm innovation, we followed Smith et 
al.’s (2005) approach –  adopted by subsequent stud-
ies (e.g., Qian et al., 2013) –  by asking managers to 
indicate the number of new products, services, or 
processes their firm had introduced in the workplace 
or marketplace in the most recent year. Since our 
survey data were collected between September 2015 
and January 2016, the values reported by participants 
referred to the innovations implemented over the 
year 2015. In a meta- analysis of innovation studies, 
Damanpour (1991) found that this quantitative count 
is a robust and reliable measure of innovation in a 
wide range of research settings.

3.2.5.  Firm performance
Firm performance was measured using the data on the 
Return on Assets (ROA) of the surveyed firms for the 
year following the survey (2017). ROA represents a 
wide accounting- based measure of firm performance 
that is particularly sensitive to employee collective 
extra efforts, including collaboration (Sully de Luque 
et al., 2008) and is one of the most widely used firm 
performance indicators (La Rocca et al.,  2019). 
Archival measures of ROA were obtained from the 
ORBIS database.

3.2.6.  Control variables
A total of seven control variables were included. 
First, manager age, gender (female = 0; male = 1), 
education (ranging from primary school to post- 
graduate), and organizational tenure were controlled 
for because they have been found to exert confound-
ing effects on firm performance (Reynolds,  2000). 
Second, following previous authors (Zheng et 
al., 2020), we controlled for firms’ size and age, and 
the industrial sector (manufacturing- intensive vs. 
knowledge- intensive industries2) to rule out organi-
zational heterogeneity.

4.  Results

4.1.  Confirmatory factor analysis and 
assessment of common method bias

We conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) in 
Mplus 7.4 (Muthén and Muthén, 1998– 2015) to exam-
ine the discriminant validity of the substantive latent 
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variables of the study, namely managers’ compassion-
ate goals, managers’ self- image goals, organizational 
cooperation, and organizational support for innovation. 
To preserve an optimal indicator- to- sample- size ratio, 
we adopted the parceling technique (Little,  2013). 
Following the procedure recommended by Little (2013), 
we created three parcels to indicate the corresponding 
latent variables by combining items with higher fac-
tor loadings with those with lower factor loadings. 
The hypothesized four- factor model showed a good fit 
to the data (χ2(48) = 56.46, CFI = .97, RMSEA = .04, 
SRMR = .06) and outperformed any alternative model 
(P < .01; see Table 1). Accordingly, the CFA results pro-
vide evidence for the distinctiveness of these variables. 
Table 2 provides the descriptive statistics and correla-
tions for the study variables.

However, since managers’ compassionate and self- 
image goals, organizational cooperation, and organi-
zational support for innovation were measured at the 
same time by the same source, common method vari-
ance within time points could occur. Accordingly, we 
used the unmeasured latent method factor technique 
(Podsakoff et al.,  2012) to examine this issue with 
CFA. The results revealed that the fit of the hypoth-
esized model with the inclusion of the unmeasured 
latent method factor was not significantly different 
from the original four- factor model (Δχ2(11) = 7.18, 
ns). Moreover, the unmeasured latent method fac-
tor accounted for 21.55% of the total variance, 
lower than the median amount of method variance 
(25%) observed in self- report research (Podsakoff 
et al., 2012). Accordingly, these results suggest that 
common method variance is unlikely to be a major 
concern in this study.

4.2.  Hypothesis testing

To test our hypotheses, we run a series of (moderated) 
multiple regression analyses using Hayes’  (2013) 

Process macro for SPSS and used a bootstrapping 
approach with 10,000 resamples, featuring replace-
ment of the original data to calculate 95% bias- 
corrected confidence intervals (CI) for the estimates 
of the hypothesized (moderated) indirect effects 
(Hayes, 2013).

To test Hypotheses 1– 3, we examined the exis-
tence of positive direct relationships between man-
agers’ compassionate goals and organizational 
cooperation (Hypothesis 1), between organizational 
cooperation and firm innovation (Hypothesis  2), 
and firm innovation and firm performance 
(Hypothesis  3). Managers’ compassionate goals 
were directly and positively related to organizational 
cooperation (β = .44, P < .01, Model 1; see Table 3). 
Moreover, organizational cooperation was positively 
related to firm innovation (β = .23, P < .05, Model 3), 
and firm innovation was positively associated with 
firm performance (β = .20, P < .05, Model 5). Thus, 
Hypotheses 1– 3 were supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted the sequential mediating 
role of organizational cooperation and firm inno-
vation in the relationship between managers’ com-
passionate goals and firm performance. Based on 
10,000 bootstrap replications, the results showed 
that the indirect effect of managers’ compassion-
ate goals on firm performance via organizational 
cooperation and firm innovation was significant 
(estimate = .02, 95% CI = .01, .06), thus support-
ing Hypothesis 4. Moreover, none of the additional 
direct paths among the variables (i.e., managers’ 
compassionate goals→firm innovation, managers’ 
compassionate goals→firm innovation, and organi-
zational cooperation→firm performance) was sig-
nificant (see Table 4), suggesting a full, sequential 
mediating effect of organizational cooperation and 
firm innovation.

We then evaluated the interaction effect of 
managers’ compassionate goals and managers’ 

Table 1. Confirmatory factor analysis results: fit indices

Model χ2 df Δχ2 Δdf CFI RMSEA SRMR

Hypothesized four- factor model 56.46* 48 – – .97 .04 .06
Three- factor models

Combining MCG and MSG 143.89* 51 87.43* 3 .70 .13 .10

Combining organizational cooperation and 
OSI

108.54* 51 52.08* 3 .81 .10 .09

Two- factor model (combining MCG and 
MSG, and organizational cooperation and 
OSI)

195.77* 53 139.31* 5 .53 .15 .12

One- factor model 210.36* 54 153.90* 6 .49 .16 .12

N = 115.
CFI, comparative fit index; MCG, managers’ compassionate goals; MSG, managers’ self- image goals; OSI, organizational support for 
innovation; RMSEA, root mean square error of approximation; SRMR, standardized root means square residual.
*P < .01.
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self- image goals on organizational cooperation 
(Hypothesis 5), and the interaction effect of organi-
zational cooperation and organizational support for 
innovation on firm innovation (Hypothesis 5). We 
centered the variables before computing the inter-
action term. In Table 3 (see Model 2), the manag-
ers’ compassionate goals × managers’ self- image 
goals interaction term demonstrated a statistically 
significant effect on organizational cooperation 
(β  =  −.22, P < .01; see Figure  2). A simple slope 
test indicated that the positive relationship between 

managers’ compassionate goals and organizational 
cooperation was stronger at low levels of self- image 
goals (B =  .80, P < .01) –  that is, 1 SD below the 
mean –  than at high levels (B = .32, P < .05) –  that 
is, 1 SD above the mean. Therefore, Hypothesis 5 
was supported.

In Model 4 of Table 3, the interaction term between 
organizational cooperation and organizational sup-
port for innovation significantly predicted firm 
innovation (β = .21, P < .01; see Figure 3). A simple 
slope test suggested that organizational cooperation 

Table 3. Hierarchical moderated multiple regression analyses with organizational cooperation and firm innovation as 
mediators

Organizational cooperation Organizational innovation Firm performance

Variables M1 M2 M3 M4 M5

Industry sector −.09 −.04 .07 .02 .02
Organization size .04 .00 .11 .11 −.05

Organization age −.14 −.12 .03 .07 −.04

Manager gender .12 .11 .13 .11 −.00

Manager age .13 .15 −.16 −.19* −.05

Manager education .01 .03 −.08 −.13 −.13

Manager tenure .02 .00 −.12 −.12 −.05

Managers’ compassion-
ate goals (ECG)

.44** .44** .00 −.05 .08

Organizational 
cooperation

– – .23* .16 .15

Firm innovation – – – – .20*

Managers’ self- image 
goals (ESG)

– .04 – – 

Organizational support 
for innovation (OSI)

– – – .47**

MCG × MSG – −.22** – – 

Organizational 
cooperation × OSI

– – – .21*

R2 .25 .29 .13 .36 .12

F 4.46** 4.32** 1.74 5.18** 1.39

N = 115. Estimates are standardized coefficients. For industry sector: 0 = Manufacturing- intensive industries, 1 = knowledge- intensive 
industries. For manager gender: 1 = female, 2 = male.
*P < .05,
**P < .01.

Table 4. Conditional indirect effects of managers’ compassionate goals on firm performance via organizational 
cooperation and firm innovation at different values and combinations of managers’ self- image goals and organizational 
support for innovation

First- stage moderator Second- stage moderator

Organizational performance

Estimate 95% confidence interval

High MSG High OSI .22 (−.01, 1.21)
High MSG Low OSI −.10 (−.67, −.02)

Low MSG High OSI .60 (.03, 1.73)

Low MSG Low OSI −.28 (−1.09, −.09)

N = 115. Confidence intervals are based on 10,000 bootstrapping samples.
MSG, managers’ self- image goals; OSI, organizational support for innovation.
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had a statistically significant, positive relationship 
with firm innovation at high levels of organizational 
support for innovation (B = 2.31, P < .01), but a non- 
significant, negative relationship with firm inno-
vation at low levels of organizational support for 
innovation (B = −.18, ns). Thus, the results supported 
Hypothesis 6.

Finally, we conducted bootstrapping analyses 
(resampling 10,000 times) to test the conditional 
indirect effects, as predicted by Hypothesis  7. 
Results showed that managers’ compassionate goals 
had a positive indirect effect on firm performance 
via organizational cooperation and firm innovation 
only when managers’ self- image goals were low 
and organizational support for innovation was high 
(B  =  .60, 95% CI  =  .03, 1.73; see Table  4). This 
indirect effect was non- significant at high levels of 
managers’ self- image goals and organizational sup-
port for innovation (B = .22, 95% CI = −.01, 1.21), 
and significantly negative when organizational sup-
port innovation was low and managers’ self- image 
goals were either high (B = −.10, 95% CI = −.67, 
−.02) or low (B  =  −.28, 95% CI  =  −1.09, −.09). 
These results support Hypothesis 7.

5.  Discussion

This is the first empirical study to test whether, how, 
and under which conditions managers’ compas-
sionate goals may facilitate the innovation and per-
formance of SMEs. The findings demonstrated that 
the link between managers’ compassionate goals 
and firm performance was sequentially mediated 
by organizational cooperation and firm innovation, 
but only when managers had low self- image goals 
and when, simultaneously, the levels of organiza-
tional support for innovation were high. Overall, 
the results demonstrate that a manager’s goal to be 
compassionate toward their collaborators may draw 
remarkable benefits in terms of improved organiza-
tional cooperation and, when there are high levels of 
organizational support for innovation, increased firm 
innovation and, ultimately, firm performance.

5.1.  Theoretical contributions

This research makes several key contributions to 
the literature. First, while the two studies examin-
ing the role of compassionate goals in the work-
place were conducted on employees in large 
companies (see Crocker and Niiya, 2007; Montani 
et al.,  2021), this is, as far as we know, the first 
study to analyze this topic from the perspective of 
top- level managers within SMEs. According to the 
study by Crocker and Niiya  (2007), our research 
indicates that individuals’ compassionate and self- 
image goals are related to important work- related 
behaviors. Our findings also support the under-
mining effect of self- image goals (Crocker, 2011), 
which contrasts with Montani et al.  (2021). The 
authors showed that employees from collectivistic 
countries (i.e., Brazil) were more likely than those 
from individualistic countries (i.e., Canada) to 
engage in innovative work behaviors when driven 
by self- image goals. Since our study participants 
were from an individualistic country (France), the 
cultural dimension of individualism might thus 
have shaped the effect of managers’ compassion-
ate and self- image goals on the innovation and, 
ultimately, the performance of the firms surveyed. 
Taken together, the findings from these investiga-
tions highlight the value of considering cultural 
dimensions to understand the impact of interper-
sonal goals on work and organizational outcomes.

Second, as far as we know, this is the second 
study to analyze the role of managers’ goals on inno-
vation and performance (see Zhang and Wang, 2020 
for innovation; Van den Heuvel,  2006 for per-
formance) in SMEs by answering calls for more 

Figure 2. Organizational cooperation as a function of managers’ 
compassionate goals (MCG) at ±1 standard deviation (SD) of 
managers’ self- image goals (MSG). At low MSG (1 SD below 
the mean), B = .80, P < .01; at high MSG (1 SD above the mean), 
B = .32, P < .05.

Figure 3. Firm innovation as a function of organizational 
cooperation at ±1 standard deviation (SD) of organizational 
support for innovation (OSI). At low OSI (1 SD below the mean), 
B = −.18, ns; at high OSI (1 SD above the mean), B = 2.31, P < .01.
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research on this topic in the SME context (Zahoor 
and Al- Tabbaa, 2020). Investigating the managerial- 
level antecedents of innovation in SMEs is of utmost 
importance, as, due to their nature and size, SMEs 
are particularly well- positioned to overcome disad-
vantages resulting from resource constraints by inno-
vating themselves (Taneja et al.,  2016). Thus, this 
study contributes to previous research by confirming 
the role of managers in facilitating innovation and 
performance in SMEs and showing that their other- 
oriented goals may set the foundation for successful 
firm innovation and, ultimately, performance.

Third, to our knowledge, this is the first study 
to reveal a positive association between managers’ 
compassionate goals and organizational cooperation 
in SMEs. In doing so, this study provides empirical 
evidence for the understudied assumption that the 
effects of managers’ goals extend to firm outcomes 
in the context of SMEs (see Zhang and Wang, 2020 
for an exception). Moreover, this is the first research 
to indicate that a manager’s goal to be compassion-
ate can facilitate collaborative activities at work, 
thereby enriching the small body of research on the 
antecedents of organizational cooperation in SMEs.

Fourth, this study deepens our understanding of 
the boundary conditions associated with the ben-
eficial effects of managers’ compassionate goals. 
Indeed, our results showed that two conditions 
must be satisfied for organizational cooperation to 
transmit the benefits of managers’ compassionate 
goals to innovation and, ultimately, performance: 
managers with compassionate goals must have low 
self- image goals, and, simultaneously, the level of 
organizational support for innovation must be high. 
On the one hand, this study helps clarify the con-
sequences of compassionate goals (Crocker, 2011) 
by revealing that when managers have compas-
sionate goals primarily to benefit themselves, they 
may undermine organizational cooperation and 
ultimately hamper innovation to boost firm perfor-
mance. In doing so, our study offers new insights 
into the combined effects of managers’ interper-
sonal goals in SMEs, providing further evidence 
that the relative strength of self-  and other- oriented 
motives matters in affecting innovation efforts 
(Zheng et al., 2020). On the other hand, this study 
indicates that organizational support for innova-
tion represents an essential condition to translate 
organizational collaborative efforts into enhanced 
firm innovation and, ultimately, firm performance. 
Although the key role of support for innovation in 
shaping a firm’s innovation and employees’ inno-
vative behavior has been widely confirmed by pre-
vious studies in large companies (e.g., Williams 
et al., 2013; Montani et al., 2021), this is the first 

research in the SME context to analyze its enhanc-
ing effect in a model with managers’ compassion-
ate goals as antecedents. Accordingly, our results 
advance the literature on innovation in SMEs.

5.2.  Practical implications

By disclosing the (conditional) benefits of compas-
sion for firm outcomes, this research provides new 
insights for practitioners. First, key organizational 
decision- makers could be coached and trained on 
compassion to be good managers (Sapienza, 2005). 
To this end, managers could be provided with a set 
of tools to foster compassionate goals. These tools 
might include value self- affirmation exercises (Shade 
and Crocker,  2011), compassion meditation (e.g., 
concentrating on what the individual cares about 
beyond his/her interest; Erickson et al.,  2017), and 
loving- kindness meditation (i.e., a form of medita-
tion focused on cultivating warm feelings for others; 
Davidson and McEwen, 2012).

Second, the finding that organizational cooper-
ation may promote a firm’s innovation, but only at 
high levels of organizational support for innovation 
suggests that SMEs should consider promoting col-
laborative activities and fostering organizational sup-
port for innovation. To this aim, managerial efforts 
could focus on implementing strategies to enhance 
communication and information sharing, collective 
coping skills within the team (Montani et al., 2020) 
and socialization practices to stimulate bonding 
among team members. Likewise, managers could be 
coached on being more supportive of innovative prac-
tices (King et al., 2007). Managers could also con-
sider introducing novel systems and structures that 
promote an open organizational atmosphere through 
training or organizational development initiatives.

5.3.  Limitations and future research 
recommendations

The contributions of this research must be interpreted 
considering its limitations. First, our study relied 
on cross- sectional and self- report data to measure 
independent, mediating, and moderating variables, 
which may raise issues of common method variance. 
However, following the recommendations from meth-
odologists (Podsakoff et al., 2012), we controlled for 
common method bias and found that it was unlikely 
to be a major concern in our study. Moreover, we 
collected objective data on firm performance (i.e., 
archival information on the firm’s ROA) for the year 
following the survey data collection, thereby reduc-
ing the limitations associated with the cross- sectional 
and self- report nature of the survey data.
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Notwithstanding, managers’ declared intentions to 
be compassionate may not reflect how they actually 
behave with their collaborators and may be biased by 
social desirability concerns, self- deception, or inac-
curate recall. However, research indicated that social 
desirability does not account for the effects of inter-
personal goals (Crocker and Canevello, 2012), and that 
self- reports are consistent with informant ratings of 
interpersonal goals, at least in roommate dyads (Crocker 
and Canevello, 2008; Canevello and Crocker, 2010) and 
clinical samples (Erickson et al., 2018). Nevertheless, 
future research should integrate managers’ self- ratings 
of interpersonal goals with collaborators’ assessment 
of managers’ compassionate behavior to understand 
whether the consistency between manager’s and col-
laborators’ perceptions might influence different firm 
outcomes. For instance, future studies could investi-
gate whether managers’ compassionate goal achieve-
ment (i.e., actually being perceived as compassionate 
by collaborators) can strengthen the positive impact of 
compassionate goal setting (i.e., manager compassion-
ate goals) on intra- firm cooperation and firm outcomes. 
Likewise, we theoretically assumed that a manager’s 
compassionate goals would foster collaborators’ coop-
erative behaviors by activating positive responsiveness 
dynamics. However, we did not assess the manager- 
collaborator social exchange mechanisms that could be 
responsible for transmitting the benefits of managers’ 
compassionate goals to collaborators’ cooperation. 
Hence, additional research is needed to understand 
whether manager- collaborator responsiveness dynam-
ics can explain the positive impact of compassionate 
goals on intra- firm cooperation and, ultimately, firm 
innovation and performance.

Second, innovation was measured only based on 
the number of innovations a firm had introduced in 
the last year. Thus, future work should focus on other 
measures for innovation, and collect data from multi-
ple sources. Future studies should adopt multisource 
ratings of innovation because, although managers 
represent reliable sources of innovation activities 
in SMEs (Ahn et al., 2017), employees have direct 
experience of and then more information about orga-
nizational cooperation and about the extent to which 
they are involved in innovation- related behaviors, 
such as the implementation of novel ideas (Montani 
et al., 2021).

Third, a multilevel approach would be strongly 
recommended in the future to adequately examine 
whether and how organizational- level factors (i.e., 
organizational support for innovation) influence both 
individual- level and organizational- level innovation 
depending on managers’ and employees’ interper-
sonal goals. Future studies could also integrate a top- 
down approach –  examining the effects of managers’ 

interpersonal goals on organizational and individual 
outputs –  with a bottom- up approach –  analyzing 
how interpersonal goals of employees at lower hier-
archical levels affect organizational processes and 
outcomes at higher levels. Future research should 
also investigate the effects of middle- level manag-
ers’ interpersonal goals on innovation outcomes 
because the behaviors of top- level and middle- level 
managers have been found to differentially influence 
subordinates’ innovative behaviors (Šimanauskienė 
et al.,  2021). Finally, our research was limited to 
French SMEs. Since firm size (Camisón- Zornoza 
et al.,  2004) and the country’s cultural configura-
tion (Montani et al., 2021) play a key role in shap-
ing innovation outcomes, replication studies should 
be conducted in samples from larger firms or SMEs 
located in other nations to increase the generalizabil-
ity of these findings. We hope that these findings will 
encourage future attempts to clarify the role of com-
passionate goals on firm outcomes in SMEs.
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Notes

 1 We follow the EU definition of SMEs, namely ‘enter-
prises which employ fewer than 250 persons and which 
have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million, 
and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 
43 million’ (European Commission, 2003, p. 39).

 2 Our choice to categorize SMEs’ industrial sectors into 
knowledge- intensive and manufacturing- intensive 
industries is based on prior organizational research 
suggesting that the types of work tasks characteris-
tic of these two sectors engender distinct demands 
for innovation and, thereby, are expected to differ-
entially influence firm’s innovativeness (Daft and 
Macintosh, 1981). Indeed, while manufacturing work-
ers tend to work on familiar tasks that can be speci-
fied in advance and handled via specific procedures, 
knowledge workers tend to work on less analyzable, 
more complex, and more uncertain tasks that require 

higher problem solving and active use of knowledge 
to find new solutions (Daft and Macintosh,  1981; 
Fausing et al., 2013). Therefore, demands for and in-
vestment in innovative activities might be higher in 
knowledge than in manufacturing- intensive firms. 
Consistent with this rationale, the results of logistic 
regression analysis showed that the sector was posi-
tively and significantly related to our sample manag-
ers’ qualitative rating of firm innovativeness (B = .95, 
P < .05) –  a dichotomous variable that distinguishes 
firms rated as innovative (0) and non- innovative (1).
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