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Dansk resume 
 

Der er generelt i samfundet i dag meget stor opmærksomhed på emnet innovation. Dette 
betyder også at der fra mange sider overvejes hvordan virksomheder kan blive bedre til 
innovation. Vi har behov for at nytænke innovation – at være innovative med den måde vi er 
innovative på. 

Nogle af det nyeste innovations litteraturen diskuterer, er ’Open innovation’, ’Continous 
innovation’ og ’High Involvement Innovation’ (HI innovation). Den første er en måde hvorpå 
man kan blive bedre til i netværk med andre at gennemføre innovationer, det andet drejer sig 
om udfordringen ved at kunne håndtere både en optimeret produktion og det at være innovativ 
samtidigt. HI innovation er en fællesbetegnelse for forskellige tilgange til hvordan man kan 
organisere sig i virksomheden med udgangspunkt i involvering og deltagelse fra 
medarbejderside. Herved lægges der afstand til den tidligere gængse holdning om at 
innovation foregår i mere eller mindre lukkede R&D afdelinger med særligt kreativt 
personale. Innovation er ikke kun noget der har med produktudvikling at gøre, men kan 
dække mange flere forhold i virksomheden.  

Små og mellemstore virksomheder (SMV’er) har grundet færre ressourcer end store 
virksomheder haft vanskeligere ved at finansiere dedikerede personer til at varetage 
innovation eller til at betale eksterne konsulenter til at lede forandringsprojekter. Hovedtanken 
bag denne afhandling har været at undersøge hvorledes man kunne hjælpe disse virksomheder 
til at blive mere innovative på en måde der ikke kræver et stort ressource forbrug men har en 
langvarig virkning og som fokuserer på de personer og muligheder der findes i virksomheden. 

Medarbejder involvering, deltagelse, læring, politiske processer og innovationsmodeller. 
Dette er keywords fra det udførte aktionsforskningsprojekt der blev gennemført gennem 2,5 
år i en service virksomhed med 75 ansatte. Hovedformålet med det udførte aktions forsknings 
projekt var at undersøge om det var muligt at indføre HI innovation i virksomheden med 
fokus på at iagttage hvorledes en gruppe medarbejdere gennem en læringsproces opnåede 
viden om innovation og træning i at bruge forskellige værktøjer som dobbelt-loop læring og 
problemløsnings seminarer. Til at støtte læringsprocessen var der blevet udviklet en ny slags 
innovations audit kaldet ’en faciliteret interaktiv innovations audit’ og en innovations guide 
model.  

Implementationen foregik via et ’bottom-up’ projekt med det sigte at skabe videns spredning 
fra en styregruppe hvor det er ansatte som er deltagere, i modsætning til hvis projektet var 
styret fra ledelsen. Der blev udvalgt 7 deltagere fra virksomheden til at være i en styregruppe 
for projektet. Disse deltog i ca. 10 dages kurser og heldagsmøder hvor de bla. med hjælp fra 
innovations audit’en udvalgte en stribe forbedringsområder i virksomheden der skulle forøge 
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innovationen. Disse medarbejdere diskuterede med og udspurgte kollegaer om de udvalgte 
områder. På denne baggrund blev der startet en stribe projekter op som deltagerne sørgede for 
blev gennemført. Projekterne spænder i omfang fra en ny organisations struktur i 
virksomheden, over et ide-styrings system og tiltag for at forbedre kommunikationen. Før 
projektets start var det forventet at innovationsmodellerne ville spille en stor rolle i 
forandringsprocessen bl.a. ud fra den store opmærksomhed der kan være omkring innovations 
audit. Innovationsmodellerne var vigtige men deres rolle blev en anden end forventet. Brugen 
af disse samt den generelle læringsproces deltagerne gennemførte med en stigende vægt på at 
afprøve færdighederne i virksomheden medførte en stærkere magtposition for deltagerne. En 
magtposition der både bevidst og ubevidst blev brugt af deltagerne til at sikre forbedrings 
projekternes gennemførelse. Dobbelt-loop lærings metodikken var nem at forstå for 
deltagerne men noget vanskeligere at bruge i dagligdagen. I deltagernes rolle som 
forandringsagenter, superbrugere i innovationssammenhænge, forhandlere, almindelige 
medarbejdere etc. havde det at kunne stille spørgsmål til fastgroede rutiner og politikker en 
væsentlig afsmittende effekt på andre ansatte. Disse antog undervejs i projektet en lagt mere 
proaktiv holdning til innovation i virksomheden. 

Styringsgruppen blev grundet deres position en politisk magtfaktor både over for ledelsen 
men også over for øvrige medarbejdere. Specielt medarbejderne havde stor tiltro til 
deltagerne. Dette viste sig f.eks. i en situation hvor en medarbejder spurgte hvorfor en given 
ændring skulle gennemføres, og svaret var: ”fordi I selv har efterspurgt denne”. I andre 
tilfælde hvor medarbejderne tøvede med at deltage hjalp det når det blev afklaret at 
initiativtagerne var fra denne gruppe og ikke fra ledelsen.  

Dette forskningsprojekt stiller spørgsmål ved den etablerede måde at forøge innovationen i en 
virksomhed på. Det er normalt en ledelsesopgave at igangsætte, udvælge og styre forbedrings- 
og forandrings- projekter i en virksomhed. Derudover betragtes magt og politik hovedsageligt 
som alene være barrierer der bør fjernes. I fremtidens virksomhed kan det blive nødvendigt at 
inddrage medarbejdernes innovative potentiale på en helt anden måde end vi tidligere har set. 
Dette kræver også nye måder at tænke og agere på fra ledelsens side. Ledelsen har stadig en 
vigtig rolle i forandringsprojektet, men på visse områder kan det betale sig at lade 
medarbejderne få mere indflydelse hvis disse ønskes reelt at deltage i virksomhedens 
innovative fremtid. Denne indflydelse vil sætte sig spor på det politiske plan i virksomheden, 
noget som både skal erkendes, accepteres og tilskyndes i tilgift til brugen af værktøjer som 
double-loop læring og innovations modeller hvis man reelt ønsker at indføre HI innovation.  

Denne afhandling er opbygget over fem artikler som er søgt inddraget undervejs.  
 
Artikel #1, Service innovation 
Titel: Service innovation through involvement: a case study using the service characteristics. 
Beskrivelse: En beskrivelse og diskussion af karakteristika for en service virksomhed og 
hvordan HI innovation passer til en sådan virksomhed. 
 
Artikel #2, Implementation through action research 
Titel: Implementation of high involvement innovation in a SME; An action research project 
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Beskrivelse: En beskrivelse af hvordan HI innovation blev implementeret og hvordan denne 
proces blev evalueret gennem brugen af forskellige dataindsamlingsmetoder. Projektet blev 
udført som aktions forskning.  
 
Artikel #3, Innovation audit as a learning tool 
Titel: How to use an innovation audit as a learning tool: a case study 
Beskrivelse: Et forslag til hvorledes man kan integrere implementationen af 
forbedringsprojekter med en faciliteret interaktiv innovations audit. 
 
Artikel #4, Learning and organisational change  
Titel: How learning contributes to organisational change and high-involvement innovation: a 
case study. 
Beskrivelse: Beskrivelse af hvordan en læringsproces bliver brugt til at skabe involvering af 
medarbejdere og hvorledes personerne bliver politiske aktører i virksomheden og hvad dette 
betyder for implementeringen af HI innovation. 
 
Artikel #5, The high-involvement innovation process  
Titel: Why a NPD process is not enough: the role of the innovation process towards high-
involvement innovation. 
Beskrivelse: Når der skal implementeres HI innovation er fokus alene på NPD processen 
utilstrækkelig. Artiklen beskriver fem bagvedliggende områder for innovation der bør 
medtages i et sådan implementerings projekt. 
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English Summary 
There is in our society today accelerating attention on the subject of innovation and how 
companies could utilise their resources better in regards to innovation. There is a need to 
rethink innovation – we need to be innovative on how we are innovative.  

The more recent innovation literature discusses new ideas such as ‘Open innovation’, 
‘Continuous innovation’ and ‘High-Involvement innovation’ (HI innovation), the first being 
how innovation can be enhanced in collaboration and networks and the second on the 
challenges of simultaneously handling both optimized operations and innovations. HI 
innovation is an umbrella term for different approaches on how a company can be organised 
towards innovation based on involvement of the employees. This is a dissociation from the 
more traditional innovation approach where the company is organised with an enclosed R&D 
department equipped with selected creative people. Innovations in this present context are not 
focused solely on product innovation, but have a much broader coverage within the 
organisation.  

Having fewer resources than large companies means that Small and Medium Enterprises 
(SMEs) have less access to external consultancy or to hire employees solely to handle 
innovation. The main idea with this thesis is to investigate how it is possible for these SMEs 
to become more innovative by focussing on employees, limited resources within the company 
and on existing innovation potential. 

‘Involvement of employees’, ‘participation’, ‘learning’, ‘political process’ and ‘innovation 
models’ are keywords from the Action Research (AR) project carried out throughout two and 
a half years in a service company with seventy-five employees. The main goal was to 
investigate how HI innovation could be implemented by a group of employees through a 
learning process where they acquired knowledge on innovation and training in the use of tools 
like double-loop learning and problem-solving sessions. To support this, a new innovation 
audit approach was developed called ‘a facilitated interactive innovation audit’, and also an 
innovation guide model. 

The implementation was made as a ’bottom-up’ project having the employees as participants 
in contrast to managers and aiming to ensure the spreading of received knowledge to all 
employees. Seven employees were selected from the company to form an innovation steering 
group (IS group). These participants were engaged in ten days of training, seminars and 
several meetings where they selected the areas of possible improvement while finding support 
in the innovation audit material. Following this the participants discussed and interviewed 
colleagues on the selected areas and were later responsible for the selection and subsequent 
implementation of the projects. The projects ranged from proposing a new organisational 
structure to an idea-management system and improvement of communication.  
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Before the commencement of the AR project it was expected that the innovation models 
would play an important role in the change process due to the attention in both industry and 
literature given to standardised innovation audits. The models were productive but having 
another role than that expected. The use of these in combination with the learning process, 
having an increased focus on bringing the knowledge back home into daily work, gave the 
participants substantially more power in the organisation, a position that both deliberately and 
unconsciously was used to ensure the implementation of the improvement projects by the 
participants. The thoughts and methodology of double-loop learning was relatively easy for 
the participants to grasp, though it was more complicated to use in daily work situations.  

Acting in different ways like change agents, super-users in innovation matters, negotiators, 
colleagues etc. the participants were now able to question rigid politics and unquestionable 
routines, which had a positive effect on their colleagues, changing through the project from 
being merely passive to taking an active part in innovation. 

The IS group became a political factor that could not be neglected by either management or 
other employees. The employees had high trust in the participants and what they did. It also 
gave legitimacy to group members, when answering the question, “Why should we undertake 
this new project?” with “Because you asked for it”. A few initiatives, however, encountered 
more resistance because employees thought they were rooted in a management request to save 
money; reassurance from the IS group that they were indeed the project initiators greatly 
helped to alleviate such suspicions. 

This research challenges the traditional way of increasing innovation in a SME. It is normally 
management that initiate, select and control improvements and change-projects within a 
company, and power and politics are regarded mainly as barriers that should be removed. It 
will be beneficial for companies to involve employees and their innovative potential much 
more than seen hitherto. To do this demands new ways of thinking and acting from 
management as well. Management still have an important role in the change project, but in 
certain areas it will be rewarding if employees are given more influence and are allowed and 
encouraged to be involved. This will create changes to politics and power relations between 
management and employees, and this together with the use of tools like double-loop learning 
and innovation models has to be acknowledged, accepted and even encouraged if HI 
innovation is to be implemented.  

This thesis is built upon five articles, which are included in the appendix. 
 
Article #1, Service innovation 
Title of article: Service innovation through involvement: a case study using the service 
characteristics. 
Short description: A description and discussion of the characteristics of a service company 
and how HI innovation suits such a company. 
 
Article #2, Implementation through action research 
Title of article: Implementation of high involvement innovation in a SME: an action research 
project 
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Short description: A description of how HI innovation was implemented through an action 
research project and how the results were evaluated through the use of various data collection 
methods. 
  
Article #3, Innovation audit 
Title of article: How to use an innovation audit as a learning tool: a case study 
Short description: How to integrate the selection and implementation phase of improvement 
projects into a facilitated interactive innovation audit. 
 
Article #4, Learning 
Title of article: How learning contributes to organisational change and high-involvement 
innovation: a case study. 
Short description: A description of how a learning process is used to create involvement of 
employees resulting in these being active political actors striving to implement HI innovation 
within the case company. 
 
Article #5, Innovation process  
Title of article: Why a NPD process is not enough: the role of the innovation process towards 
high-involvement innovation. 
Short description: Enhancing HI innovation demands focussing on more than the NPD 
process. The article describes five areas that should be taken into account when planning to 
implement an improvement project targeting HI innovation.  
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Preface 
I tried to explain [to the manager] that there was no reason not to do that [a new 
way of using the reception telephone], but you can’t say that to anybody who’s 
smart, who runs a hotel! 
I learned there that innovation is a very difficult thing in the real world. 

Richard P. Feynman – Surely you’re joking Mr. Feynman (1985 p.29) 

 

Much has been written on the importance of innovation. Any company that does not excel in 
innovation is in constant danger of being eradicated by globalization, the competitor around 
the corner, customers’ changing tastes or habits, regulations etc. Literature on this subject is 
almost saturated by books and articles telling companies how important radical innovation 
capability is because incremental innovation is simply not good enough when trying to 
survive just that little bit longer. No wonder that some companies think innovation is just 
another management fad, or crying ‘wolf’ just for the sake of it. One might fear that 
employees could get the impression that last year’s fad for management was ‘lean’, having 
previously been business process re-engineering and today, innovation. One has to be 
cautious, though, when introducing innovation to an organisation. 

Innovation as renewal of a business or part thereof has long existed, either in encapsulated 
R&D departments or in minor companies as part of a manager’s job. The ‘only’ problem with 
this arrangement is that whereas it might have provided enough new initiatives in the past so 
that the company could survive, now it is no longer sufficient. Facing global competition any 
company has to consider if it is enough to treat innovation as ‘good business acumen’ or if 
something new has to be done.  

If a company accepts the importance of innovation the next natural step is to ask, ‘How 
should we do it? How are we going to change ourselves and in which direction?’  The 
company could choose to create or hire a group of ‘innovators’ and transfer the responsibility 
to them or execute an innovation audit and subsequently try to implement the resultant 
recommendations. The company could also choose to revise the strategy followed by a 
management-controlled change project with a focus on identified areas, trying to achieve ‘best 
practice’. Some common characteristics on these initiatives are striving for best practice and 
keeping the projects under management control. Both issues might not be that suited for 
enhancing innovation with a broad perspective adapted to unique companies.  

In this research, focus is different; ‘best practice’ is not used as a measure but only as an 
inspirational instrument and control of the implementation process is divided among 
employees and managers. The goal of this is innovation wherein all employees are involved 
and participate with a commitment built upon a long-term learning process and changes in 
political structures.  

In Denmark innovation is on the industrial agenda having high focus on technological 
innovations in nano-, bio-, and information technology. Besides this, larger companies tend to 
get all the column space in newspapers and through countrywide ‘innovation benchmarks’ 
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(Center_for_Ledelse 2005)  having greater resources to spend on innovation. Even though 
there are many similarities on how innovation could be established in both small and large 
companies the amount of resources and political factors might be important differentiators. 
Having the idea that Danish companies have potential for more innovations than merely 
technologically based products innovation and a desire to support SMEs, who often have 
neither R&D departments, nor the resources for extensive use of specialized technologies or 
consultants, I have chosen to focus this research on SMEs. 

The research is rooted in recent innovation literature focussing on the challenges and 
possibilities of open innovation (Chesbrough 2003a), continuous innovation (Boer and 
Bessant 2002; Boer and Gertsen 2003), high-involvement innovation (Bessant 2003) and 
learning literature (Argyris 2004). 
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1. Introduction 
 

The present dissertation consists of five papers integrated within a joint framework. The aim 
of the dissertation is to describe, analyse and discuss an implementation project of high-
involvement innovation in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) carried out as an Action 
Research (AR) project. Focus is on the implementation process, where employees are 
involved as both practitioners in innovation and as change agents, implementing and selecting 
improvement projects. 

In the text different approaches are used to name the researcher. When appropriate the highly 
personal term ‘I’ is used; whereas in other places the term ‘the researcher’ is used where more 
suitable. To avoid confusion between ‘the researcher’ as a synonym for myself and ‘a 
researcher’ in the third person, these are intended not to be used where there could be any 
difficulty in distinguishing between them. 
 
Background and motivation to carry through this research project 

The desire to increase the amount of innovation in a company is often the deciding factor in 
fulfilling an innovation audit but just fulfilling the audit does not automatically lead to 
improvement. The implementation phase is not a part of the traditional innovation audit. 

Eight years ago, in 2000, when I was undertaking a MBA project, I was highly interested in 
innovation audits and the outcome of these. There was very scarce literature investigating the 
lasting results of innovation audits at that time, and I have only found a few instances of this 
later (see article #3, Innovation audit). In the years to come I found information by 
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interviewing companies which at that time had tried to fulfil innovation audits1, and also 
discussed the subject with David Francis (Francis 2000) from Centrim and Jack O'Herlihy2 
(Letterkenny Institute of Technology) both of whom had worked extensively with the subject.  

There is no doubt that the quality of innovation audits has risen since I first took an interest in 
the subject (audits like (Center_for_Ledelse 2005; Francis 2000; OECD-EU 2005)) and even 
though positive effects were found (Jack O'Herlihy3) from the audits the implementation part 
thereof is still lacking. When the audit is finished, no improvement projects have actually 
been implemented; it all depends on how the company is able to translate and execute the 
recommendations and benefit from the side effects4 of the audit. Besides this, a strong desire 
to be able to improve innovation in companies on a broader basis than that of merely 
optimizing the New Product Development (NPD) process initiated this PhD project. The 
experience of being an employee in a company and observing the fact that many ideas and 
initiatives between colleagues were simply being wasted, created the stepping stones of this 
project. Setting up the project to find a route into implementing innovation I participated at a 
PhD seminar in 2003 held by EIASM with Continuous Innovation as its target. At that time, 
the thoughts of continuous innovation were mostly theoretical with very few examples 
showing that it could be implemented. During the following year, which I utilised to prepare 
materials for intervention in a company and during which I started the intervention, the book 
of Bessant (2003) was released with the introduction of high-involvement innovation being a 
huge inspirational source for my research. 
 
My industrial background 

Having a background as a manager in so-called innovative large IT companies for ten years 
before undertaking this research project, I had a strong desire to bring in some practical tools 
and theory for a company to follow when it wished to increase its innovation capability. In 
this industrial praxis I observed too often that a top-level manager would open his door and 
demand, “We need to be more innovative; go and do it!”  Thereafter, in the weeks that 
followed, a series of more or less co-ordinated initiatives was found to have an equal chance 
of either increasing or decreasing the highly sought innovation capability, until a short time 
later it all drowned in daily operations and frustrated employees.  

The tools used at that time within the company in question were to increase control by 
implementing a stage-gate system with detailed descriptions of every report to be written, 
control points, gates etc. Being part of a multinational company the control system was 
centrally developed and an attempt had been made for it to be implemented locally by sending 
one employee on a one-week course to be trained as a super-user. Subsequently this super-
user was the project manager of the initiative to attain structure on the NPD process (at that 
time there was no apprehended difference between the NPD process and the innovation 
                                                           
1 This was done both in Denmark through visiting companies that have participated in the ‘Innovation cup’ and 
through a four-month working-visit to CENTRIM (University of Brighton) in the UK. 
2 Jack O'Herlihy had started doing a PhD study on the long-term effect on innovation audits. 
3 Verbal communication at Letterkenny innovation seminar June 2004 
4 Side effects might be the best part of an audit (Chiesa et al. 1996), the work of fulfilling the audit, a visit from 
an auditor, the discussions etc. (see more in article #3, Innovation audit) 



Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

Page 15 of 167 

process). The initiative was well received by the first presentations and trial rounds, but with a 
high complexity of the total system, much bureaucracy, and no help to understand the need 
and benefit for the users of the system, it vanished into obscurity in the following year. The 
users of the system anticipated nothing more than a higher burden of reports to write rather 
than any benefit to themselves and everybody constantly tried to get around the system to 
save time.  

This top-down change project illustrates how difficult it is to achieve success when the 
employees are not involved nor even consulted. Another initiative with broader acceptance, 
but again without any visible results was an idea collection system. It had three levels starting 
from sketching an idea over a detailed description and finally ending with a patent, having an 
increasing cash bonus at every step. The single goal for the company was to increase the 
patent base to be prepared for future patent infringements. As the main goal of the idea 
collection system was to create patents there was no intention nor support to develop the ideas 
locally, and people only participated to get the money and even then only half-heartedly. It 
was neither possible, nor supported, to be innovative outside the main central R&D 
laboratories. The employees in my department stated that if there had been more focus on 
using the ideas instead of just collecting them, they would have felt their input to be valuable 
and specifically if they had been able to participate in the implementation of their ideas, 
whereas now they just reported some ideas because they were told to do so, and were paid the 
bonus. 

Ten years later the company still excels in its core business, but the Danish division in which I 
worked at that time is now closed down mainly due to political disputes and lack of new 
products. Those issues that hinged on innovation in this case story were structurally and 
politically based: a strong focus on the NPD process believing that this included the total 
innovation process, a total dedication to product innovation and operations, encaging of new 
ideas to R&D departments and managers covering up the real issues. (The latter is also 
described by Argyris (1977)). What was really needed was to use the total potential of 
innovation among all the employees, in collaboration across the whole company. Literature at 
that time did not carry much support for involvement of employees for innovation purposes, 
the main focus being upon the NPD process ((Afuah 1998; Burgelman et al. 1995; Chiesa et 
al. 1996; Cooper 1994; Cooper and Kleinschmidt 1995; Drucker 1985; Rothwell 1994) and 
the struggle to control the uncontrollable – innovation.  

In articles from 1997 the thoughts of employee involvement are introduced (Bessant and 
Caffyn 1997; Bessant and Francis 1997), but still it took several years for this concept to gain 
ground being confronted with models of innovation based on performance of the few creative 
individuals (Kuczmarski 1992) and managers (Collins 2001; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1997) 
and the belief in radical innovations as being far superior to incremental innovations 
(Christensen 1997; Hamel 2002). The thoughts of Bessant from 1997 and the dissemination 
brought to life in the organisation of CInet with the thoughts of Continuous Innovation (Boer 
and Bessant 2002; Boer and Gertsen 2003) prepared the ground for involvement of all 
employees as explained in more detail by Bessant (2003).  
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By these above-mentioned representative sources it is sought to show that there has been a 
substantial shift in the thoughts of sources for innovation, a shift that has taken place recently, 
the implications of which are not yet fully understood. There are some examples of 
companies acting with more involvement among employees as well as being able to 
simultaneously handle both operations and innovation, but very scarce information on how 
companies actually happened to arrive there (Bessant 2003), what barriers they met and how 
they were tackled (Bessant and Tidd 2007; Readman and Bessant 2007).  
 
Research problem background 

The demands for competences needed to fulfil the innovation ‘role’ by employees and 
managers in a given company have been rising steadily. Nowadays employees within a 
company have to participate in open innovation (Chesbrough 2004). Searching and sharing 
both internally as well as externally in networks, they have to be able to act ambidextrously 
(O'Reilly and Tushman 2004) while handling both operation and innovation as continuous 
innovation (Boer 2003), knowledge sharing (internal as well as external), and no longer 
focussing only on products but also on processes, organisation, form of management etc 
(Doblin  and Keeley 2006). On top of all this, they must possess the ability to handle both 
incremental innovations as well as radical innovations (Bessant et al. 2008). 

The obvious question for a company facing this must be, “How do we handle this – what 
should we do?” If it is decided that a company needs to focus more on innovation, keeping the 
challenges and demands for competences in mind, the next step is to decide how to take up 
the challenge. No company has unlimited resources for new projects nor the capacity to 
undertake real-life experiments with different change projects before choosing the best option.  

Innovation literature (like Darsøe (2000); Tidd et al. (2005)) indicates a strong dependence on 
having a competent employee base that is qualified, encouraged and willing to participate in 
innovation. It no longer seems realistic only to have a R&D department taking care of product 
innovation with so many possibilities for innovation in processes, organisation, logistics, etc. 
(Doblin  and Keeley 2006). With the increasing demand for innovations, all hidden resources 
should be activated (Bessant 2003). No-one can predict where the next small improvement is 
going to save money nor is it possible to predict the impact of a potentially disruptive 
innovation (Christensen 2003; Tidd and Hull 2006; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1997). The 
conclusion must be that a company needs to activate all potential resources – and this is not 
solely a task for management but also for the employees within the company. 

One approach to this challenge is High Involvement innovation (HI innovation) (Bessant 
2003). The cornerstone of HI innovation is involvement of the employees and scalability. In 
HI innovation all employees are allowed, encouraged and requested to contribute to 
innovation from the smallest improvement to the most radical innovation. How much they 
contribute and how well the company is able to absorb the initiatives depends on how well 
developed HI innovation is within the organisation. Having defined five levels (Bessant 
2003), the first level of HI innovation is similar to continuous improvement with relatively 
small improvements. The last and fifth level defined by Bessant is called the ‘learning 
organisation’, an organisation that is highly flexible and able to learn and unlearn the 
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necessary competences at a fast pace, and to incorporate the knowledge into innovations, 
being both incremental as well as radical.  

With the high level of competences and flexibility needed to match the above-mentioned 
challenges learning is a crucial competence. Knowledge has always been an important factor 
in innovations, but with the increase in demand for flexibility in knowledge as well, learning 
about learning becomes important (Argyris and Schön 1996). The total amount and utilization 
of competences, resources and assets and the dynamic nature used in innovations is expressed 
as ‘dynamic innovation capabilities’ (Teece et al. 1997). The term ‘dynamic’ indicates 
flexibility for learning and unlearning. Learning how to acquire dynamic capability then 
becomes ‘the learning of how to learn to learn’(Visser 2007; Zollo and Winter 2002) which 
demands a different set of skills to those used to acquire, for example, technological 
knowledge. This is where double-loop learning has its function (Argyris 1999): to establish 
space and making it legitimate and desirable to pose the question, ‘Why?’ 

 
The Innovation Dilemma in SMEs 

Whoever realizes the need for innovation within the company in which they work or which 
they own is facing many challenges and difficulties that must be addressed and met before 
achieving success in their efforts. To succeed with innovations a company often needs to 
challenge habits and routines and to accept and encourage questions like, ‘Couldn’t this be 
done differently?’ (Argyris and Schön 1996; Isaksen and Tidd 2006). Companies of today 
seek to become optimized into well-trimmed operational machines, are designed to produce 
products at the absolute lowest cost and are not geared towards innovation and creativity 
(O'Reilly and Tushman 2004). These characteristics have often been achieved over a long 
period of time. Maybe the company started as a micro company based on a single idea, went 
through a period of growth, matured and was forced to forget the creativity and spontaneity 
that fuelled the first year (Greiner 1998).  

Delivering products demands stable processes and reliability and concentrated focus on 
operations. If a success, why should a company then worry about innovations? When it has 
such a success, why change? Companies need constantly to focus upon innovation even when 
everything seems to be a success (Christensen 1997; Hamel 2002; Land 1997) and 
remembering the quotation of Intel CEO Andy Groove that ‘only the paranoid survives’. If, 
eventually, the company finds itself one day losing ground and not being as successful as it 
was, it might lack the resources or time to be innovative. Depending on how deeply issues 
like these are rooted, changes are needed towards loosening up the tight process control and 
moving towards acceptance of creativity and having the willingness to try out methods by 
which output cannot be predicted (Bessant 2003; Leifer et al. 2000). 

Another issue to consider is that of the employees and managers within the company – it is 
one thing to introduce change projects; it is another thing entirely to achieve acceptance and 
commitment from the personnel. Human beings seldom like change; we have a curiosity for 
new gadgets, new technologies, new places to which to travel, but only as long as our habits, 
routines and feelings of security are not disturbed and not if we cannot see an immediate 
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benefit from change. Mid-level managers might face great changes in their authority and 
power, for example if innovation has previously been regarded as the responsibility of 
management as in the present case study and subsequently is to be shared with all employees. 
The company might meet demands for opening up to inspiration and collaboration with 
external partners (Bessant et al. 2008; Chesbrough 2004), however, the ‘not-invented-here’ 
syndrome might strike back when employees or other parties start suggesting new initiatives 
(Isaksen and Tidd 2006).  

Smaller companies are not able to put the same amount of resources into innovation as larger 
companies – but a higher amount of spending in R&D does not necessarily produce more 
innovations (Cobbenhagen 2000). Regardless of size and the amount of capital, there is a 
tendency to focus on short term survival, with innovation and long term planning having 
secondary importance in both small as well as large companies that are focussing on their 
daily operations (Boer and Bessant 2002; O'Reilly and Tushman 2004). 

The above-mentioned challenges and barriers to innovation illustrate the complex field of 
trying to change a SME towards becoming more innovative. It would be possible to mention 
more challenges, however these are found to be those relevant to the present research and case 
study. 

 
Type of company in the research 

As companies grow in size they often go through different phases and types of management 
and employee behaviour (Greiner 1998). Very small companies often have a close 
relationship between all employees and managers, sharing functions and areas of activity. In 
contrast are the very large companies with more hierarchy, more resources for central R&D 
departments and less autonomy if controlled by complex owner structures (Bessant et al. 
2008) 

The EU defined a SME in 20035 to be between 10 and 250 employees in size and with a 
turnover of between 2 and 50 million Euros. In the present context it was decided to 
concentrate on SMEs. Micro-sized (less than 10 employees) and large companies (more than 
250 employees) often have a different approach towards innovation. Some micro companies 
are start-ups where innovation and adaptability is an integral part whilst some are small 
family-driven shops with little intention or chance to grow. All micro-sized companies have 
in common a flat hierarchy, usually with one or more owners and a couple of employees often 
with extensive daily contact. When the company grows in size it is quite common for more 
management layers to be introduced together with more specialized functions and focus on 
operations. Larger companies often focus upon innovation through a R&D department or 
sometimes by a dedicated innovation department. The strict focus on operations is often 
desired in a large company which unfortunately pulls its employees away from involvement 
and participation (Ghoshal and Bartlett 1995; Greiner 1998) and, by that, away from 
innovation. Hiring a group of external consultants for long-term change projects on a broad 

                                                           
5 Recommendation 2003/361/EC, initiated at 1 Jan. 2005 
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scale is often far too expensive. Trying to keep the cost down by pinpointing a few 
improvement projects is probably not sufficient to cover the broad range of improvement 
projects needed in a reasonable timescale.  

The case study of this PhD project was made in a SME with scarce resources for innovation, 
but could probably have been made in a division or group of a large company if enough 
autonomy existed to make it behave like an independent SME.  

In order to have a well-defined starting point for this research it has been decided to narrow 
the research to the group of Danish SMEs. A SME might be manufacturing-orientated, 
service-orientated or any mixture. As the case company in this research is a service company, 
focus is aimed on this. As showed in (Article #1, Service innovation) the difference between a 
service company and a manufacturing company might not be that important in comparison 
with the sometimes larger differences between, for example, two manufacturing companies 
when focus is aimed at implementing HI innovation.  

 
Research questions 

For any SME the question must be, ‘How can we face these challenges? Where should we 
start?’  In some parts of the innovation literature the answer is to undertake an innovation 
audit to get suggestions on where you lag behind in best practice, and subsequently improve 
these areas. Some of these sources are discussed in (Article #3, Innovation audit). The more 
traditional innovation literature has focussed on improving the NPD process represented by 
such as (Boike et al. 2005; Burgelman et al. 1995; Christensen 1997; Griffin 1997; Kahn 
2005; Kleinschmidt 2006).  

Another part of innovation literature suggests executing a change process initiated and 
controlled by management and guided by an innovation strategy with a broader view, having 
its focus on innovation capabilities (like (Hamel 2002; Isaksen and Tidd 2006; Tidd et al. 
2005; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1997; Van de Ven et al. 1999)). Building upon the latter more 
recent literature tries to incorporate further areas like networks and users (Chesbrough 2003b) 
or involvement of employees (Bessant 2003). One issue that is only sparsely covered is the 
implementation process itself and especially with a focus on those persons going to supply 
and support the innovations, i.e. the employees. Focus on employees and their situation is a 
common theme in literature like political process, learning and organisational development, 
but seems to be very scarcely covered in innovation literature.  

This research tries to combine some of the above-mentioned methods (the use of models and 
audits as guiding tools, focus on innovation capabilities and HI innovation) and theories 
(learning and political process) into employee-driven implementation. This is accomplished in 
order to investigate how employees and managers interact in the change process towards 
increasing their innovation capability in a SME. The main theme is anchored in the desire of a 
SME to become more innovative, with the limitation a SME is facing. This leads to the 
formulation of the main research question: 
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How can a SME with relatively few resources mobilize HI innovation and implement the 
concomitant changes giving a long-lasting effect? 

This main research question is further elaborated upon by the following four sub-questions. 
Involvement of employees is an implicit part of HI innovation, (Bessant 2003) but this 
research takes this approach one step farther: to involve the employees in the change process 
leading to HI innovation as well. This leads to the first research sub-question: 

How is involvement and participation created to ensure a long-lasting positive effect on 
innovation capabilities? 

Whereas the first sub-question investigates how involvement and participation are created, the 
second sub-question focuses on what effect this is going to have on the implementation of the 
change process, a change process that according to (Bessant 2003) never stops. There is 
always something that can be done better, encouraging a mentality for an ongoing change 
process constantly seeking improvements. This leads to the second sub-question: 

How does the involvement and participation of employees affect the selection and 
implementation of the changes targeted towards HI innovation? 

The main body of innovation literature is concerned with improving the creation of 
innovations. To find attention focussed upon improving the conditions and background for the 
environments of innovations one has to look into theories like dynamic capabilities (Teece et 
al. 1997; Zollo and Winter 2002) or learning (Argyris and Schön 1996; de Bono 1995; Krogh 
et al. 2000; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). Being aware that a lot of the challenges and barriers 
to innovation are rooted in inconvenient routines and seemingly unquestionable politics, focus 
in this research is on the conditions for the implementation process as well as on the 
implementation process itself. If aiming to remove barriers in the long run, it is not enough to 
face the barrier itself; one also has to look for the reason for the establishment of the barrier. 
This leads into the third research sub-question.  

How are the barriers for changing organisational practices overcome? 

Realizing the existence of innovation audits with all concomitant material and evaluations on 
the use of the same gave the possibility of giving a structure to the encased material. This was 
transformed into the use of an innovation guide model and a facilitated interactive innovation 
audit in the action research project. The aim of this was to guide the selection of improvement 
areas without comparing it with a pre-defined ‘best practice’. 

The development of the model was inspired by existing innovation audits and the balanced 
scorecard model (Kaplan and Norton 1996). This leads to the formulation of the fourth 
research sub-question. 

To what extent are innovation models able to support the implementation process? 

The above research question and the attendant four sub-questions are examined and answered 
with the support of a case study chosen to be carried out as an action research project.  
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Thesis structure 
 

This first chapter provides an introduction to the research study and the research questions.  

Chapter two provides an addendum to the theoretical background used in the research and 
concomitant articles. 
Chapter three discusses the methodology and implementation of the action research project 
including consideration of the case study being a single case study and how to ensure validity 
of data. 
Chapter four provides short summaries of the concomitant five articles and how these 
contribute to answering the research questions. 
Chapter five concludes the action AR project with reflections and observations on how the 
project was carried out in the case company and learning therefrom. 
Chapter six includes three independent discussions of subjects on the following three themes: 
learning how to learn, the creation of political actors and the use of models. The chapter ends 
with a brief common discussion.  
Chapter seven is the conclusion followed by the appendix where the five articles are 
presented. 
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2. Conceptual Framework 
 

Whilst having its background in the traditional organisational literature this research tried to 
use another perspective focussing on the implementation phase of initiatives and political 
processes. The aim of this was to have HI innovation meeting the challenges for innovations. 
The innovation subject is an umbrella under which smaller or larger parts of other theories are 
combined. Most often it draws upon a traditional organisation and management view. Certain 
characteristics of this are that organisational power and politics are mainly seen as barriers 
that should be removed, that the manager is the one defining the strategy, taking the decisions 
and allocating resources whilst the production department focuses on operations and the R&D 
department on innovations. Other bodies of theory like political process or learning literature 
focus on the employees and managers and their role within the organisation but omit 
innovation. A lot of the literature in this segment tends to focus on the employee as the part 
being exploited and the employer as the one taking advantage over the powerless as the 
situation often is, or has been, in highly operations-oriented companies (like (Buhl 2000; 
Hyman and Mason 1995; Kamp 1998)).  

Denmark is in a situation where a lot of the manual work is, or has been, outsourced to low-
wage countries; the remaining part of the company is then expected to focus on design and 
innovation. A lot of companies are still struggling to figure out how to produce the necessary 
amount of innovation. New ideas such as ‘open innovation’ (Chesbrough 2003a) and 
‘democratized innovation’ (Hippel 2005) suggest new routes that a company can take, but 
these include new challenges as well.  
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Bessant (2003) has suggested a framework that could be part of the solution: a framework that 
covers innovation areas ranging from continuous improvement to radical innovations and 
coupled with involvement of the employees. This involvement implies participation not only 
from those who have been marginalized in the organisation’s thinking processes but also from 
highly skilled and creative staff who may also feel frustrated (Bessant 2003 p. 11). Bessant’s 
framework (2003) is used and discussed throughout this text and in the articles. In his book 
Bessant (2003) gives a detailed description of how HI innovation should be understood, and 
how it might unfold within a company, ranging from the novices to the most advanced 
‘innovation machines’ called ‘learning organisations’. What are needed now are a description 
and discussions on how a company can develop itself towards more innovations, with the 
main focus being on the ‘main actors’ namely the employees, the ones that are to be 
‘involved’. We need to look at how these persons react before and throughout the change 
project, to observe how involvement is established, what barriers they met and how they were 
tackled (Bessant 2003; Bessant and Tidd 2007; Readman and Bessant 2007). 

One might adopt the philosophy that employees work best under pressure and that it is 
possible to order an employee to ‘find a creative solution’ to a given problem. Amabile et al 
(2002) made a longitudinal study observing how employees participated with creative 
suggestions depending on how much time pressure was put on them. They found that 
creativity does not respond best ‘under the gun’. To gain the real benefit of creativity and 
involvement the right environment and motivation have to be in place. 

Literature on HI innovation and more recent innovation literature like (Bessant 2003; Bessant 
et al. 2008; Isaksen and Tidd 2006; Wang and Casimir 2007) have focussed on much more 
than merely the NPD process, namely the total environment and conditions of the 
innovations. Yet still this is not enough; we also need to look at factors that create and 
demolish the environment of innovations, political factors and factors of how we learn to 
learn and unlearn. To understand what happens when an employee is involved and 
participates in innovations we need to include theories like political process, learning and 
dynamic capabilities into the thoughts of HI innovation. By only focussing on the 
management side and the existing environment too much of the story remains hidden. In the 
following, the basic theories needed for this purpose are presented. 
 
The realization of the research into an action research project 

From the outset of the research the intention was to describe how a SME could become more 
innovative. This was combined with focus being aimed at limited resources to be used on 
consultants, external training etc. For many companies, survival is the main focus of daily 
work life, leading to a short-term perspective. These companies lack resources to be used for 
experimenting with organizational development projects, and they often have neither the 
personnel nor the skills to extract what is useful for their company from the huge amount of 
innovation literature. Plenty of literature exists which describes highly innovative and 
successful companies. The literature then tries to deduce which characteristics a company 
should strive to achieve (Ahmed 1998; Collins 2001; Cooper et al. 2004; Cormican and 
O'Sullivan 2004; Hamel 2002; Kanter et al. 1997) but with very few guidelines on how and 
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what to actually focus upon to get employees involved in innovation. With the above-
mentioned goal in mind the amount of research methods was restricted. Surveys or other 
quantitative methods would not produce the desired detailed information on a lengthy 
implementation process.  

When doing data collection in a retrospective fashion there is always a risk of things being 
forgotten or deliberately omitted. To gain insight into all the details of the change process a 
company is going through, the researcher needs to be present when the ongoing change 
process is actually taking place (Dawson 1997). It was therefore decided to establish an action 
research project and ask companies to participate in this. The goal for the project was to seek 
answers to the research questions. To answer the last research question inspiration (on 
innovation models) was acquired by how Kaplan (1998) sought to develop his ‘balanced 
scorecard’ model through ‘innovation action research’. This in turn led to one of the sub-goals 
of this action research project being aimed at developing and testing a similar model but with 
its focus being on HI innovation.  

When beginning to execute a change project a great number of choices of format, approach, 
types of involvement etc. have to be taken into account (Isaksen and Tidd 2006). Four 
possibilities that are relevant for this research are shown in Figure 1. One of the choices is 
between a broad approach and an approach with more focus on improving a few areas 
selected early in the process by pinpointing these6. When beginning to execute the action 
research project with the target of answering the above research questions, having a need for 
as broad an approach as possible leads to omitting cells ‘1’ and ‘4’ in Figure 1. 

Figure 1: Matrix showing approach and project types. 

 

                                                           
6 In a discussion with two well-known Danish consultancy companies (Implement and Valcon) they reported that 
their approach to innovation improvement projects was nearly always targeted at pinpointing projects, and very 
often in the NPD process, because their customers could seldom foresee the consequences, price and possible 
results of the broad projects targeted more than the NPD process.  
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I was inspired by my industrial background as well as by several case studies (Elkjær 1999; 
Moltu and Clausen 2006; Schuring et al. 2003) failing to implement learning projects when 
driven by management, and the democratic thoughts behind action research. This, together 
with the demands for employee involvement and engagement in HI innovation, led me to 
rethink the approach of this research project. The intervention strategy was sought to be 
realized by choosing cell ‘3’ in Figure 1 relocating the responsibility of the change project to 
the employees and having management as a supporting function instead of as the usual 
driving force.  
  
 
High involvement innovation 

In 1997 Bessant (1997) defined a new term, namely ‘HI innovation’. In his book published in 
2003 (Bessant 2003) HI innovation is developed into being a concept ranging from 
continuous improvement (Gertsen 2001) (do better) spanning five steps with the last step 
being the learning and constantly developing organisation with emphasis on involvement (do 
better and do differently). Involvement of all employees creates more incremental innovations 
and innovation with more diversity than if merely one group of employees is requested to 
participate with ideas and suggestions (Tidd et al. 2005). The saying “for each body, you get a 
free brain” is not without justification. 

Involvement and participation are crucial elements of HI innovation and it is imperative that 
employees accept the role of being actively engaged. The larger the power distance and the 
more political behaviour resisting change that exist within a company, the more difficult it is 
for an employee to accept the role of involvement and be allowed and truly encouraged to 
participate.  

As HI innovation is a framework for the environment of innovation it does not define any size 
or type of innovation. HI innovation is an approach where as many employees as possible are 
sought to be involved in participating at any degree in the innovation process (Bessant 2003), 
a process that includes every step that leads to improved business and by that includes more 
than the ‘New Product Development (NPD) process. Innovation is defined as any 
improvement introduced into any area given any size of positive change in the business and 
with inspiration and involvement from as many employees as possible (Bessant 2003). With 
this definition it does not matter if the innovation is a small incremental innovation or a 
disruptive radical innovation, it is still an innovation. Actually the important part is how many 
were involved in the process and by that, indicating the chance of repeatability of the 
innovation process. 
 
Continuous innovation 

Continuous innovation is when the exploitation and exploration processes are executed 
interchangeably and simultaneously (the exploitation process being ongoing interaction 
between operations, incremental improvement and learning, and the exploration process being 
radical innovation and change) (Boer and Bessant 2002; Boer and Gertsen 2003). 
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To manage continuous innovation the company needs involvement (Boer and Bessant 2002), 
though it might not need to be at the same level as desired in HI innovation. HI innovation 
might lead to any level of innovation between continuous improvement and continuous 
innovation. The two terms both have continuous improvement as a corner stone, the 
difference lies in the fact that continuous innovation includes striving for radical innovation as 
a necessary second part whereas HI innovation has radical innovation as a possibility, rather 
than a necessity. 
 
Why be involved? 

‘Continuous innovation’ shows the challenge of handling both operations and innovation 
simultaneously as well as incremental and radical innovations. Some of the answers for this 
challenge might be a new way to handle innovation as open innovation, management 
innovation (Bessant et al. 2008), HI innovation etc.  A combination of these and more into the 
framework of HI innovation might be the answer to the challenge. Even given that HI 
innovation is naturally based upon the action of the employees, most literature concentrates 
on how a manager should act when trying to enforce the change project towards involvement 
(Bessant 2003; Isaksen and Tidd 2006). Little information exists on the implementation 
process itself and the removal of barriers, both in innovation literature as well as in literature 
on innovation audits where one would consider the implementation phase as quite important 
for the overall result of an innovation audit (see Article #3, Innovation audit).  

Facing future and existing challenges, the motivation and driving force of both management 
and employees have to be considered. Why do employees want to be ‘involved’ – what is in it 
for them? Without turning to personal motivation factors and theory it might be too easy to 
expect employees to accept involvement after merely receiving training in problem-solving or 
creative techniques. Educating employees into being active political actors and giving them 
the authority to evaluate and change their own situations leads to participation (Article #2, 
Implementation). Here employees take responsibility for their own situation, and feel 
motivated by experiencing proposals and ideas being used to develop the organisation further. 
To ensure this level of participation and understanding from the employee’s side, a learning 
process fuelling this is needed. 

 
 
Single and Double-loop learning 

Single-loop learning solves problems that are harmless and can be solved without affecting 
any governing values. The issues sought to be solved can be difficult and complex and may 
also lead to innovation, but without any changes to surroundings, values, organisational 
policies etc. 

Double-loop learning is learning that results in a change in the values of individual or 
organisational theory-in-use, as well as in its strategies and assumptions. It is then able to 
solve issues that would not be solved in any other way by focussing on deeply rooted and 
often hidden or neglected circumstances. 
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Argyris7 cites an example of a company that recently implemented TQM and within a 
fortnight had found 275 improvements, 100 of which were highly effective. Afterwards there 
was a celebration and Argyris asked one of the managers if nobody had any prior knowledge 
of all these issues. The answer was that, “Yes, many people knew about it, but nobody wanted 
to question these practices.” Now, since it was an integral part of the TQM project, it was not 
dangerous to discuss it. The TQM project was single-loop learning; if it had been double-loop 
learning they would have discussed the factors and barriers that kept them from correcting 
this at an earlier stage.  

Argyris has made a study on why organisations often do not detect and correct significant 
barriers towards improvement. He focuses on the two parts of the dialogue and why the 
dialogue is often hindered by underlying objectives and policies.  

“Defensive routines” are defined by Argyis as those courses of action, which we, as 
individuals, use to cover our backs, to protect ourselves by using our set of norms, beliefs and 
values. When employees in a company act using these routines, the whole organization 
becomes defensive in any attempt to detect and correct the barriers, thus leading to the term: 
“Organisational defensive routine”. 

Argyris focuses mainly on the dialogue where limited learning is a result of a non-optimal 
dialogue. I would like to add something to this: it is not the dialogue focussing on solving 
issues that is the most important part when improving innovation; it is the questioning of 
governing values, underlying aspects etc. Innovation does not inevitably start at the point of 
dialogue, but could also have started already with the question itself, with the intention of 
uncovering underlying issues. Valid information and informed choice give the opportunity to 
question the established order. In this way, innovation can be fostered by the learning process.  

 
The resource-based view and dynamic capability  

Meeting a constantly changing environment and demands, knowledge and resources have to 
be adapted, learned and un-learned at a high pace within a company. The theory of dynamic 
capabilities describes this fluctuating nature, and is well suited for describing the background 
thoughts of the ‘facilitated interactive innovation audit’ used in this research. 

The innovation guide model and the innovation environment model (described in article #2, 
Implementation and article #5, Innovation process) are based upon the theory of dynamic 
capabilities and the resource-based view on skills, assets and competences. The theory of the 
resource-based view has its background in strategy and economics (Wernerfelt 1984) where 
resources are used to analyse which products a company should produce, and looking at 
which resources are superior in comparison with competitors. To have more emphasis on how 
resources are treated, how they are built, used and valued, the theory of dynamic capabilities 
builds upon the resource-based view (Teece et al. 1997). Dynamic capabilities reflect an 
organisation’s ability to achieve new and innovative forms of competitive advantage given 
path dependencies, existing position and available resources. The word ‘dynamic’ indicates 
                                                           
7 (Argyris 1977; Argyris 1993; Argyris 1999; Argyris 2004; Argyris and Schön 1996) 
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fluctuation resulting in inequality of capabilities from company to company as well as over 
time (Helfat and Peteraf 2003; Teece et al. 1997). As certain capabilities can be turned into a 
hindrance for changing routines, the view on rigid capabilities (Leonard-Barton 1992) 
emanates to point to the importance of ensuring the amount of capabilities being the right 
ones. Dynamic capabilities are defined as the company’s ability to integrate and reconfigure 
competences, with capabilities and competences being part of the processes within the 
company (Teece et al. 1997).  

A capability refers to the ability to utilize resources and resources refers to assets or input to 
production (Helfat and Peteraf 2003). As a sub-group of dynamic capabilities, innovation 
capabilities are the ability to reconfigure and adapt skills, resources, functional competences, 
knowledge and the combination of other capabilities to achieve innovations (Helfat and 
Peteraf 2003; Teece et al. 1997).  

Looking on these parameters we have to start with the ability to learn how to learn (Zollo and 
Winter 2002). Following this are the dynamic capabilities utilising the total amount of 
resources and assets into processes leading to products or other productive outcome. The 
theory of dynamic capability is not used to contemplate streams of materials but merely the 
streams of knowledge giving advantage over competitors. How knowledge is turned into 
capabilities, competences, assets and resources gives a unique composition within the 
company in question.  

Innovation capability as a part of dynamic capabilities and the learning thereof is then used to 
describe the knowledge side needed to perform HI innovation in the innovation environment 
model in (article #5, Innovation process) being both the underlying part and input to the NPD 
process. 
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3. Research methodology 

 
 
Action research with a perspective on power  

Relocating the responsibility of innovation from a small group of managers or a dedicated 
R&D department to all employees causes changes to existing power structures. To be allowed 
to question the existing, to be allowed to suggest improvement to and for others, and to be 
heard is not necessarily the normal situation for all employees. To ensure that these political 
changes in power structures are realized they have to be faced and subsequently used in a 
constructive way instead of being ignored as something to be avoided (Pettigrew 1985). 
Action research is particularly well suited for this, as described below. 

Action research is about undertaking action and studying the action taking place (Coghlan and 
Brannick 2001; Greenwood and Levin 1998; Gummesson 2000). Action research is viewed as 
“. . . an emergent inquiry process in which applied behavioural and organizational sciences 
are applied to solve real business problems. It is simultaneously concerned with bringing 
about change in organizations, in developing self-help competencies in organizational 
members and adding to the scientific knowledge” (Adapted by Coghlan and Shani (2005 
p.533) from Shani (1985 p. 439)).  

The following chapter about AR methodology mainly discusses this in a conceptual way, 
but where suitable what was done practically in the AR project is mentioned. This is 
marked with the text being in a box like these three lines. 
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“As such, action research brings about the challenge of balance and interdependence 
between researchers and organizational members, between academic research and actual 
applications, between knowledge creation and problem solving, and between inquiry from the 
inside and inquiry from the outside” (Coghlan and Shani 2005 p. 533). 
As illustrated in Figure 2 an action research project has several stakeholders, where the    
different parts can be filled by one or more persons.  

 

A: The purposeful activity 
B: The expression of the intention of some persons 
C: Those that take action 
D: The persons upon whom the action will have an impact 
E: Possible impact and constraints from the environment 
F: Somebody that has authority to stop or accelerate the activity 
G: The observer 

 
Figure 2: An emblematic model of a purposeful activity (adapted from (Checkland and Scholes 1999) with ‘G’ 
added) 
 

Besides the knowledge creation part of action research, action research is a highly political 
tool. From the outset, action research has been associated with the work of social psychologist 
Kurt Lewin in the 1940s. One of the main goals of action research is in questioning the actual 
situation of the parties involved in bringing about change in society. Action research is often 
regarded as a means to break unintended power relations and structures by reflection over 
own and common praxis. By that, participants are invited to evaluate the given situation 
where employees might have been forced into less than ideal acceptance and passivity with 
politics frozen as unquestionable issues. The risk of using action research in an organisation is 
the chance of being met with hostility from managers or employees whose power and position 
are threatened.  

The thoughts of action research are merely an umbrella under which a range of definitions and 
variants exist (Reason and Bradbury 2000). The type of AR used in this research in 
organisations is represented by (Coghlan and Brannick 2001; Coghlan and Shani 2005; 
Gummesson 2000; McNiff 2000) and has its main goal of learning and improvement in 
organisations. 

Power and politics are subjects seldom touched upon in traditional organisation theory, and 
have also been somewhat neglected in AR literature for organisations such as those found in 

The action researchers are both in the role of C and G, whereas the participants in the 
project are expressed by B, C and D, in this case the CEO of the company and part of the 
management group having the role of F. The group of employees is expressed by D. 
Having this amount of different interest it is natural to include a political view on the AR 
project in trying to achieve a more detailed picture. 
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the following list of literature (Boon and Ram 1998; Checkland and Holwell 1998; Coghlan 
and Brannick 2001; Coghlan and Coughlan 2002; Coughlan and Coghlan 2002; Drejer and 
Gudmundsson 2003; Kaplan 1998). Power and politics are, however, entering AR with a 
focus upon organisation development studies in more recent literature like (Coghlan and 

Shani 2005). 

AR and HI innovation bear a close relationship because involvement requires people to accept 
being engaged in their environment and if HI innovation is to be developed further it even 
requires participation from the employees, (see article #2 Implementation) which demands 
breaking up power structures in the traditional management hierarchy. Using AR is highly 
political and the concomitant changes will challenge existing structures and positions. AR has 
a subversive quality about it. It stresses listening and emphasizes questioning. It fosters 
courage by employees given opportunities they never would have otherwise faced. It abets 
reflection and it endorses democratic participation (Coghlan and Shani 2005). 

 
 
 
Learning, Action research and High-involvement innovation 

AR is simultaneously concerned with contributing to practice, developing competencies for 
people facing problems and adding to scientific knowledge (Shani and Pasmore 1985). The 
target for AR, seen from a given researcher’s point of view, is to create new knowledge based 
on the living experts – the participants. AR literature concentrates a great deal on the changes 

In the present research, power and politics have a more prominent place due to the target of 
the research, i.e. HI innovation. Bessant (2003) does not explicitly mention power nor 
politics in his book, but the subject of HI innovation is so closely related to power and 
politics that it became impossible to avoid this subject when studying the implementation 
phase of HI innovation.  

The present AR project works on these conditions and one of the methods used to 
accomplish these goals is through the use of double-loop learning and organisational 
learning (Argyris 1977; Argyris 1999), both issues encouraging HI innovation. If an 
employee is encouraged to question established practice and asked to pose questions like, 
‘Why do we do this? Could it be done differently?’ there is a need for an organisation 
where legitimacy is to be gained not only by managers but for all employees as well. This 
legitimacy must embrace being able to ask questions, place proposals and be creative in 
finding the best solutions. This should happen without managerial pressure; creativity is 
not best achieved when working “under the gun” (Amabile et al. 2002) and ‘we-know-
best’ attitudes. For participation in HI innovation employees need to be involved on a daily 
basis, gaining experience so that it is possible to make a difference and that there is room 
for this in the political landscape. If these conditions do not exist HI innovation in this 
subject will never succeed (Bessant 2003).  
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produced by the participants, and AR has shown remarkable results in creating positive 
changes for socio-economically disadvantaged groups of people. (McNiff 2000; Reason and 
Bradbury 2000). When undertaking AR within an organisation, the main goal is to create 
room for reflection and following changes for the employees, and to observe how this 
happens. Action comes when participants experience possibilities for doing things differently, 
given either new resources or knowledge that were hitherto not accessible. The important part 
seen from the researcher’s side is when the participants combine their newly acquired 
knowledge with their own situation into change and successive new combinations of 
knowledge. The task for the researcher is to introduce knowledge that enables and fuels the 
process and to observe how the participants, being the experts in their situation, react. AR is 
highly concerned with changing power relations by introducing resources and new 
knowledge.  

HI innovation is not going to succeed in a strict hierarchical system with rigid power 
structures without a lot of changes. Trying to force employees towards involvement is not 
going to bring about good results (Amabile et al. 2002; Bessant 2003). In the literature on HI 
innovation, power and politics are not mentioned a great deal, but bringing AR and HI 
innovation together is a perfect match on issues like learning, change, political alertness and 
reflection. An obvious tool for this is double-loop learning. Argyris (2004) does not talk about 
power and politics directly; he is mostly concerned with underlying and unspoken factors that 
are hindrances and ‘errors’ delimiting learning. Through the learning process with the target 
being questioning the unquestionable, the change process serves in the direction of 
involvement and participation. Argyris (1999) focuses attention on the two-way 
communication that only becomes genuine if both parts participate with equal knowledge and 
a true intention to solve the problem. This is not possible if the power-relation is distorted. HI 
innovation is based on the idea that employees are the experts in their daily jobs, and are 
therefore the most obvious persons where solutions and ideas for improvement should be 
found. By constantly working on changes towards involvement by the use of double-loop 
learning the employees might even achieve participation (discussion about differences in 
(Article #2, Implementation)) and bring HI innovation to a higher level where the mental and 
innovative potential of all employees is utilized.  
 
Role of the researcher 
To achieve success with an action research project to implement HI innovation a certain 
amount of skill is required by the researcher (McNiff et al. 2003): a well-defined role, 
political awareness and ethical behaviour (Coghlan and Shani 2005). Entering a company a 
researcher is often met with an attitude that he or she is going to help and bring some amount 
of specialized knowledge from which the company is going to benefit. This is often the case 
for the party that initiates the project or invites the researcher, however, other parties within 
the company might have a totally different conception of the situation. There are recorded 
instances where consultants have been invited by management to help the company and end 
up encountering a very hostile climate from frustrated employees fearing that the project’s 
sole target was to cut jobs (Moltu and Clausen 2006) or in some other way save money 
(Kofoed et al. 2002). In contrast to consultants, action researchers run the risk of getting too 
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close to the employees, identifying themselves with the side that reacts as powerless and 
taking their part.  

 
 
Political awareness 

Action researchers need to be politically astute (Coghlan and Shani 2005) becoming what 
Buchanan and Badham (1999) call “political entrepreneurs”, which implies a behaviour 
repertoire of political strategies and tactics but with continuous reflection and self-criticism on 
how to deploy this. Buchanan and Boddy (1992) define two roles of the researcher: 
performing and back-staging both being used in the case study. ‘Backstage’ activity is 
maintenance of support and working for removal of possible barriers and comprises skills 
such as intervening in political systems through negotiation, and using and building influence 
with other political actors. ‘Performing’ relates to the public performance role, advocating, 
building participation and involvement for change, working actively and rationally for the 
change process.  

 
Ethical behaviour 

Being an action researcher, trying to keep the balance in a politically difficult arena, ethical 
behaviour is essential. To work as an action researcher in a company, a certain level of trust 
from both the employees’ side and the management side is necessary. Often trust is gained 
from top management through the initial setting up of the project, but confidence from other 
parts of management and employees has to be gained throughout the project.  Ethical 
behaviour and the role of being politically astute goes hand in hand and has to be balanced 
through a set of behavioural rules (Coghlan and Brannick 2001; Coghlan and Shani 2005; 
McNiff et al. 2003).  
 

To help clarify the role in the present case study the researcher used the beginning of every 
meeting with new people to explain the goal of the research, and what was expected of the 
participants. Specifically two issues were presented each time: that I expected the 
participants to be the active and decision-making party and that I kept whatever was said 
strictly confidential.

An example of backstage activity was the introduction of double-loop learning in the case 
company as described in (Article #4, Learning) trying to facilitate free and informed 
choices based on valid information and uncovering underlying objectives and 
‘organizational defensive routines’(Argyris and Schön 1996). To teach others about the 
background for double-loop learning was backstage activity, but at the time double-loop 
learning was actively used it was in the role of ‘performing’.
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Single case study 

As action research is quite demanding for the researcher it is common to do single case 
studies, or, if multi-case studies are done, the number is often limited to 2-3 cases. According 
to Yin (2003) there are a couple of valid reasons for doing a single case study. Two of the 
reasons he mentions are: if the case is representative or if it is a longitudinal case study. A 
representative case could be a company believed to be more or less equal to other companies 
where the research is concentrated on everyday situations and not on unique specialities 
within the company. Action research is by nature longitudinal making the researcher return on 
numerous occasions, studying how certain conditions change over time (Yin 2003).  

 

An important difference between a traditional case study and an action research study is that 
the traditional case study tries to describe a situation, how the situation arises, and how people 
acted to get there. Data regarding the question ‘how’ has to be collected retrospectively due to 
the fact that the change has already taken place (unless it is a longitudinal case) and 
interviews are always influenced by a wealth of factors appertaining to both the interviewer 
and the interviewee, that influence data (Alvesson 2003). The main concern of an action 
research project is to describe human situations and the concomitant process, how things 
happened the way they did and what affected the process. Few methods are so well suited to 
studying change processes as AR (Shani and Pasmore 1985). It is knowledge deduced from 
the action about the action. Reflection and validation of data is an ongoing process executed 
while in the field as well as at home. Undertaking cycles of action research (Coughlan and 
Coghlan 2002; McNiff et al. 2003) with reflection and evaluation of each cycle makes every 
cycle into a new action research project. An action research project is capable of containing 
several encased research projects and no two action research projects are alike or typical 
(Eden and Huxham 1996), neither are human reactions even if the same situation is presented, 
which is one of the reasons that claiming objectivity and ‘replicability’ is difficult in human 
science (Checkland and Holwell 1998; Toulmin and Gustavsen 1996).  
 

This led to the following ‘rules’ which I used as guidelines for my intervention, namely: 
preserve anonymity when promised, never participate in gossip, keep parties informed, be 
helpful, be honest, explain your role to whoever you work with, accept participants’ 
situations, and lastly when engaging in a conflict do not take sides between management 
and employees or you might lose the confidence of the other party.

The case company was regarded as a representative service company in the SME size, both 
by the researcher as well as by management and employees. Though indicating that, of 
course, they had something unique to offer the customers and that it was a good place to 
work, lots of other companies did the same as they did in slightly different ways. In regard 
to organisation, people, products, place etc. it was an ordinary SME.
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Action research as valid research 

As in any research there is a need for results to have validity, and considerations on how the 
results can be used by others. There is no reason directly to compare the background for 
validity between quantitative research and action research. The goal and methods between 
these two approaches are so different that it would make no sense, but that is not to say that 
any researcher doing AR is free to do whatever he or she likes. Since Argyris (1974), 
attention on AR has increased, being used to produce organisational learning and theory 
development with concurrent focus on how to secure valid research. Some of the criticism of 
AR is the easiness for everybody to do action research, or to call it ‘action research’. A 
consultant, or in fact any person, undertaking a project within an organisation might claim to 
do action research (Eden and Huxham 1996). Just as quantitative research demands fulfilling 
a set of rules before it could be called research the same goes for AR. The difference in AR 
between valid research and story-telling is connected to many soft issues, which is probably 
why some hesitate to accept AR as valid research (see Toulmin and Gustavsen (1996) for a 
discussion on this).  

As an answer to the critics a base of quality parameters and rules is established, that any 
action researcher in organisations should strive to follow. The guidelines for the present AR 
project are extracted from the literature mentioned and the guidelines and structures are 
described in the following chapter (Argyris and Schön 1974; Coghlan and Brannick 2001; 
Coghlan and Shani 2005; Coughlan and Coghlan 2002; Dawson 1997; Eden and Huxham 
1996; Gummesson 2000; McNiff et al. 2003; Reason and Bradbury 2000; Shani and Pasmore 
1985; Toulmin and Gustavsen 1996; Zuber-Skerritt 2002).  
 
 
Securing validity of the action research 

Eden and Huxham (1996) have defined guidelines for action research from where input to 
Table 1 is extracted and also inspired from the normative AR literature mentioned above: 
 
 
 
 Guidelines extracted from literature Practicalities and handling in 

the present research 
Theory 
development 

AR must have implications beyond 
those required for action, which means 
that developed theories should be useful in 
a more general context and should not be 
limited to design of tools or models.  

The contributions to this 
research are multiple, and are 
described in chapters “Meta-
monitoring” and “Discussion” 

Although the AR in the case study was with the same people and at the same place, the 
starting point, action and reflection differed between the different cycles, due to the 
learning acquired by both the researcher and the participants.
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Theory 
development 

New theories have to emerge from the 
practical use of other theories, which 
informed the intervention, building from 
the particular to the general in small steps. 
If this output of AR is descriptive theory it 
is important that its practical implications 
are presented. 

This research is one of the 
steps in the understanding of the 
implementation of HI innovation. 
Whilst the contribution to theory 
is mostly descriptive, the practical 
implications are revealed by the 
development of the innovation 
guide model. 

Data 
validity 

The opportunities for triangulation, 
that do not offer themselves within other 
research methods, should be exploited 
fully. Besides different methods of 
collecting data, AR gives the possibility 
for triangulation by (i) observation of 
events and social processes, (ii) the 
accounts that each participant offers, and 
(iii) the changes in these accounts and 
interpretation of events as time passes 
(Harré and Secord 1976).  

Using the multiple data 
collections method, personal 
observations over time and 
having a close relationship with 
participants, the use of 
triangulation revealed details used 
for reflection and further 
expansion of the projects, and 
ultimately for the emergent 
theory building. 

Data 
validity 

When interpreting the data it is 
important not only to look at the action 
but also the history and context of the 
participants and the organisation. 

This was some of the 
background for the observations 
on behaviour that was not 
expected. See more in chapter 
“Meta-monitoring” 

Process The process of exploration of the data 
must be replicable or demonstrable 
through argument or analysis and should 
be focused on the aspects that cannot be 
captured easily by other approaches 
(capturing data from participants as 
'theory in use' rather than their 'espoused 
theory' (Argyris 1999).) This makes it 
necessary for the researcher to have a 
certain amount of knowledge and skill in 
order to collect and explore data in such 
an environment. 

By using the learning lab 
method (Argyris 2004) the 
participants were challenged into 
situations with successive 
discussions on their action. By 
having frequent contact with the 
participants they were closely 
followed through the learning 
project. 

Process A structure is needed to support 
reflection and data collection as described 
by Coughlan and Coghlan (2002).  

The use of an AR structure is 
described in a following chapter 

Table 1: Guidelines for securing validity in action research 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 Research Methodology 
 

Page 39 of 167 

 
Action research as an emergent process and the structure behind it 

Coughlan and Coghlan (2002) describes a cyclical structure for an AR project that is adopted 
in the present study. The structure is shown in Figure 3 with an entrance point through the 
evaluation of ‘Context & Purpose’ and then progressing through the single points within the 
cycle. ‘Monitoring’ is meant as a ‘Meta-step’ where the biggest difference between AR and 
consultancy is positioned, as the reflection point for the researcher of the whole project, and 
by that the point from whence theory emerges. The structure is made to ensure data validity 
and separation of the consultancy and researcher role, the main force of the figure is splitting 
the whole project into minor cycles and parts with individual reflections. The model also 
ensures some of the validity points mentioned above, such as triangulation by data gathering 
at different cycles, building of theory in small steps, reflection on the whole project instead of 
on the use of tools and that meta-monitoring and practical use of theory lead to action, leading 
to reflection and emergence of new theory. In the following chapter four AR sub-projects are 
described, each sub-project being referred to in the model in Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3: Action research cycle, from (Coughlan and Coghlan 2002) 
 
The present action research project  
 

The project was initiated in the early summer of 2005 spanning two years until the first half of 
2007, and a subsequent visit to collect data in November 2007 giving a total span of the 
project of more than two and a half years. The case company was a commerce and service 
SME with a turnover of approximately thirty million Euros, and seventy-five employees. 

The project started after mail correspondence with the CEO of the company followed by a 
couple of meetings with the management group. In the following years four AR sub-projects 
were started, all by the same researcher but with different groups of participants and 
following the AR cycle shown in Figure 3. A timeline for the whole project is shown in 
Figure 4: Firstly, an AR sub-project with the eight participants from the management group 
and a revised strategy and organisation structure as target; secondly, an AR sub-project with a 
group of seven employees called the Innovation Steering group (IS group) where two full AR 
cycles were executed, being the largest project of all; thirdly, an AR sub-project with five 
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employees forming a ‘Service Competence’ group, where the group only managed to do half 
a cycle before it slowly stopped due to resource constraints and lack of support; fourthly and 
lastly, an AR project, which was a learning project in the new management group comprised 
of five persons.  
 

 
Figure 4: A timeline for the action research project conducted from May 2005 until November 2007. 

 

According to the planning, the first AR sub-project to be initiated had as its target the aim of 
revising the strategy of the case company. Secondly, the IS group was established and 
received training in understanding and executing tasks for improving HI innovation. The main 
thoughts behind this were to create involvement and, as a result of that, employees that were 
able to question established practices. These two AR sub-projects were the ones predicted by 
the researcher. The next two AR sub-projects were planned and executed being built upon 
reflections from the first two AR sub-projects. (See the more detailed description in article #4, 
Learning and #2, Implementation.) 

Before the research project was started in the company a couple of meetings were held with 
the management group and the CEO, where agreement was reached on issues such as: 
expected length of project, expected amount of participants, budget for use of resources (time 
and money), role of researcher, role of the CEO, expected outcome and the need for 



Chapter 3 Research Methodology 
 

Page 41 of 167 

acceptance of change. The only point that caused a change to this list was the initiation of the 
latest two AR sub-projects that were not predicted at this time. 

The first AR cycle with the IS group (see Figure 4) was dedicated to the education and 
training of the participants in the group. Based on reflections from this cycle, several new 
issues were introduced in the second cycle:  
• More involvement of the management group wherever it was needed or wherever there 

could be barriers, and in the use of double-loop learning 
• More training in practical tools for the participants to be used when teaching others 
• Involvement of other employees in the service competence AR sub-project 
• Introduction of a project secretary8 into the IS group 
• One-to-one meetings for researcher and participants to support them and to discuss 

progress 
• More focus on how to show the rest of employees what happened in the project 

The sub-parts of the AR cycle in Figure 3 were executed by the researcher and the 
participants in collaboration. The participants made a great deal of data-collection and 
analysis. All implementations projects were solely executed by the participants. The task for 
the researcher was in the beginning to educate, turning more into backstage activities as 
coaching and sparring partner at the later stage. Reflection on the collected data was therefore 
done in two stages, one in the AR groups and a subsequent one by the researcher alone. My 
strategy of the project was to secure transference of a high level of information to the CEO 
through frequent visits and meetings on the one hand, and on the other, to encourage the 
participants in the groups to use their given power (by both CEO and their newly gained 
knowledge) to actually implement projects that they found useful, innovative and sometimes 
exceeding what they thought was possible.  

As in many AR projects the outcome was not predictable; something is expected to happen, 
but things do not always unfold as expected. I expected that the search for improvement areas 
would be a long phase of data collection but that the participants, succeeding rather quickly, 
would ensure the spread of new initiatives. I also expected that it would be difficult for the 
new initiatives to be accepted, that the change process would be difficult to implement. The 
meta-monitoring of the project and data-analysis showed something quite different. 

In the AR sub-projects called ‘Strategy’ and ‘Learning project for management’ in Figure 4 
the participants were the CEO and all departmental managers. The background for the 
learning project was to establish an understanding for learning and change in the management 
group. Even though the CEO was heavily supporting the whole project, he had a clear 
tendency to put more emphasis on daily operations than innovations and especially in cases 
not directly founded by the AR project or in situations with customers where he intervened by 
himself. The departmental managers were, for their part, bound by an annually agreed (or 
dictated) budget into which they had great difficulty fitting innovation. The learning project 
was inspired by Argyris (Argyris 1977; Argyris 2004) and double-loop learning. The project 

                                                           
8 The role was not equal to a project manager, he was merely to arrange meetings, produce meeting minutes, 
agendas etc. 
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was started from reflections within the IS group late in the project phase and ran for only a 
short amount of time. If started earlier, this could probably have brought more support to the 
other projects. The learning project was continued by the managers themselves after the 
researcher left. 
 
 
Data collection methods in the case study 

At the pre-project interview round all employees expressed satisfaction regarding their 
perceived innovation level. At the first drawing session with the subject being innovation, 
much more detailed information was revealed showing more inefficiency on the subject, and 
showing that the interviews previously held with individuals did not ‘go deep enough’. 
Having a group of employees at the drawing session, hearing each other talking about their 
perception of innovation, inspired discussions among them that revealed much more detailed 
information than I, by any means, could get at an interview round.  

Before the AR project started I had expected to use video interviews as documentation to a 
much higher degree. After evaluating the amount of information at the drawing session, the 
video interviews were used instead as a contribution to the discussions in the IS group on 
more detailed subjects revealed through this medium, such as how employees exactly acted 
on certain occasions. Though useful, it merely comprised details such as why people did not 
use error reports, and daily work tasks and was used by the researcher to gain knowledge on 
daily life within the company. 

Most of the data collection was made in collaboration with one or more of the participants in 
the IS group. The first list is in chronological order; the second includes methods used over 
the total time span. 

Chronological list of data collection: 
• Interviews with six employees and managers at the very beginning of the project, 

semi-structured 
• Video-interviews with six employees, structured interviews 
• Two drawing sessions (inspired by Morgan (2006) and described in detail in article 

#2, Implementation). One session in the IS group, one session with 7 employees 
• A questionnaire made by the IS group on the subject of perceived idea-management 
• A ’grumble’ session in the IS group, to discuss everything that was irritating or 

frustrating to the participants 
• The seven participants in the IS group made an individual investigation project, with 

embedded data collection 
• A session with six employees in which they were to identify barriers as a hindrance to 

being innovative 
• All employees participated in one of three ’Open Space Technology’ meetings with 

discussions on the subject, ‘What is a hindrance to our daily work – and what could be 
improved?’ 

• Mentoring and coaching sessions with departmental manager 
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• Interviews with the four managers in the new management structure as preparation for 
learning project 

• Post-project evaluation: seven semi-structured interviews and six employees in a 
drawing session 

List of general data collection: 
• Social arrangements, with lots of small talk among the researcher and employees 
• Participation in management staff meetings 
• Access to corporate papers, agendae and intranet 
• Discussions with CEO and departmental managers 
• Thoughts of the researcher and facts and agendae were recorded in a log-book and 

diary  

Trying to meet the requirements of triangulation data collected was achieved and registered 
through the different AR sub-projects groups, at different times, on different occasions (both 
formal as well as informal), through different approaches (learning labs, a mentoring and 
coaching sequence for departmental managers, seminars, interviews, drawing sessions, 
company papers and staff meetings). To analyse the data from the first drawing sessions, 
interviews, survey and video interviews, the IS group was involved both in the collection of 
data as well as in discussing the implications of this. By having these discussions the context, 
history and meaning of the data were revealed by the participants on several occasions to me 
as the researcher. Whenever a seminar took place involving the participants it always ended 
with them commenting on their learning, perceived benefit or other statements to me. Besides 
this I often met with the participants, asking for progress reports, discussing problems and 
reflections or just indulging in small talk. 
 



Chapter 3 Research Methodology 
 

Page 44 of 167 



Chapter 4: Contents of the Articles 
 

Page 45 of 167 

 
 
 
 
 

4. Contents of the articles 

The five articles included in this research describe the various factors, learning, characteristics 
and tools observed and used in an action research project made in a SME service company 
spanning two and a half years. They all share the main theme of how to implement HI 
innovation in a SME in a lasting way and the implications that this has. The weak side of 
having only one case company in the study is a natural scepticism regarding the possibility of 
generalisation of the findings. By contrast, the benefit of focussing, through an action research 
project, on just one company is the wealth of data found through the amount of time and 
different data collection methods used. The details in the knowledge and possibility of 
triangulations of data have secured a good understanding of some of the driving forces that 
made employees and managers act as they did, in regard to context, history, environment, 
behaviour and time. When studying processes, AR is one of the most effective tools to use 
(Dawson 1997; Shani and Pasmore 1985). The lack of possibility of generalisation, as in 
traditional research, is outweighed by the potential of different angles produced by the AR 
sub-projects and the acknowledgement of the complexity in trying to generalise such data. 
The level of generalisation in this case study is based upon the different data-collecting 
methods, and repeated observations on different occasions, both with and without the same 
persons in equal situations. The observations and reflections on these data led to the 
contributions of the research. 

The five articles cover different aspects of how a SME is trying to establish HI innovation. As 
the company is a service company, the first article is dedicated to considerations of how well 
HI innovation is suited to such a company and a presentation of the special characteristics of 
the company. The second article describes how the research unfolded within the company as 
action research supported by an innovation guide model and a facilitated interactive 
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innovation audit as described in the third article. The fourth article discusses how learning, the 
concomitant acquired power and political awareness for the participants were the crucial 
elements in the implementation. The fifth article describes the reflections of some of the 
findings in the case study; that to improve HI innovation, improvement projects have to be 
selected from a much broader base than the normal focus on the NPD process dictates.  
 
 
Contribution from the articles 

Article #1, Service innovation 
Title of article: 
Service innovation through involvement; a case study using the service characteristics. 

The case company used in this research is a service and wholesale company. As such they 
differ from a manufacturing company in a number of ways. The aim is to analyse what these 
differences mean in relation to innovation. Trying to systemize the description, five 
characteristics are explained and used to show where the company and its employees might 
differ from traditional manufacturing companies and act differently as well.  
 
Intangibility:  

Service products are by nature intangible. The strongest influence on the innovation 
behaviour was found to be the way it was attempted to protect any innovation within the 
company. This was done by adding as much knowledge and skills to the new services as 
possible and focussing on process innovation thought to be more difficult to identify and copy 
by a competitor. 
 
Co-Production:  

The department delivering service and maintenance has close contact with customers and the 
company had the opportunity to receive immediate feedback on their products. The company 
did not use this as much as they could, but they are now trying to involve the service fitters 
more, and thus, be able to use their input. 
By trying to work around the issues of co-production the company is attempting to put more 
emphasis on the technical competence of new employees, enabling them to support the 
customer by supplying design, calculations and drawings as back office work with a more 
flexible schedule.  
 
Heterogeneity:  

The employees are well aware that their customers have individual needs. They have small 
customers buying single parts where the only contact is a five-minute telephone call and by 
contrast, they undertake maintenance for power plants that demands a high degree of 
consistency of supply. 
 
Perishability: 
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The company has very little tradition of project management. This is seen in the lack of 
control and advancement with ongoing projects and a lack of portfolio management. They 
have now established an idea and portfolio management system to help handle this. 
 
Inseparability: 

Any new services need to be developed to perform up to the same experience or higher for the 
customer if it is not to be to the detriment of the company’s entire reputation and standing. 
This gave a kind of fear of contact with new service products, given that some highly 
conservative customers are wary of taking such risks. 

Heterogeneity and inseparability were found to be the two most important factors to influence 
the conditions for innovation, factors that are affected heavily by communication and 
knowledge sharing. It was also found that organisational factors were highly important in 
service companies, and support for this statement was found in the selection of improvement 
projects undertaken by the participants in the IS group. As a conclusion it was found that HI 
innovation is well suited to service companies due to the focus on organisational issues and 
involvement of employees. 
 

Article #2, Implementation 
Title of article: 
Implementation of high involvement innovation in a SME; An action research project 

The article describes the AR project and sub-projects executed and evaluates the impact these 
had on the organisation. The evaluation draws in general from the data collection but mainly 
from interviews and drawing sessions made at the beginning of the project and at the end. The 
conclusion is that the perception of innovation by the employees has changed during the time 
of the project.  

The drawings and campaigning stories from 2005 all showed a somewhat negative view on 
how ideas were treated. The focus was mainly on how difficult it was to promote new ideas 
into implementation. In 2007 there were still frustrations but they were now concentrated 
around a lack of steering and progress. In 2005 concern was focused on how difficult, or even 
impossible, it was to get ideas through. The main concern in 2007 was on concrete issues such 
as the need of an innovation project manager, more resources available to managers helping 
with ideas and more courage in trying new things among employees themselves. The 
employees were now able to articulate what was needed and were heavily engaged in the 
discussions on what to do. Obviously there had been a change in the perception of innovation 
and also on the responsibility of each employee to participate. As one said: “The highest 
barriers are our own attitude and how we approach new issues – we have to learn and accept 
that the situation has changed; we have a responsibility as well as the managers”. 
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This article describes how the innovation guide model shown in Figure 5 is used to secure the 
improvement projects having the desired coverage. This model is one of the tools used in the 

AR project not only in discussions with participants but also in discussions with management 
in relation to the progress of the project. 
 

Article #3, Innovation audit 
Title of article:  
How to use an innovation audit as a learning tool: a case study 

The article describes how a new approach to use an audit is developed and tested in the case 
company. The audit was used as a tool to select improvement projects and by so doing, to try 
to secure the implementation as well. The main approach of the traditional innovation audit is 
to measure status within the company and compare this to ‘best practice’ and to deliver a 
report of suggested improvement projects. In this new approach, called a ‘facilitated 
interactive innovation audit’, the material in the audit was used for discussion and inspiration 
within the IS group in the case company. It was the employees that selected the improvement 
projects and executed their implementation from inspiration of the audit material. Their main 
drive was that they selected the projects internally, being the first persons to know where 
improvement was needed, to enhance innovation in their company. The new audit approach is 
built upon material and evaluation of existing available innovation audits with the difference 
shown in Table 2, with the definition of five layers in an innovation audit. The different 
columns show the characteristics of a traditional audit and the new audit. As an example the 

Figure 5: The innovation guide model for HI innovation 
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first layer shows that the traditional audit is built upon the theory of traditional understanding 
of technological innovation whereas the new audit is built around the understanding of HI 
innovation. 
 
 
      The five layers The traditional audit The new audit 

1:  Innovation theory under-
lying the methodology 

Technological innovation High-involvement 
innovation 

2:  Methodology of the audit Performance and processes Involvement, 
participation, learning 

3:  The materials used in 
auditing 

Scorecards and questions Mind maps, information, 
questions 

4:  How the audit is used Assessing, identifying, 
defining 

Involving, selecting, 
implementing 

5:  Type of feedback and 
results 

Report and presentation Implemented projects 
motivated employees 

Table 2: The five layers deducted in an innovation audit; one column showing the traditional innovation audit, 
the right-hand column showing the five layers in the new audit approach. 

 
 

Article #4, Learning 
Title of article:  
How learning contributes to organisational change and high-involvement innovation: a case 
study. 

The previous three articles set the scene of the case company, with the first describing the 
operating conditions (Article #1, Service innovation) and the following two describing the 
tools and evaluations from the intervention. The aim of this article is to describe the learning 
process as being the crucial factor for the success of the project; a learning project leading to 
participants being active political actors with newly gained power of expertise9 (Pfeffer 1981) 
and a clear mandate from the CEO. The most important tools in the process were double-loop 
learning (Argyris 1999) and lateral thinking (de Bono 1995). Double-loop learning is valuable 
when focussing on questioning established practice – the issues where we ask, “Why do we 
do this?” or “Why do we do it in such a way?” and knowing that nobody wants to answer, 
because it is not an issue for debate. Lateral thinking was used to break patterns of behaviour 
especially when the researcher challenged the participants when they answered, “because we 
normally do it this way…”, trying to teach the participants to use the tools themselves.  

By starting in a ‘learning lab’ (Argyris 2004) the participants had time to obtain skills to be 
used later in teaching colleagues, being innovation super-users and change agents. Using the 
tools mentioned in the previous articles the participants in the IS group defined, selected and 
                                                           
9 Power that comes from possessing specialized expertise (Pfeffer 1981 p: 113) 
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implemented more than fifteen improvement projects in the company. The projects were 
spread over several areas of the guide model in Figure 5. The contribution of this article is 
that when employees have participated in a learning process targeted at HI innovation with 
data collection from colleagues and with a given mandate from the CEO, they have become 
political actors, actors with legitimacy for suggesting and implementing new initiatives and 
skills for process management. As shown in (Article #1, service innovation) the participants 
of the IS group are very loyal to the given strategy and strive to achieve coherence between 
the necessary changes to incorporate HI innovation, the wishes of their colleagues and the 
strategy. Developing HI innovation within a company starts with continuous improvement 
and ends with the learning organisation according to Bessant (2003). The employees need to 
be involved which is the main focus of the learning project to start building HI innovation but 
actually the participants in the IS group are, due to their newly gained political position and 
knowledge, participating in the company (see discussion on involvement - participation in 
Article #2, Implementation) which is necessary for developing HI innovation further. 
 

Article #5, Innovation process 
Title of article:  
Why a NPD process is not enough; the role of the innovation process towards high-
involvement innovation. 

The main aim of this article is to describe one of the underlying principles for the case study 
being refined, confirmed and further developed through the action research project. The main 
thought being that implementation of HI innovation needs to be based upon much more than 
would be found in any NPD process. Observing which improvement projects were chosen by 
the participants in the IS group, many of these were found not to be directly related to the 
traditional understanding of innovation and the concomitant NPD process. The projects were 
often related to more background or soft issue competences (Collis 1994; Zollo and Winter 
2002). The model called ‘the innovation environment model’ shown in the article (Article #5, 
Innovation process) was used on occasions where the reason for the chosen projects needed to 
be explained to managers and employees. They sometimes had a pre-understanding that any 
initiatives for innovation should fit into a NPD process, and the model was then a useful tool 
to show these people the purpose of the projects and their placement. 
 
 



Chapter 5: Observations and reflections on roles and tools in the AR project 

Page 51 of 167 

 
 
 

5. Observations and reflections on roles and tools in the AR project 
 

This chapter is devoted to reflections on, and descriptions of, the empirical material of the AR 
project in the case company with and between managers, employees and the researcher. In the 
subsequent chapter selected parts from this present chapter are discussed in relation to 
relevant literature. 
 
Integration of managers in the project 

In the beginning of this case study top management comprised merely one person, namely the 
CEO. Having a huge difference in the size of departments the next ‘layer’ of management was 
a mix of top-level managers and mid-level managers. The project was agreed with the CEO 
and he was frequently kept informed by both the researcher and the participants. As the CEO 
was the internal initiator of the project and had seen a need for change he supported every 
decision taken by the participants even when he was sometimes not in total agreement. In 
actual fact the participants sometimes hesitated to execute the more radical changes being 
anxious that the CEO would not support them. As always, the case was more complicated 
than it looked. The CEO was quite amenable to change, whereas the board of directors was 
more conservative. The participants were allowed to use time on the projects, but there was 
still an unspoken and mostly untested rule that if an employee had to choose between using 
time on long-range projects or keeping to the daily sales-budget – he should do both! Being 
head of a service and sales company the CEO characterized himself as a tradesman more than 
anything else, which was part of the reason for some of the above-mentioned frustrations on 
the part of the participants, but on the other hand, secured a steady income for the company. 
This is one of the paradoxes in continuous innovation – keeping the daily operations running 
while being innovative (Boer and Bessant 2002). 
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Having a bottom-up approach the management group was not involved in design and 
implementation of the improvement projects, however a more planned approach to support 
and collaboration on some of the projects could have helped these. This could have been 
when ideas needed acceptance from a manager and were sometimes stalled usually due to 
lack of time, or when allocating time for an employee to participate in innovation. In order for 
the situation in this case company to have been improved further some management based 
focus areas could be , for example, dedicated resources in the budget for innovation and a 
measurement for innovation initiatives in each department, and as a personal goal for each 
manager.  
 

Middle management in change projects 
Mid-level managers are often the ones that are most affected by change, or feel most 
threatened in terms of their power and position. Trying to cope with these issues, one 
departmental manager was a participant in the IS group, and one departmental manager went 
through a couple of mentoring and coaching sessions, whilst two departmental managers from 
the smallest departments were offered help but could not accept the changes and ceased 
working for the company. Only involving managers at strategic points was both a political 
decision as well a decision based on scarcity of resources. The goal was to establish a 
legitimacy base for the employees by involving their colleagues and only involving managers 
that could be a direct threat or barrier to the project. This resulted in the employees becoming 
political actors with expert power (Pfeffer 1981) and enough legitimacy to persuade 
colleagues and group managers to achieve acceptance and appreciation of the changes rooted 
in the AR projects and support from the remaining departmental managers. 
 

Interaction between managers and employees and impact from and on the innovation 
strategy 

To incorporate innovation in the established strategy of the case company was more difficult 
than I had expected. The new strategy ended up as a revised version of their old strategy, the 
newly-introduced parts being the goal for those market and product areas upon which the 
departments wanted to focus, and only one sentence stating that the company wanted to 
supply innovative solutions. (A description on how the strategy was supported and perceived 
by the employees appears in Article #1, Service innovation). In traditional innovation 
literature a well augmented definition and goals of innovation in the strategy represent a 
crucial starting point for increasing and controlling the amount of innovation in a given 
company (as in Tidd et al. (2005), Trott (2002), Roussel et al.(1991), Afuah (1998)). As this 
was also my belief at the beginning of the project this led to the commencement of the first 
AR sub-project, being the strategy project for the management group. 

The management group had no immediate and specific desire for new products in the 
company. Some departmental managers had only limited knowledge and trust on the 
innovation subject as well. Either these issues were the reason or if there was simply neither 
the time nor a need for it, the management group was not able to define any clear goals for 
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innovation. On some occasions it would have been more convenient for me as an external 
person if the management group had defined some clearer goals for innovation towards which 
I felt the employees could have aimed. This was, however, only something I felt personally; 
none of the participants ever expressed that view.  On the contrary, it is most likely that this 
gave the participants in the IS group their freedom to decide where to start.  

By lacking clear goals in the innovation strategy, the participants were both allowed and 
enforced to locate areas of improvement themselves following the normal strategy of the 
company. If these areas had been specified in an innovation strategy this might have hindered 
some valuable input to be found through the data collection phase carried out by the 
participants. As the participants had certain problems in getting resources and active support 
from managers this could probably have been improved if an explicit innovation strategy had 
existed. If this strategy was to support the work of the IS group the goals should have been 
defined in collaboration between the IS group and management when the participants felt 
ready for the task (A version of this is called policy deployment or participative planning by 
Bessant and Tidd (2007 p:430)).  

As many of the implemented improvement projects are quite incremental by nature the 
participants might not be the ones being able to supply the more radical thoughts for an 
innovation strategy. This is one of the reasons for the suggested collaboration: to ensure that 
the employees still accept and feel encouraged to be involved through the use of their expert 
knowledge on the conditions for innovation as it actually unfolds within the company and 
management ensuring prioritising of resources and connection to long-term goals. The new 
organisational structure in the company was similarly developed by this method; the 
participants selected and developed two suggestions for the new structure, which concurrently 
were presented and discussed with management where a final selection was made. 

Seen retrospectively the strategy of the company and the support from the CEO for this 
project actually gave a clear direction for the participants (as described in Article #1, Service 
innovation), with goals to include more knowledge, getting a higher return on investment and 
implementation of HI innovation. This is very close to the recommendation of Bessant (2003 
p:133) where he argues for the strategy in regards to innovation to have clear goals, (as 
opposed to ‘big-hit innovation goals’) which can be broken down into understandable bits, 
that again can help in answering the questions, ‘How and why?’.  

The participants in the case company were more involved in unfolding the strategy than 
suggested in all the above-mentioned innovation literature where this is mainly a task for 
management.  The missing part in this case was to get acceptance from all the managers to the 
‘how’ question, including departmental goals to encourage the managers to support the 
project more.  
 
 
The participants as actors in the action research projects 

The participants in the IS group were much more restricted by their habits and practices than I 
had expected. Any fears that these people needed to be controlled to prevent them making a 
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revolution in the company were totally unfounded. The participants were very loyal to the 
perceived culture of the company, the strategy and how they thought the CEO wanted them to 
behave. (See article #1, Service Innovation.) 

The participants were heavily engaged in the subject and did everything they could to join the 
seminars, but it was difficult to plan anything with less than two months’ notice, and at certain 
times of the year they was all so busy that nobody had time for innovation. They were very 
enthusiastic at the seminars but had much more trouble finding time to execute their 
‘homework’. I could also have chosen to act more like a project manager than I did. To 
observe how the participants acted themselves I deliberately kept from putting pressure on 
deadlines or in other ways acting as project manager. From time to time the progress slowed 
down significantly, sometimes to the point of nearly stopping, but holding the seminars forced 
the participants to have something ready, although often two or three of the participants (the 
same individuals each time) had not been able to fulfil their tasks.  

Even though the participants were selected for this role by management and not voluntarily 
they all had a very positive approach towards the project. At the first seminar a couple of 
them indicated that they did not find it appropriate to use the whole evening for training, as I 
had planned. We did, however, use both designated evenings for training purposes, and as the 
participants either just accepted my way of doing things or found the subject interesting and 
relevant, at the following seminars no-one complained about the evening programmes; it was 
now taken for granted.  

Something that might have been responsible for getting the participants engaged in the project 
was the way the seminars were executed, and the subject that they found highly important for 
their workplace. I used the very first seminar mainly for one way information except for the 
evening involving practical training with access to beer, snacks etc. The following seminars 
demanded much more involvement from the participants, presenting their projects, discussing 
issues they had selected etc. Some of the positive feedback from the participants was that the 
seminars “included a lot of ice-breakers, small creative tasks, lots of learning tailor-made for 
our needs and a flexible structure e.g. no table with fixed positions (actually no table at all, 
and sometimes no chairs either), time for discussion and presentation of own projects and lots 
of direct feedback from you - all things that we really have learned a lot from, also for 
personal use”. 

The participants lacked knowledge about processes, tools and understanding of innovation. 
By contrast they had a very high degree of sensing where improvement was needed in the 
company and of problem areas, etc. According to my observations they just needed the tools 
and support to start changing the situation by being trained in double-loop learning (Argyris 
1999) and pattern breaking (de Bono 1995). These tools were mentioned by the participants 
as being those from which they learned most effectively rather than just taking the situation 
for granted. 
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The learning process 

The most difficult part of the project was expected to be the broad acceptance of the new 
initiatives and necessary changes in the organisation. I had expected that the participants in 
the AR sub-projects would necessitate a short amount of time to be educated, and a longer 
amount of time would have to be dedicated to getting the initiatives spread throughout the 
organisation. It turned out to be quite different, with the learning process being more 
comprehensive than anticipated, some of the main parts of the learning process being how to 
understand innovation in their context, the use of double-loop learning, how to teach and help 
others and also personal development. Even after this long process with four two-day 
seminars and several one-day seminars they hesitated as to when they should use the tested 
tools together with their colleagues. There could probably have been more focus on helping 
the participants the first couple of times, making them conversant with the tools. 

In contrast, the main effect of the learning process for the participants was expressed in their 
daily actions. They had become active political actors, being active in the change process and 
possessing more power as a result of their newly-gained knowledge. They only occasionally 
taught their colleagues, but their impact was observed by all the managers, and by being 
picked from different departments and geographical locations, they slowly influenced their 
colleagues into acceptance of several new initiatives, and eased the change in their 
organisational structure. The legitimacy the participants brought with them, when convincing 
others to try new things, was amazing, not because they were able to educate them, but 
merely from being involved, asking questions and having received input from other 
employees through Open Space Technology meetings, surveys, video interviews etc. As being 
one of the more important areas in the case study, the learning subject and what it brought the 
participants, is discussed as one of the three subjects in chapter 0. 
 
 

What did the active political actors do? 

Even in an AR project it is difficult to observe all situations that either directly or indirectly 
influence daily work and change projects, but by combining observations with interviews and 
drawing sessions some actions and attitudes stemming from the participants of the IS group 
became apparent. The participants had direct influence on their colleagues in several ways. 
Through the Open Space Technology meetings and small-talk sessions the participants had 
collected statements from their colleagues upon which they later acted. This meant that if 
colleagues were resistant to certain new initiatives the answer to the question, “Why do we 
have to do this?” was “…because you asked for it.” 

The enthusiasm and engagement of the participants were conspicuous, as a manager observed, 
“They (the participants) have so much energy and passion for this project; they influence 
others in a positive direction”. They were also invited to sessions with the CEO to generate 
new ideas, which led to a series of wall posters and a new company handbook. Having learnt 
some tools and techniques, they were observed by both managers and myself using these in 
discussions with colleagues in establishing the new organisational structure. 
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They established training for the service fitters. The departmental manager in charge of the 
service fitters felt overruled, and some discussions arose from this. The manager in the IS 
group and myself had to talk to different managers and the CEO to get things through, but in 
the end the training was established as desired, having everybody’s acceptance. 

As two of the participants were the driving force behind the idea-management system they 
often had to ensure progress in the idea-flow by putting pressure on managers to prevent them 
from being barriers, and it did work: 52% of collected ideas have been implemented. In view 
of having a system where the selection of ideas is not necessarily executed by managers these 
participants are helping to get the ideas described and developed through, for example, 
discussion forums or embedded forms. The participants have a strong influence on the first 
filtering process taking place when an employee asks for advice and in helping to submit 
ideas to the system. 

A couple of the participants have been presenting projects for the management group with 
great success. All of the participants have either been teaching different subjects themselves 
or have been responsible for conducting and arranging seminars for colleagues. They have 
been contributing to the monthly company newsletter and have held presentations at 
departmental meetings. Some of them, despite being a bit shy to stand in front of managers 
and colleagues, still managed to accomplish it. 

Due to interaction and information collection from colleagues and information-sharing 
internally within the IS group their expert power (Pfeffer 1981) was substantially raised. Their 
expert power was based on different parts of knowledge. They knew, more than many others, 
what was going on in the company, both between employees and also in the management 
group through data collection, meetings and the projects. They had obtained training and 
knowledge in how to improve the environment for innovation and helped others with tools 
like problem-solving sessions and various creative tools let alone awarding them expert 
power. Double-loop learning is an effective tool, but you need to have knowledge on how and 
where to use it, and also to have legitimacy among colleagues and managers to be allowed to 
use it. The participants obtained the knowledge and proved the value of this through the 
learning process. They have been the driving force behind the successful implementation of 
several projects, gaining respect from colleagues and showing that it IS possible to do things 
differently. 

The learning lab methodology (discussed in Article #4, Learning) has given the participants 
the opportunity and power to actually influence their working environment. These learning 
labs commenced with training in a closed and secure environment, slowly opening up and 
bringing the newly-learned practices into action together with the authority and responsibility 
for the project given by the CEO. 
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Barriers to spreading of the knowledge 

Because the participants found the subject difficult it was not easy for them to involve others 
in the learning process. At one of the seminars a plan was created to hold a series of problem-
solving sessions during the following month, but in reality the participants only held a few of 
them. When asked why, the answer was, “We are not really good at this yet.” and, “We have 
not had the time yet being too busy”. Again, the allocation of some dedicated resources could 
have helped the participants. 

The service maintenance department has barely changed as a result of the project. The 
intention was to get them involved as well, but this did not happen. The employees in this 
department are service fitters, being on the road most days, sometimes almost behaving as 
though they were an ‘independent company within the company’. The service competence 
seminar ended with highly motivated employees, although the AR sub-project as a whole was 
not a great success and vanished some months after the seminar. It is no surprise if this is 
compared to the IS group after the first seminar. I would guess that if the IS group had only 
received one seminar of training, the same would have happened there. The participants in the 
IS group did not have the same close contact with the employees in the service maintenance 
department as with their own colleagues. This is probably one of the reasons why these 
employees did not become more involved through the AR project.  

The IS group was composed of employees from different departments, and the representative 
from the service maintenance department was from a local office in Jutland, a person that 
took over the role as manager for this local office at the end of the project. The office in 
Jutland certainly gained by his participation in the IS group and learning thereof, but seen 
retrospectively, there should also have been a participant from the main office in Copenhagen.  

As described in (Article #1, Service innovation) only a few visible product innovations were 
produced as a result of the project. This might relate to the case company being a service 
company, but it does also stem from the idea of the project, i.e. to involve employees in 
increasing the innovation capability. The goal was not to produce innovations but to create the 
environment for future innovations. The problem with this is that for employees not having 
close contact with, for example, the participants in the IS group it was difficult to recognize 
the initiatives as belonging to this project. One solution could have been more information. I 
suggested producing some large information posters to hang on the walls, but this suggestion 
was rejected by the participants for fear of spoiling the look of the office and offending the 
board of directors. Unfortunately no alternative was developed; even though the group 
produced several ideas, again, the participants were too busy carrying out their normal tasks. 
Nevertheless, at the time of my last visit to the company they had produced posters with 
pictures of different groups of employees bearing a short slogan and showing people and 
products handled by the group. 

At the end of the AR project every participant in the group still had their own improvement 
project on which to work. Most of them formed small teams helping each other. Struggling to 
manage these projects, the participants were reluctant to engage in new projects even though 
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there was agreement regarding the need for projects to involve more employees in a direct 
way. I did not want to force anything through and the participants of the IS group were 
heavily engaged in organisational change projects for new structures and also encountering 
difficulties in hiring replacement personnel for retired colleagues, which slowed down the 
initiation of new projects.  

Even though spreading the involvement did not go as I expected, I was surprised by the end of 
the project at how much the employees had changed in their perception of innovation and 
their passion for making changes. This is illustrated in the following observations from 
comparison between the two drawing sessions. 

Based on the interview and drawing sessions explained in (article #2, Implementation) there 
was a distinct shift throughout the project in the apprehension of innovation among all 
employees. They changed from having a diffuse mistrust of presenting ideas at the start of the 
project, to ending up making concrete suggestions as to what was needed: a process manager, 
more dedication and resources for managers involved in innovation etc. They went from 
passive acceptance and resignation of their situation to a group of actively engaged employees 
proposing suggestions. 
 
 
The use of the innovation guide model and the interactive innovation audit 

A lot of confusion arose through the first seminar where the participants were presented with 
all parts of the innovation guide model and the interactive innovation audit showing the full 
extent of the innovation process. The apprehension felt by the participants towards the 
innovation subject was, up until that time, that the innovation process corresponded to the 
NPD process (see article #5, Innovation process). The confusion was actually so deeply 
rooted that another two-day seminar was needed before they could make the comment, “I am 
totally exhausted thinking about the extent of the areas we are going to focus on; all this you 
have shown us, but now I understand what you are talking about!” 

The details of the audit were used by the participants when searching for areas of 
improvement, and to support them in their first investigative projects, whereas the guide 
model (presented in article #2, Implementation) was used to discuss progress with participants 
and management, and by the researcher, to evaluate the chosen improvement projects. The 
guide model was a valuable tool when discussing selected areas for improvement, and to 
discuss responsibility of how to drive projects through, as, for example, when management 
should be involved or just the employees. 

The interactive innovation audit described in (Article #3, Innovation audit) was used in 
training the participants in the extent and areas of HI innovation. I had expected that the 
participants in the IS group would have needed a long time in the selection phase of 
improvement projects. In reality, however, the first selection of areas took less than three 
hours! The following phase, where the participants collected data and prepared their 
improvement projects, took longer than expected, namely around two months, again, mainly 
due to lack of dedicated time for the participants. 
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I expected that the two models would be used extensively and specifically in discussions on 
areas of improvement. Since the audit is composed of more than eight hundred statements and 
pieces of information it is difficult to have in a paper version. It was printed out on ten large 
posters, which were used by the participants to select the areas of interest at one seminar. The 
participants each took home one poster to study and from which to be inspired. After this the 
‘magic’ of the model was released and each participant dived into his/her own project. In 
discussions we often referred to the material of the audit that the participants had used, and 
several of the participants expressed the view that we should soon use the model for selecting 
new improvement projects. The audit was exported to their intranet for easy access. Even with 
all these good intentions the predicted ‘next round’ never arose. This was presumably due to 
the fact that the first round of the project took longer than anticipated to implement, the large 
amount of material, and because the participants were now more able to localise areas of 
improvement without the support of the audit. What I learnt was that the model in itself was 
not as important as I had expected; the important issue was the expert power and motivation 
the participants gained from using the material. 

The innovation guide model was refined throughout the project with the addition of markers 
of responsibility for the different subjects. If the model had had this feature from the 
beginning it would probably have increased the success rate of the improvement projects 
through presentations and discussions with management. As it was, it was merely used by the 
researcher to evaluate progress and occasionally used to explain to the management group the 
background for the AR project and the involvement of employees. It turned out that even 
though the project had a bottom-up approach supported by the CEO, management still needed 
to be involved in certain crucial areas to a higher extent than I had expected as is now shown 
in the guide model. 

Were the two models productive for the projects? The answer must be “yes”, supporting the 
participants in their efforts to define the improvement projects. If the models had not existed 
the researcher would have had to spend much more time with each single participant helping 
to define their tasks and explaining implications and consequences of actions in regard to 
trying to enhance HI innovation.   
 
 
The role of researcher and consultant 
 

As such, workplace change can be described as an odyssey, which whilst generally being 
planned, requires the continual revision of navigational decisions to meet unpredictable 
and unfolding conditions (Dawson 2000 p:42).  

Actually achieving a navigation of avoiding opposition to either the CEO and management 
group or the participants of the AR projects, resulted in some employees having the feeling 
that I was the one responsible for all the changes that had taken place, stating: “Why should 
everything be so complicated – why could we not keep it as it was before?” Very few 
employees, however, said things like this, because whenever any participants heard this 
comment, the answer was, “because you asked for it!” (via the various data collection, Open 
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Space Technology meetings etc.). These employees regarded the researcher purely as an 
external consultant.  

The CEO was seldom involved in data evaluation, but often involved in discussions on the 
conclusions and plans for what to do next – and how the employees would react. The 
participants in the IS group were the ones who mostly ‘met’ the researcher: in discussions of 
collected data, in one-to-one meetings talking about the implications of planned actions, 
reading and commenting on articles and as informal interviewees when theories and ideas 
were tested. These participants were also the “guinea pigs” for all the ideas of the researcher, 
and often spent long evenings being educated in different issues (creativity methods, 
facilitator skills, problem-solving sessions), the effect of which the researcher wanted to see.  

The consultant’s role was nearly always as process consultant (Gummesson 2000), sometimes 
driving participants nearly mad as one departmental manager often said: “Erik, What is it you 
really want us to do now?” when he wanted a clearer answer as to which direction to take. 
(The reply was often, “I want you to think on these issues and then decide what is best for 
you. I am not the expert in your business.”) The role of expert consultant, however, 
(Gummesson 2000) was used especially at the commencement of the AR sub-projects, as in 
the IS group. They received four days of training in innovation and creativity before the 
process consultant role was switched on again. Having only one case company to work with 
made it possible for me to reserve time for reflection on executing the project, new initiatives, 
(like the adding of an eighth participant as project secretary (lightweight project manager) in 
the IS group albeit quite late in the project) and meta-monitoring. 

Using this amount of time and resources no SME company could have managed to pay a 
consultant. The consultant would quickly have been met by stricter demands for action, 
milestones and plans. This would totally have spoiled the possibility for data-collection, 
reflection and change while the project was being executed. Flexibility was also found 
through the willingness of the CEO to accept changes in the project and as a result of that, 
allowing the researcher to undertake experiments rooted in reflection and new ideas. 
 

Undertaking the intervention  

The greatest challenge was not as expected to bring the innovation knowledge into the 
company; by far the greatest challenge was for me to accept the speed and choice made by the 
participants in the IS group. Their level of knowledge on innovation was mainly of a practical 
nature and possibly stemmed from one or two books they had read; so being able to help and 
inspire them with new knowledge on innovation matters was relatively easy, specifically 
having the two innovation models to support this. Having a great many ideas and knowledge, 
it was quite difficult for the participants to accept my ideas of what would be useful for them 
or the company and these were seldom accepted. My ideas were either found to be too weird 
or too far-reaching.  

At the beginning of the project I did not know their culture and way of working, and they 
were not particular good at being inspired by others, developing ideas further before they 
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rejected them. Facing this, my job was much more as process consultant and coach. Working 
with participants and management, my job was often to help with double-loop learning, 
constantly asking, “Why?” and exemplifying their behaviour like holding a mirror up in front 
of them, trying to force them to look at what they did from a new perspective. One example is 
from a seminar with the participants where I presented seven ideas for new products, six of 
them being immediately rejected. The background for doing this was to check if the 
participants would automatically reject alien ideas or allow themselves to be inspired by 
these. Six out of seven participants were a bit embarrassed when I revealed the background of 
the experiment, indicating that the participants were not very good at being inspired by 
others’ ideas. Only one of the participants was catching up with new ideas by being inspired. 

Another large amount of my time was spent in informal one-to-one meetings with the 
participants trying to help them transform their newly-gained knowledge into action, not 
judging their decisions but merely coaching them into what action they thought would work 
in that particular situation, knowing that I could not give them the right answer. As 
preparation for the AR research I took up coaching education, which proved to be very useful 
for my role.  

Coaching is one thing; political astuteness is another skill altogether. More than once I was 
met with, “It does not matter what we do, management / the CEO will never allow this”. 
There were two sides to this: one was to convince employees and participants that they should 
give it another try; the other was to ensure that management would accept the initiative, but 
actually most political negotiation was ongoing between the participants and their colleagues. 
My job was therefore to build trust in their own capability and persistence into the 
participants, enabling them to fertilise the soil ready to accept change for their colleagues and 
immediate manager. 
 

The greatest problems / challenges 

For me, the greatest challenge was to accept their culture as being quite conservative, not 
being too creative, for fear of causing customers with high expectations of reliability and trust 
to vanish. Another aspect I learnt was that the participants were often too busy to do their 
‘home projects’ thereby slowing down progress, but actually, seen retrospectively, nearly 
twenty projects succeeded, among these was a very large re-organisation of their organisation 
structure. Another thing I learnt was that the introduction of an internal project secretary 
should have been done from the outset of the project to help with administrative tasks, and 
maybe as a lightweight project manager. The risk of introducing such a person is that (s)he 
might become the manager of the group and take away the feeling of responsibility the 
participants showed. 
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6. Creation of political actors supporting HI innovation and the use of 
models 

To conclude on the main topics, three subjects are discussed in more detail in the following 
text, namely, A: learning, B: political processes and C: models and tools used in the research 
project. The three subjects try to answer the main research question, building upon the more 
detailed discussions found in the five articles. The three topics are found to be the most 
important topics in the argument of what happened within the company. 
 
 
A: The importance of learning how to learn 

Implementation of HI-innovation takes a long time. This is the reason for the chosen 
approach to establish a learning process that is able to continue after the finalisation of the 
intervention. (Article #4, Learning) 
To implement changes in an organisation towards innovation demands a learning project 
where not only knowledge has to be learned and unlearned, but also habits, organisational 
structures and the way people look at their own role in the organisation have to be altered 
(Article #5, Innovation process). 

The case company wished to increase its innovation capability, as expressed by the CEO, “to 
make the employees use their knowledge in a way that could give the company a competitive 
advantage, and to increase their ‘return on investment’ ”. This desire is relatively broad in 
nature, not naming any amount of new products, but rather, indicating a wish for a general 
increase in their base of competences. To achieve this a dedicated focus on the NPD process 
would not have given the desired result (Article #5, Innovation process). As shown in that 
article, focus needs to be on broader issues where learning becomes important, and not only 
learning associated with new technologies but mostly learning how to learn (see Article #4, 
Learning).  
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In the more traditional innovation literature learning and knowledge are treated as highly 
important issues, but with focus aimed at how to increase access to knowledge and to absorb 
this (as in (Burgelman et al. 1995; Cooper 2003; Griffin 1997; Hamel 2002; Kuczmarski 
1992)). In other literature learning is treated from a different aspect. In literature on dynamic 
capabilities (eg. (Teece et al. 1997; Zollo and Winter 2002)) and core-rigidities (the need of 
unlearning (Leonard-Barton 1992)) focus is also put on how to handle, alter, combine and 
forget knowledge. In other parts of the learning literature there is a perspective on how the 
learning should actually be assisted to happen (Argyris 1991; de Bono 1995).  

In traditional as well as in recent innovation literature like (Bessant and Tidd 2007; Isaksen 
and Tidd 2006; Pfeffer 2004; Tidd et al. 2005) learning is a managerial question of creating 
the right motivation and vision. Learning in the innovation literature is generally meant for 
employees to create innovations and not the surroundings in which the innovations are created 
(Article #5, Innovation process). Bessant (2003 p. 212) is sceptical regarding projects solely 
aimed at getting employee ‘buy-in’ due to the need for heavy investment in training and too 
little resultant business-level benefits. He does argue for a mix of mentioned approaches 
without being more specific. The present research is, in this regard, a mix of different 
approaches with incorporation of political aspects, double-loop learning and innovation guide 
models. It is based upon the thoughts of a bottom-up approach but as shown in the guide 
model with the management side involved and supported by innovation models and training 
for a dedicated group of employees. 

In working with the participants of the IS group there were two main objectives: firstly, to 
teach them about innovation so that they could relate new initiatives to see if they would 
enhance or decrease their innovation capabilities; and secondly to teach them how and when 
to question the existing knowledge, habits, routines etc., this part being the more difficult one.  

The participants were found to be using the knowledge they had acquired on innovation 
matters in the project. When they designed their idea-management system, they found 
different ways of advertising this internally within the company, all being carefully thought 
through in order to avoid creating the wrong signals. When they selected their improvement 
projects they deliberately chose projects that would help to remove barriers to innovations, to 
enhance general awareness of innovation and improve communication. Communication and 
dialogue is the starting point for learning: before a forum is established with trust and 
communication it is simply impossible to question the organisational defensive routines and 
by that make improvements and HI-innovation. 

I observed that the participants acted in a different way to that which I had expected and that 
they also needed different types of help and guidance at the beginning of the project to those 
which I had expected. My expectation was built from the literature on innovation audits (as 
described in Article #3, Innovation audit) and innovation literature with its focus on the 
change process as in  (Isaksen and Tidd 2006; Tidd et al. 2005; Tushman and O'Reilly III 
1997). Especially in the innovation audit literature the change process starts with measuring 
and comparing to find the improvement projects, which are then sought to be  implemented. 
The projects often focus on issues like project and knowledge management, idea-selection 
etc., areas also touched upon in this case company, but not as the first issues. 
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What they needed were tools to intervene in their own organisation, both to provoke 
acceptance of change but also to get the attention of their colleagues, to create the courage and 
thinking for questioning the established practice and thereby to create learning towards HI 
innovation. This was where double-loop learning and lateral thinking were introduced. These 
are tools where one rather quickly understands the concept of the tool, but where the actual 
use of the tool demands a lot of training before one becomes skilled at using it (Argyris 2004). 
Likewise, it is necessary for the rest of the organisation to accept someone questioning 
established routines, procedures etc. It took some time and reflection before I realised that the 
participants were not only executing certain projects but that they had turned into political 
entrepreneurs. In the post-evaluation interviews (see Article #2, Implementation) the 
participants themselves indicated that they used these tools not only at work (as described in 
Article #4, Learning) but also in private. In the book of Bessant (2003) double-loop learning 
is mentioned as a valuable tool for change. The difference in this research is the direct 
coupling between a learning process, including double-loop learning for the employees, and 
implementation of HI innovation. 

Some double-loop learning has occurred, specifically in cases where the barriers were rooted 
in interpersonal relationships and organisational defensive routines. In most other cases 
lateral thinking has been used to break old habits and patterns. The participants of the IS 
group had, through the learning process, to some degree become self-managed actors 
regarding innovation, and have shown the ability to facilitate improvement projects (Article 
#4, Learning). 

At the drawing session at the end of the AR project (described in Article #2, Implementation) 
I asked some of the employees, not being part of the IS group ‘if innovation was visible in 
their company?’ Their response was that they often asked themselves if they could do what 
they did in a different and better way. This reaction was very different from the reactions in 
the first drawing session. Whether this was a result of influence from the participants of the IS 
group or merely from the innovation project as a whole was not possible to define for certain. 

As a conclusion, supported from both drawing sessions and the behaviour of the participants 
in the IS group, the employees certainly now act differently and have another approach to 
innovation related matters. Learning had occurred in regards both to general knowledge on 
the innovation subject as well as the conditions for innovation as in how to work with 
barriers. The spreading of such learning was purely through the participants and not by the 
researcher. Optimising this route could probably have happened if more training and creative 
sessions had been held for all employees. However, again in this AR research the idea was to 
investigate how it was possible for an external person to interact with dedicated groups of 
employees, to investigate if these participants could achieve knowledge and use double-loop 
learning in regards to the conditions of innovation (Article #5, Innovation process). What I 
wanted was to investigate how and if this specialised knowledge could be adapted and spread 
through the participants, and not to see if a consultant could train a lot of people in a lot of 
creative tools. 

In the book by Bessant (2003) learning is regarded as a very important factor for the 
development of the highest level of HI innovation capability, the learning organisation with 



Chapter 6: Creation of political actors supporting HI innovation and the use of models 
 

Page 66 of 167 

double and single-loop learning being highly used tools. In this research learning has been 
used to enhance HI innovation at levels far below this highest level. Even though it might 
seem to be a detour in regards to enhancing HI innovation at the lower levels at which the 
company finds itself, this research has shown (Article #2, Implementation, Article #4, 
Learning) that the learning process has made the employees, as active change agents, force 
changes in favour of innovation. This suggests that more attention to learning at all mentioned 
aspects will be a benefit in the implementation at all levels of innovation experience, probably 
due to the employees taking over the role of active change agents, thereby becoming active 
political actors. 
 
B: The participants becoming active political actors – political entrepreneurs 

Diversity, participation, questioning unspoken rules and rigid politics, removing barriers and 
spreading of knowledge are all important ingredients in creating a culture for HI innovation, 
some of which might put great tension on the organisation, the people in it and how they 
interact; some might challenge existing strategy, power structure and how the company is 
managed.  
To ask questions relating to existing practices has to be encouraged and accepted before 
employees are able to make suggestions for improvements. 
(Article #5, Innovation process) 

Implementing HI innovation, and further trying to improve the use of this, is a change project, 
albeit a change project with some unique characteristics. This is probably the reason for 
dedicated innovation literature having its main focus on change management (among many 
are (Isaksen and Tidd 2006; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1997)). However, another key 
characteristic in this literature is the traditional organisational viewing angle, looking at the 
change process with focus upon the manager as the one being responsible for and in front of 
the changes. In the book by Bessant (2003) on HI innovation focus is on how employees are 
able to contribute to innovation more than on how they get involved e.g. through the 
necessary implementation and change project. In this case study the starting focus of the 
researcher was on the CEO, being the gatekeeper into the company and then transferring to 
the employees. Executing an AR project with a group of employees as the main participants 
gave the researcher an untraditional perception of how a change process is perceived by 
employees, and the main forces that make the employees accept, and even impel, changes 
themselves (See Article #1, Service innovation, Article #2, Implementation, Article #4, 
Learning) as illustrated: 

It might have been that other projects would have given the same or better results, but these 
projects had a broad support from the employees due to the way they were established 
Article #1, Service innovation. 
Quote from interview: “I thought that we would have achieved greater results in this 
timeframe, but when we sum up all the small parts there is no doubt that a lot of us act 
differently today, and accept more new thoughts and generate more ideas than before – well, 
actually - are more innovative” (Article #1, Service innovation). 
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The AR research project turned into a data-driven AR approach10 (Zuber-Skerritt 2002) 
observing the behaviour of the participants striving to combine the liberating actions of AR 
research with the thoughts of involvement and participation powered by a learning process 
(described in Article #4, Learning). What happened in the case study could not be explained 
solely by either the preceding mainstream innovation literature or in total by the newer 
innovation literature focusing on HI innovation. In a search for more recent literature trying to 
combine innovation with political process I went through all seventy articles in the 
proceedings from the CINet conference in 200711.  A few articles were found which 
mentioned but did not discuss the importance of the subject when considering innovation such 
as: (Middel 2007), more articles mention politics in regards to external influence on the 
company (such as (Bessant and Wesley 2007; Boutellier et al. 2007)). Others such as 
(Matheus 2007; Rampersad et al. 2007) observe the importance of politics in networks and 
between companies but not internally within a company. Only one actually discussed the 
importance of using political awareness in regards to enhancing innovation internally within a 
company – and that was (Article #3, Innovation audit). It seems that the innovation literature 
has more difficulties accepting the existence of politics and power than literature from 
political process (such as (Buchanan and Badham 1999; Dawson 1997; Pfeffer 2004)) has to 
accept innovation and organisational development. As described in the above chapter there 
are more connections between learning and innovation albeit only scarcely covered when 
concerned with learning on how to learn how to be innovative. As described in (Article #4, 
Learning, Article #2, Implementation) the connection between political process and 
innovation is established with support from the theory of double-loop learning and 
observations on the behaviour of the employees and management.  

A change project targeted HI innovation has some special characteristics, which differ from 
those of a traditional change project, e.g. a quality improvement project. When targeting HI 
innovation the end target is unclear and ever-moving; it is not about achieving a certain 
number of innovations, it is about involvement and participation, being able to handle the 
challenges in ‘open innovations’, ‘continuous innovation’ and trying to manage the right mix 
of dynamic innovation capabilities. In ordinary change projects the model of Kurt Lewin 
‘unfreeze-movement-freeze’ helps people to focus on where to go, having a goal at which to 
aim (Robbins 2005). When aiming for HI innovation, the last part, i.e. ‘freeze’ might never 
arise; there is always a new possibility to try or to change. The change process towards HI 
innovation is fuelled by the learning process and, as a result of that, the target is 
unpredictable. If the changes are to last it is not enough to get the employees to accept the 
changes, they have to support the changes, which is only going to happen if they are able to 
find the changes of benefit to themselves and to their colleagues. This subject is supported by 
a large amount of knowledge and literature though mostly separated in different subjects like 
political process (Pfeffer 1981), organisational development12 (Robbins 2005), learning 
(Argyris 2004), employee participation (Buhl 2000; Hyman and Mason 1995; Kamp 1998) 

                                                           
10 In contrast to theory-driven action research. (see also footnote 13 ) 
11 8th International CINet Conference with the subject: Continuous Innovation - Opportunities and Challenges 
12 OD being a term used to encompass a collection of planned-change interventions built on humanistic-
democratic values that seek to improve organizational effectiveness and employee well-being. (Robbins 2005 p 
558) 
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but very seldom in connection with innovation literature. One example is the edited book by 
Tushman and Anderson (2004) that at least includes one article (Pfeffer 2004) on politics and 
power. The edited book does include this article mentioning politics in regards to innovation 
but besides this there are no connections between innovation and political process in the book. 
No articles present a combination of both areas; they are still distinct subjects. 

The participants in the IS group had the experience of their political position actually 
changing; they had gained power not hitherto experienced and they could actually force 
changes through. It was no longer a possibility always just to blame management for ideas not 
being implemented. Sometimes management represented a barrier but the participants had 
found alternative routes, being politically astute, to get some of their ideas through. Focussing 
on the ‘low hanging fruit’ gave the participants the first experience of how to drive a 
bulldozer through the barriers, maybe supported by the Danish culture: 

Danish people have a long tradition of learning and participation through non-profit making 
organizations and societies, and the Danish culture is in general quite avoiding of authority 
and unorthodox. This might have helped the management group to accept employees taking 
the responsibility of driving the whole project, and also supporting the employees in taken 
responsibility and being involved and participating to this degree.  
(Article #2, Implementation)  

Both white collar and blue collar workers expressed great concern at the beginning of the AR 
project regarding the ability to pass on ideas to persons that would actually take the ideas 
seriously. In interviews and at seminars they expressed how de-motivating it was to identify 
improvement areas and not be either allowed or have the resources to execute the 
improvement. Through the seminar in the AR sub-project called ‘service competence’ the 
participants ended up recognizing that the responsibility for this situation did not rest solely 
with management, but that they themselves also had a great responsibility for taking action. 
They just did not recognize this as a possibility beforehand, being in a partly self-inflicted 
deadlock in their position of not being able to change their habits, nor receiving 
encouragement from management. As I was not able to continue helping to educate these 
employees through more seminars they did not get past the ‘tipping point’ (Gladwell 2000) to 
experience enough success to make the project self-reinforcing as happened in the IS group.  

In order to implement HI innovation and trying to secure long-term involvement of the 
employees, it was found crucial to establish learning processes which created competent 
actors, the participants mainly being from the group of employees. The participants achieved 
the necessary legitimacy both through the learning process and from deliberate support from 
top management, accepting and supporting the participants as becoming political 
entrepreneurs (Buchanan and Badham 1999). To obtain this position and acceptance from 
both colleagues and managers requires that the persons involved are able to fulfil a mix of 
several ‘roles’, some of these observed in the case study being: 
• Change agents to ensure progress in the necessary change process 
• Negotiators and ambassadors  
• Participants to be involved in daily innovation 
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• Innovation experts and visionaries selecting and implementing projects to change 
behaviour, routines and underlying values which create barriers to innovation 

• Information collectors ensuring representation of all employees 
• Communicators keeping employees and managers updated  
• Teachers and instructors ensuring the spread of knowledge 
• Super-users and instructors of innovative tools and techniques (e.g. problem solving, 

creativity sessions, idea-management) 
 
The following are two examples of how the participants acted as political entrepreneurs. As it 
was the participants that kept the idea-management system running, their role included 
ensuring that no manager or decision-maker stalled an idea that was logged in the system. To 
get the ideas accepted and eventually implemented they sometimes had to force these through 
by undertaking several of the above-mentioned roles. Another example was that the IS-group 
decided that there should be more attention focused on an individual’s piece of work. Before, 
it was more the norm to compliment a whole team of people or not to compliment at all and 
not daring to use role models. The first initiative was changing the monthly newsletter to have 
more focus on individuals. This project was met with some hostility from employees that did 
not like the idea and the participants were involved in a certain amount of discussion and had 
to start other initiatives such as the following. One initiative was a “praise-club” where one 
writes a thank you note when somebody has been of help, after which one of the IS-group 
gives a rose to the first person.  

The participants were actually participating in the organisation (see also discussion on 
difference between involvement and participation in Article #2, Implementation), having a 
stake in the new organisational structure, the introduction of a human resource function, a 
dedicated marketing person and the list of improvement projects. Their colleagues could 
watch this happen, could meet the participants in the above-mentioned roles and experience 
the changes that actually took place. They saw their colleagues being transformed into active 
political actors making things happen. This influenced other employees’ perception of what 
was now possible within the company. From (Article #2, Implementation) are the following 
two quotes to illustrate the change: 

Interview of employee: “There is no doubt that it is now possible to ask questions on issues 
that were not questionable before – now we just need to execute the new ideas – we have too 
little resources.” 
In 2005 the discussion [at the first drawing session] ended with the words: “It is very good 
that we talk about this today, but the ideas are still being prevented”. The drawing session in 
2007 ended with the six participants making suggestions to solve some of the obstacles 
discussed, and engaging in solving the problems (Article #2, Implementation). 

At the last drawing session (Article #2, Implementation) the invited group of employees 
showed such an engagement in the discussion that almost this energy alone could be used to 
bring HI innovation to a higher stage. One could even postulate that the employees alone had 
the energy and passion to execute the change project further if supported only slightly by an 
external person giving them the tools for the process. These employees expressed the fact that 
the barriers were mainly managers having too little time for new initiatives and their own and 
colleague’s hesitation in accepting new ideas.  
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On the other hand, it is very difficult to avoid ‘a fall back’ into previous behaviour (Bessant 
2003); the participants need resources and support from management to keep up the pace, 
even though they now act differently, since they might also drown in daily tasks. The 
difference in this project in comparison to management-driven change projects targeting HI 
innovation is that the employees themselves selected the improvement projects and performed 
double-loop learning driven by a wish to improve their own work situation, and not because 
they were told what to do by a manager. As an illustration of what happened in the month 
after the AR project was finalised is the following quote: 

Participants of the IS-group have, themselves, become active political actors with respect to 
innovation; indeed, acting on their own initiative, they have identified further areas of 
potential improvement in the six months since this action research project was completed. 
They have supported initiatives when leading in the right direction, and they have questioned 
initiatives that appear to be counterproductive. Their ongoing knowledge and influence are 
clearly derived from their membership of the IS-group (Article #4, Learning). 

 

The political process theory was included late in the AR project when it became obvious that 
the innovation literature in itself was not enough to explain the observed behaviour. This 
means that it has not been possible to use all facets of political process theory, but merely as 
an add-on to the innovation literature. Although this might have excluded some findings the 
use of political process in combination with innovation theory have revealed new important 
learnings on the implementation process towards HI innovation. 
 
 
C: What does the model methodology mean for the research project? 

 
Quote from a participant: ”By looking at the collected data and the presented material [in the 
models] I gained a more accurate picture of the extent of our task. Now I have acquired 
some clarity – which actually is a bit scary – that the task is so big, with so many 
possibilities and places to start – this can go on for ever” (Article #1, Service innovation) 

At the start of my research project my main idea was to develop a model similar to the 
balanced scorecard model (Kaplan and Norton 1996), but with its focus on innovation. The 
idea was inspired by the fact of my industrial background being in a company, which did not 
know what to do systematically to enhance the innovation capability. If it was possible to 
define a sort of cookbook that one could follow, a SME with limited resources could initiate 
the project themselves or maybe with limited external help instead of being dependent upon 
expensive intensive consultancy. With this goal in mind I looked at how innovation audits 
were used and found that the finalisation was often the delivery of some sort of report. 
Whether the report was accepted, or rejected as being irrelevant as described by Francis 
(2000), the result was still a company lacking an implementation phase with the projects to be 
chosen from the report by management or a dedicated team. However, what if these people 
disagreed with the findings; if the innovation audit comparison to best practice just did not fit 
this company (Kleinschmidt 2006; Tidd et al. 2005) or if the best part of the innovation audit 
was merely the work done in undertaking the assessment? (Article #3, Innovation audit).  
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The ‘facilitated interactive innovation audit’ was then constructed as an inspirational tool 
(Article #3, Innovation audit), the material being grouped and collated with the conditions for 
HI innovation into the innovation guide model (described in Article #2, Implementation). 
Now I merely needed a company in which to test and refine these models, setting out with an 
approach of theory-driven action research (Zuber-Skerritt and Perry 2002)13..  

When first meeting the company, the guide model was a helpful tool used in initial 
presentations to management. My plan when producing the first seminar was to teach the 
participants some general knowledge about innovation and then to introduce the facilitated 
interactive innovation audit and the guide model; however, the first seminar took place 
without me having the slightest possibility of introducing the model. The participants were 
much more interested in learning about innovation, trying to understand the difference 
between the innovation process and the NPD process (see Article #5, Innovation process) and 
what their role should be.  

At the second seminar they were ready to dig deep into the model. I had expected long 
discussions on selecting the different subjects but within three hours the participants had 
selected the main areas that were relevant for them to start with. They were all very 
determined in the selection process and needed only a short time to select the most important 
areas. This enforced my belief that most of the time you do not need an audit report to tell you 
where you need to improve – what you need is motivated employees and managers to make 
the changes and enough power to ensure it happens. On several subsequent occasions we all 
referred to this model in discussions and the participants used their part of the model to 
support them in their homework, defining the improvement projects; but we only did this total 
reviewing session once. At this time I realised that the AR project had already turned into a 
data-driven AR project13 (Zuber-Skerritt and Perry 2002). The model and the test of this were 
no longer at the centre of my research.  On the contrary, I was now observing how the 
participants acted and used the model as a tool being only one among many others. 

The participants had each selected different areas to investigate from the audit material. The 
combination of having support from an innovation model, and being motivated by personally 
having selected the most interesting subject and being equipped with tools like double-loop 
learning gave the participants a strong starting position towards being political actors. If the 
audit material had been used as a traditional audit the personal motivation of working with 
exactly the subject you found most interesting could be missing. The expert power found by 
the participants through the use of this facilitated innovation audit might not have been the 
same through a normal innovation audit report. There is a lot of institutional power (Pfeffer 
1981) in an external report showing improvement areas but there is probably even more in the 
personal motivation and expert power found in the process of working with and choosing 
subjects yourself. This is especially the case when legitimacy is gained through a verification 
process done in collaboration with, and through interviewing colleagues. 

                                                           
13 He actually recommends NOT to do AR if the starting point is theory-driven research, but mainly if data-
driven as “putting aside your preconceptions and being more open to fully experiencing the research situation”. 
(Zuber-Skerritt and Perry 2002 chapter 7 p. 3) 
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The revised guide model was refined throughout the project to be usable in discussing 
responsibility of projects and initiatives with management, ensuring that they were ready to 
support the new way their employees acted. The models in their physical presence are 
valuable but not indispensable. The thoughts behind the models are much more important: 
that employees should be guided and educated to be able to select improvement projects 
themselves and be supported by management. In the end, it seems that the balanced scorecard 
imitation being the innovation guide model is the tool for a project secretary and the 
participants to guide the process and ensure equal push in the different areas of the model. 
This is necessary to ensure avoidance of mistakes such as introducing lots of creativity 
sessions before an idea-management system is established to collect and evaluate the ideas. 
An innovation guide model and a facilitated innovation audit do not belong in the literature on 
political process or learning; they have their roots in innovation theory. Nevertheless they 
were an important part of how the employees acquired their political astuteness and in the 
learning process. The models helped the participants of the IS group in understanding that no-
one in the company could be permitted to abstain from being a part of innovation, and that no-
one could claim to have the right to sustain barriers for personal reasons without arguments. 
The models also represented a learning tool showing the extent of the conditions for 
innovation in the company for the participants.  As such the two models turned out to be one 
of the links between HI innovation on the one side and political behaviour and learning on the 
other. The AR project turned out to give a different result than that expected with the models 
being of secondary importance, but nevertheless being part of the philosophy of how to 
introduce HI innovation. 
 
 
What did we learn from all this? 

Having been through all this, one must ask oneself, “What did it all bring; is there anything 
new we can learn from it and maybe act differently in the future to gain a better result?”  

Even though this research is about innovation, there is a very important precondition that has 
to be stated. This is about implementing and improving HI innovation. It is not about being 
creative or inventing new products in a faster way. If the target, for example, is solely on how 
a company finds and develops new products to complement their existing product line, there 
might be other and more beneficial approaches (such as (Cooper 2001; Kahn 2005)). If, 
however, a SME wants to enhance their innovation capability by involving all employees, this 
research demonstrates some important factors to be considered. 

Considering the limited amount of resources available in a SME it is shown that a learning 
process for a dedicated group of employees having its focus on learning how to learn is able 
to create active political actors. Whilst at the same time being trained in innovation and 
helped by an innovation guide model, these employees were able to spread knowledge and 
enthusiasm to their colleagues thus removing barriers to innovations. Allowing the employees 
to become pioneers, transmitting the knowledge, achieving an altered attitude and questioning 
established routines, the amount of external resources needed was relatively small compared 
to the amount of improvement projects executed. By allowing and encouraging employees to 
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be engaged in a change process to such a level that they participate as the driving force for 
renewal gives a broad foundation for HI innovation. 

An obvious question from any manager in a SME could be: “But isn’t it dangerous to give the 
employees this much power; isn’t it the managers that are to decide the strategy and ensure 
the implementation?” As described in (Article #1, Service innovation) the participants of the 
IS group and the employees in general were very loyal to the strategy of the company and all 
improvement projects supported their strategy.  In actual fact one could argue that the 
employees were too loyal thereby lowering the chance of radical innovations, and again, by 
contrast, the argument could be that the employees are now more tolerant of change than 
before. As a result of that, the employees might be willing to accept more radical changes, 
even though they might not themselves be able to produce them. As HI innovation has its 
main focus on incremental innovation (Bessant 2003) this was the focus for the AR project 
and by association, the participants.  Whether the same methodology could be used with more 
focus on radical innovation could be the target of a future study. 

The present text and the concomitant articles try to answer the research questions. As with 
many other things in regards to organisational change towards more innovation there is not 
‘one’ answer. In addition to existing innovation literature more possibilities have now been 
added that need to be considered when deciding how to implement the changes and especially 
when the target is HI innovation.  
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7. Conclusion 

As it becomes more and more complicated to keep the competitive advantage for a company, 
different approaches to innovation emerge. A decade ago it was all about whether innovation 
should be radical or incremental in either the product or in the process. Nowadays innovation 
needs to be established at an accelerated speed. This demands companies to find new ways to 
act in the search for the next innovation and forces them to relocate innovation out of the 
closed R&D departments. A framework to handle the challenges for innovation in SMEs is 
suggested in this thesis to be High-Involvement (HI) innovation (Bessant 2003), with the 
main focus being on the involvement of every employee in the organisation, not only in 
‘cross-functional teams’ or by ‘empowerment’ but meant as a general method on how to get 
employees involved and even to participate (Hyman and Mason 1995) in producing daily 
innovations. 

The aim of this research was to investigate whether it was possible, through learning and 
involvement targeting the employees, to create a basis for ‘HI innovation’ in a SME. Even 
though a certain amount of literature exists on HI innovation and descriptions of what a 
company excelling in HI innovation looks like, little literature exists on how this is actually 
implemented. 

The study has not attempted to assess (in quantitative terms) whether the company has 
actually increased its innovation capability, rather, the focus of the study has been on 
understanding how learning contributes to organisational change and capability for high-
involvement innovation. 

The SME in the case study was a service company and in (Article #1, Service innovation) it is 
concluded that HI innovation is especially well suited to service companies due to the 
employees often being directly in contact with customers and being able to intercept and 
generate ideas as a result of this interaction. 



Chapter 7: Conclusion 
 

Page 76 of 167 

The learning project equipped the participants of the Action Research (AR) project with a 
toolbox, containing double and single-loop learning, creative techniques, problem-solving 
tools, personal training etc. In the ongoing observation through the AR project and data 
collection it was found that the participants themselves went through a change process. From 
being courteous, orthodox and to some extent conservative in their behaviour they changed to 
being able to question established routines and daring to try new things, being able to 
challenge others, be they colleagues or managers, if they acted as barriers to new initiatives. 

Acting as active political actors and political entrepreneurs the participants were able to 
spread their learning and behaviour to their colleagues. The improvement projects being 
selected and developed by the participants through data-collection among colleagues had a 
very high success rate due to legitimacy gained for the participants and the projects. The 
learning process fuelling the change process within this case brought about a new 
organisational structure and more than fifteen implemented improvement projects.  

There is no doubt that the change process would not have been executed without the 
researcher bringing his knowledge to the company, both in the form of education and training 
as well as in the form of a guide model for implementation of HI innovation and a facilitated 
interactive innovation audit. Although it is true to say that these tools helped and guided the 
process, given the amount of time used, what really counted was the participants’ acceptance 
and understanding of the condition of using double-loop learning, and acting as passive or 
active messengers of their received knowledge both as role models and also as political 
actors, removing barriers. 

Due to non-execution of any innovation audit to measure the level of innovation, there was a 
need to collect data to evaluate any progress or lack of the same in the time span of the 
project. The AR project spanning two and a half years, started and ended with data-collection 
to evaluate if it was possible to trace any significant difference with regard to HI innovation. 
A great deal of data collection was done simultaneously in the AR project and two drawing 
sessions were executed, one at the start of the project and one as a post-evaluation six months 
after I stopped being actively engaged in the project. These drawing sessions in connection 
with successive discussions, and triangulated with interviews and observations, gave an 
interesting picture of the changes that had occurred within the company. The employees were 
quite resigned at the beginning of the project with regard to their perception of innovation and 
possibilities experienced to develop ideas into fruition. At the end of the project the 
employees (and these employees were not the participants in the AR project but colleagues of 
the participants) showed a very different approach to influencing the environment for 
innovation. They discussed, in a lively manner, what was needed to enhance the environment 
further and had several ideas about what could be done. They showed more confidence in the 
innovation process and a higher degree of knowledge about innovation and, specifically, they 
actively engaged in putting forward suggestions on how to improve the situation for HI 
innovation. 

It has been attempted to answer the research questions by showing how the AR project 
unfolded in the case company and by discussing these results in relation to existing literature. 
The five enclosed articles are each a stepping-stone in the puzzle of answering the research 
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questions. Firstly, the four research sub-questions are answered followed by the main 
question. 
 
How is involvement and participation created to ensure a long-lasting positive effect on 
innovation capabilities? 

One of the main thoughts behind HI innovation is that employees will be more motivated to 
be involved if they are encouraged by management, have the right tools, only encounter few 
barriers and are allowed to participate. As described in (Article #4, Learning) this was 
established through a learning project targeting a dedicated group of employees that 
succeeded in spreading their approach and understanding of innovation matters by their new 
habits and routines and the use of tools acquired to their colleagues. The learning process 
made the participants into active political actors. They implemented more than fifteen 
improvement projects in the case company and as a result of that, had great influence on the 
removal of barriers and how their colleagues considered innovation (Article #4, Learning). 

As a result of the project described in this paper, employees have been enabled to ask the 
fundamental question: ‘Why do we do this?’ Asking such a question is the essence of 
double-loop learning. Moreover, it is apparent that the participants are continuing the project 
themselves and that they have the support of a management group that, itself, has gained a 
more comprehensive understanding of what is required in a company that wishes to 
implement HI innovation (Article #4, Learning). 

The strategy of the company to move from a position of ‘mechanistic customisation’ towards 
‘hybrid knowledge sharing’ seems to be supported by the implemented projects as shown in 
(Article #1, Service innovation). This meant that not only were the improvement projects 
parts of enforcing the conditions for innovation but also enforcing the new strategy. This 
meant that the management group also accepted the projects and regarded them as important. 
The innovation capability has been increased with the potential for a long-term effect due to 
being based on changed routines and habits within the company (Article #4, Learning). If the 
changes are to last it is not enough to get the employees to accept them; they have to support 
the changes, which is only going to happen if they are able to find the changes of benefit to 
themselves and to their colleagues. It has been shown that allowing the employees to 
participate in the selection process was the first step to achieving this (Article #2, 
Implementation). 
 
How does the involvement and participation of employees affect the selection and 
implementation of the changes targeted towards HI innovation? 

Due to involvement and even participation described in (Article #2, Implementation) achieved 
through the learning process (Article #4, Learning) the participants of the IS group accepted 
the responsibility of implementing and driving through the improvement projects. The 
employees saw their colleagues (the participants of the IS group) being transformed into 
active political actors making things happen (Article #4, Learning). This influenced other 
employees’ perception of what was now possible within the company. 
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By involving the rest of the employees (mostly via open space technology meetings and 
interviews) most projects had broad-based implementation and acceptance from the 
beginning. This gave legitimacy to group members, when answering the question, “Why 
should we undertake this new project?” - “Because you asked for it”.  
(Article #5, Innovation process) 

 This gave a broader acceptance of the projects than if the projects have been initiated by the 
management group. It might have been that other projects would have produced the same or 
better results, but these projects had a broad support from the employees due to the way they 
were established (Article #1, Service innovation). The different improvement projects 
selected had a broad approach. All projects were selected by the participants through an 
investigations phase and not from any report, nor by the wishes of management. This ensured 
a balance between what the participants found as being necessary areas for improvement, the 
wishes expressed by their colleagues and a focus towards HI innovation and strategy. 

As HI innovation has its focus on incremental innovation most of the selected improvement 
projects were not of a radical nature but merely focussed on the conditions of innovation, 
learning how to handle the dynamic capabilities (Article #5, Innovation process).  

 

How are the barriers for changing organisational practices overcome? 

The barriers to innovation and change were multiple as well as the reasons for their existence. 
The barriers to innovation approached by the participants were among the employees, their 
interaction in between and in interaction between management and employees. (Article #2, 
Implementation). These were barriers defending new ways of thinking and acting. By 
allowing and educating the participants to become political actors they used tools like double-
loop learning and questioned existing practices, frozen politics etc (Article #4, Learning) to 
remove barriers to new ways of thinking. Besides the above, the barriers to change were also 
targeted by the actual selection of the improvement projects made by the participants. Their 
knowledge of the subject, their interaction with colleagues, the projects chosen (Article #5, 
Innovation process) and their independence from management gave them legitimacy among 
their colleagues. Whenever they met obstruction this was eased by informing the employees 
that the initiatives were from the IS group and not from management (Article #4, Learning). 
Another point that has probably eased the change process was that all improvement projects 
were tailor-made. The unmistakable support from the CEO also helped the participants to gain 
their positions of power. No project was selected through a standardised innovation audit 
where the best-practice model used was perhaps not suited to this service company (Article 
#3, Innovation audit). 
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To what extent are innovation models able to support the implementation process? 

The (Article #3, Innovation audit) article proposes a new perspective on innovation audits, 
building on a criticism of traditional ways of doing them. It is inspired by a review of existing 
innovation audit literature and theory. The new audit is based on participation and learning 
and with a feedback mechanism that differs completely from a report: a group of motivated 
employees themselves selecting and driving the improvement projects. The audit material is 
no longer the most important part of the audit; it is the employees that fulfil the audit.  

Another model was used in the AR project - an innovation guide model (Article #2, 
Implementation). The use of this model was mainly in presentations to management of 
progress and positions of the project. The model is now extended with suggestions of 
responsibility for projects between management and employee. From the outset of the project 
it was expected by the researcher that these models would be used extensively. The AR 
project turned out to give a different result from that expected with the models being of 
secondary importance, but nevertheless being part of the philosophy of how to introduce HI 
innovation. The combination of having support from an innovation model, and being 
motivated by personally having selected the most interesting subjects and being equipped 
with tools like double-loop learning gave the participants a strong starting position, towards 
being political actors (Article #3, Innovation audit, Article #4, Learning, Article #2, 
Implementation).  
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How can a SME with relatively few resources mobilise HI innovation and implement the 
concomitant changes giving a long-lasting effect? 

By answering the four research sub-questions above it is here concluded that to implement HI 
innovation it might be beneficial to take a different approach to that normally taken in 
traditional management-controlled change projects. This research prescribes an approach that 
has its focus on the involvement of the employees in the implementation process to a degree 
of participation towards creation of conditions for innovation and consequent innovations. 

The difference in this research is the direct combining of a learning process for the 
employees, political awareness, the use of innovation models and the implementation of HI 
innovation. The answer for the research question is that there is a way to mobilize HI 
innovation for SMEs with limited resources but, (and there is a ‘but’), management in 
particular has to accept that traditional power centres and politics are challenged and this has 
to be both accepted and encouraged by the use of tools like double-loop learning and 
innovation guide models. This ‘but’ is a novel concept in regards to existing innovation 
literature. 

One of the main contributions of the research is finding that when implementing HI 
innovation no single tool or approach is sufficient. The contribution is in the combination of 
tools and methods that each belong to different parts of tradition and literature and are very 
seldom combined into innovation literature. Contributions from learning literature, political 
process, older and more recent innovation literature, innovation audits, NPD literature and 
dynamic capabilities are brought together to describe and analyse the case study. 

To sum up the answers on the main research question it is concluded that: 
• It is not sufficient only to focus on the removal of barriers to innovation: there is 

the background to their existence to be considered as well. 
• It is not sufficient to fulfil an innovation audit, be it standardised or as the one 

used in this research; the implementation phase is lacking. 
• It is not sufficient to have an innovation guide model, even though it suggests both 

the areas of interest and the order of succession. 
• It is not sufficient to have employees willing to participate if they do not know 

where to participate and how.  
• It is not sufficient to have a CEO that supports innovation; there need to be more 

persons involved and on a daily basis. 
• It is not sufficient to excel in the use of tools like double-loop learning if you do 

not know when and where to use them. 

More issues could be mentioned but the intention of the above list is to show that none of the 
single items in itself is enough. Bringing the above-mentioned parts into collaboration 
produces the prerequisites for HI innovation through the creation of active political actors 
having a broad focus targeting the total innovation process. 
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Appendix A 

 
The name, status and a short description of the articles are presented below.  
The articles follow in full length afterwards (appendix 1-5). 
 
Name used as reference in this text: Article #1, Service innovation 
Title of article: 
Service innovation through involvement: a case study using the service characteristics. 
Short description: 
A description and discussion of the characteristics of a service company and how HI 
innovation suits such a company. 
Status of article: 
Presented at and in proceedings from conference CInet 2007 
Invited and submitted to a special issue of: ‘International Journal of Technology 
Management’ 
 
Name used as reference in this text: Article #2, Implementation 
Title of article: 
Implementation of high involvement innovation in a SME; An action research project 
Short description: A description of how HI innovation was implemented through an action 
research project and how the results were evaluated through the use of various data collection 
methods. 
Status of article 
Re-submitted after request of revision to: ‘Creativity and Innovation Management’ 
 
Name used as reference in this text: Article #3, Innovation audit 
Title of article:  
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How to use an innovation audit as a learning tool: a case study 
Short description:  
How to integrate the selection and implementation phase of improvement projects into a 
facilitated interactive innovation audit. 
Status of article:  
Presented at and in proceedings from two conferences: ISPIM 2007 and CInet 2007 
Received prize: ‘Best runner up paper’ at CInet 2007 
Invited after ISPIM but not submitted to a special issue of: International Journal of 
Technology Management 
Invited after CInet and submitted to a special issue of: ‘Creativity and Innovation 
Management’ 
 
 
Name used as reference in this text: Article #4, Learning 
Title of article:  
How learning contributes to organisational change and high-involvement innovation: a case 
study. 
Short description:  
Description of how a learning process is used to create involvement of employees resulting in 
these being active political actors striving to implement HI innovation within the case 
company. 
Status of article:  
Submitted and under revision at: ‘International Journal of Innovation Management’ 
 
Name used as reference in this text: Article #5, Innovation process 
Title of article:  
Why a NPD process is not enough; the role of the innovation process towards high-
involvement innovation. 
Short description:  
Enhancing HI innovation demands focussing on more than the NPD process. The article 
describes five areas that should be taken into account when planning to implement an 
improvement project targeting HI innovation.  
Status of article:  
Presented at and in proceedings from conference ECCI X, 2007. 
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Appendix 1 
 
 

Service innovation through involvement: a case study using the 
service characteristics 

Abstract: This case study describes how a service company aimed to enhance its 
market position and service quality by a learning project targeted at high-involvement 
innovation. The case study was accomplished as an action research project spanning 
nearly two years. The goal for the company was not to undertake any amount of 
specific innovation, but merely to enhance the foundation for innovation. Five service 
characteristics are used to describe the challenges the company is facing and the 
advantages from which it would benefit. A group of employees selected and 
implemented the improvement projects in collaboration with the rest of the 
employees. Even though the implemented projects might look generic, the differences 
are found in the implementation. The projects were adapted to the service company 
and the case study demonstrates how the projects supported the desired strategy. The 
conclusion was reached that high-involvement innovation is especially useful for 
service companies. 

Keywords: Service characteristic, High-involvement innovation, learning, action 
research, SME 

 

 

Introduction 
In a world where we know a great deal about best practice for innovation based on 
retrospective case studies on innovative and non-innovative companies, the knowledge 
relating to implementation of innovation projects is scarce (Argyris 2004; Bessant 2003). 
Implementation projects related to innovation in service companies are even more rare 
(Ozyilmaz and Berg 2004). Generally we need more knowledge about service innovation 
(Bessant and Tidd 2007) and how to enhance the innovation capability in a service company. 
This case study describes a service company and how they aimed to enhance their market 
position and service quality by a learning project targeted at high-involvement innovation (HI 
innovation). The present article focuses on the circumstances of being a service company in 
relation to innovation. The goal for the company was not to undertake any amount of specific 
innovation, but merely to enhance the foundation for innovation throughout the company. The 
company has been followed for nearly two years in an action research project where data has 
been collected in the process. 

The company has been through a strategy update process followed by a learning process 
that included training in innovation theory, problem-solving, creativity tools etc. The project 
for enhancing their innovation capability was mainly driven by the employees who defined 
and implemented the projects. In this article the service characteristics for the company 
(intangibility, co-production, heterogeneity, perishability, inseparability) are used to show 
how the chosen projects support the strategy and to what extent the selection and 
implementation of improvement projects are affected by the service characteristics. The case 
study shows that HI innovation is well suited to enhancing innovation in a service company. 
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The article starts with a discussion and definition of service innovation, the five service 
characteristics and HI innovation. Two strategic positions are described, namely: mechanistic 
customisation and hybrid knowledge sharing. The second part of the article is the case study, 
which culminates in a discussion of the alignment between the strategy, the employees’ 
understanding of innovation and the chosen projects, and how well this supported the desired 
transition and the innovation capability achieved.  

2 Service innovation 

The various characteristics of services have been described in the service literature 
(Kuczmarski and Johnston 2005; Ozyilmaz 2001; Ozyilmaz and Berg 2004; Terrill and 
Middelbrooks 1996; Tidd and Hull 2003; Vermeulen and Dankbaar 2002). There is an 
ongoing debate about how much these service characteristics affect the development of new 
services. Authors, such as (Atuahene-Gima 1996; De Brentani 1991; Ozyilmaz and Berg 
2004; Terrill and Middelbrooks 1996) emphasize the correlation between how to implement 
innovation and the service characteristics. Authors such as Tidd and Hull (2003) are not so 
certain, writing that: 

The impact of these differences (between product and service innovation) on the 
actual organization of innovation processes is only limited. (Tidd and Hull 2003 p:36) 

Vermeulen and Aa (2003) has found that the process of new service development differs only 
slightly from the same processes in manufacturing, where, in both cases, many of the 
problems could be solved by good project management in the product development process. 
By taking this viewpoint one tends to forget that an innovative company needs to focus on 
more than the innovation process from idea to final product. In this article the focus is mainly 
on the building of a foundation for innovation as a fundamental infrastructure and how this is 
based on training of employees to understand and participate in HI innovation and, moreover, 
how this is suited to a service company. 

Even though there are different opinions about how much impact on the innovation system 
the service characteristics have, it is possible to deduce differences and areas of special 
attention. The following five characteristics for service and service innovation are described 
in the above-mentioned literature and further discussed in the case study.  

Intangibility: In a comparison between products and services, services are more intangible 
than tangible. Due to intangibility, the development of new services usually takes 
significantly less time (Griffin 1997) and requires fewer resources according to investment in 
physical assets, but are less protected from direct imitation by competitors (Terrill and 
Middelbrooks 1996).   

Co-Production: Many services are produced and delivered in the presence of costumers. It is 
not possible to have a stock of goods from which to draw. 

Heterogeneity: The human factor in service makes it difficult for the case company to deliver 
exactly the same service each time. On the plus side this gives an opportunity to customise the 
service more precisely. This presupposes highly trained and motivated employees, who are 
empowered to take decisions on possible variations without the need to consult a manager 
each time. 

Perishability: New services can be developed in advance, as can physical goods, but it is 
seldom possible to produce the service product in advance: you cannot anticipate demand. 
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Inseparability: Inseparable and yet individual: when a service is performed by a company, the 
customer tends to evaluate the whole relationship holistically rather than as separate services. 

3 Connections between HI innovation, continuous innovation and service 

HI innovation is when as many people as possible within an organisation are involved in 
making as many innovations as possible, regardless of newness and size of innovation. 
(Bessant 2003) 

Continuous innovation is when the exploitation and exploration processes are executed 
interchangeably and simultaneously (the exploitation process being ongoing interaction 
between operations, incremental improvement and learning, and the exploration process being 
radical innovation and change)(Boer and Bessant 2002). 

To manage continuous innovation the company needs involvement (Boer and Bessant 
2002), though it might not need to be at the same level as desired in HI innovation. HI 
innovation might lead to any level of innovation between continuous improvement and 
continuous innovation. Bessant’s (2003) description of HI innovation consists of five levels of 
innovation whereas continuous innovation is described as being at the top level. The two 
terms both have continuous improvement as a corner stone, the difference lies in the fact that 
continuous innovation includes striving for radical innovation as a necessary second part 
whereas HI innovation has radical innovation as a possibility, rather than a necessity. 

The nature of HI innovation means that it is well suited to service companies that are 
trying to enhance their innovation capability. The nature of heterogeneity and the 
inseparability characteristics create a challenge for the single employee in daily contact with 
costumers. Another service factor described by Bessant and Tidd (2007) that affects 
innovation management is intangibility due to the difficulties in managing the differentiation 
of product and delivery. If innovation is sought, participation and involvement found in HI 
innovation could be a potential solution for innovation management in service companies. 

4 Do we follow our strategy? 

To have a strategy that includes innovation is considered to be almost paramount in most 
innovation literature. (Tidd et al. 2005; Trott 2002; Tushman and O'Reilly III 1997). After 
defining and communicating a strategy the next step could be to validate to what extent the 
strategy is implemented in reality. In the following case study the company renews their 
strategy and seeks a transition towards a new position. The present position and the position 
desired by the company are characterised as two different positions developed and described 
by Tidd and Hull (2006).  

4.1 Mechanistic customisation 

This is the present position of the company, and is described by Tidd et al. (2005) to be the 
best position if cost optimization is the goal; it is achieved by having a high standard for 
projects and products. There is a tendency to involve external customers in product 
development and delivery process decisions. The configuration corresponds to traditional 
mechanistic bureaucracy but with a higher degree of customer involvement. Internal creativity 
and fast development phases are lacking behind the other positions. 
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4.2 Hybrid knowledge sharing 

This is the desired position for the company and is seen by Tidd et al. (2005) as the best for 
average total performance. Cost reduction is the weakest point with a low score, though with 
a possibility of different organisational settings to obtain better cost-performance. Companies 
using this configuration organize the employees into cross-trained, co-rewarded groups 
aiming for cellular groups. This organisation-form tends to have a positive effect on time 
compression and service delivery. Knowledge is regarded as a paramount competitive 
advantage and internal knowledge sharing is highly encouraged, though process control is 
weak. Focus is often aimed at a balanced portfolio of competitive advantages, which is 
consistent with all competencies ranking highly but without any wish to highlight and 
prioritise any competencies to be outstanding. 

5 Research methodology 

The main research questions in relation to the aims of the paper are based on the following 
question: 

How can a SME implement the foundation for HI innovation? with the two sub-questions:  

What does it mean to be a service company - should preparation for innovation be treated 
differently? and 

What are the implications for the chosen strategy of the company?  

According to the description of Yin (2003), the present research is a single case study chosen 
to be a representative and longitudinal study, which at the same time aims to create employee 
participation. To be able to observe what happens in the company while it happens it was 
executed as an action research project. 

5.1 Action research 

Action research is used for different purposes in literature, such as learning (Argyris 1993), 
with special attention on achieving participation (Gustavsen and Toulmin 1996) and with 
different methodology such as Gummesson (2000) where he pays special attention to the role 
of the researcher (between researcher and consultant).  This present case study is produced 
utilising a structure as recommended by Middel et al. (2006) and Coughlan and Coghlan 
(2002). The action research concept used in this case study has given the researcher the 
opportunity to observe, follow and participate within the company for nearly two years. 
Action research aims both to take action and to create knowledge as a result of the action 
(Greenwood and Levin 1998; Gummesson 2000; Reason and Bradbury 2000). The benefits of 
using action research in the current project included the ability of the researcher to participate 
in daily data collection from the start, and the acquisition of valuable insights into the 
underlying processes and forces within the company. 

5.2 Data collection 

Data was collected in different ways and triangulations were done where possible. Work 
diaries have been made concurrently by use of either notebook or tape-recorder. The material 
stemmed from company documents, seven semi-structured and fifteen non-structured 
interviews, drawing sessions (non-structured data-collection, twelve participants), six video-
interviews, participation in four banquets, twelve workshop days, Open Space Technology 
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meeting with all employees, staff meetings and a large amount of small talk discussions with 
employees and managers. The article has subsequent been reviewed and accepted by the 
company 

5.3 The action research project 

The main focus of the project was to increase innovation capability of the case company by 
focussing on HI innovation by participation of the employees in a learning process. The 
learning process was organised in several steps (Argyris 2003; Bateson 1972; Visser 2007). 
Firstly, the management group went through a strategy process leading into a process of 
planned learning wherein the governing conditions of the project were planned. This led into 
a meta-learning phase, in this case where meta-learning refers to the reflection on and inquiry 
into the process of single- and double-loop learning. The goal was to achieve HI innovation 
through a learning process with double-loop learning as a tool to focus on improvement areas. 
The learning project was set to start with a learning lab (Argyris 2004) for a selected group of 
employees with the intention that their learning would spread out to the rest of the employees. 
Hi innovation was selected due to the company being a service company with a need for small 
incremental innovations, alignment and involvement of the employees more than any radical 
innovations. Given the situation of the company, continuous innovation would not fit their 
strategy.  

A group of seven employees was selected to participate as an Innovation Steering group 
(IS group) whose main focus was to enhance HI innovation throughout the company. The 
researcher participated at the beginning as instructor with the role changing slightly over time 
to merely being a facilitator and a coach. The third group had five employees participating in 
a seminar focussing on service competence and service improvement. 

The IS group participated between November 2005 and May 2007 in three one-day 
meetings, three two-day seminars and various shorter meetings. The IS group itself also 
arranged several working group meetings. On the first daylong meeting, several data-
collection projects were initiated (i.e. surveys, drawing sessions, video interviews and open 
space technology meetings).  

6 A mature SME – a case study 

The company in this case has existed for some time as a commerce and service company 
(over one hundred years) and has a turnover today of approximately thirty million euros. 
There are seventy-five employees distributed between the head office in Copenhagen and two 
minor departments in the province. The company has undergone   changes during the last ten 
years from being primarily a wholesale dealer of metal products to the present time, currently 
selling and servicing products whilst additionally contributing consultancy, installation and 
successive service contracts mainly to the processing industry. The company has, from time 
to time, renewed its market position, but has relied on its suppliers for product innovation and 
on its customers if they demanded special products.  

The company has three main sectors that they serve:  

Wholesale supply of pumps, valves and proportioning equipment while adding as much 
consultancy as the customer needs. 

Service in the form of maintenance and repair of the above equipment. 
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Wholesale supply of parts for contracting industry with added consultancy services. The 
company has stated in their new strategy that they want to increase the service and knowledge 
part as much as possible due to constant pressure on sales margins for equipment.  

6.1 A description of the company grouped by the service characteristics 

The adjacent quotes in the following chapter are chosen as representative of each of the 
characteristics, and are included to complement the description of the service characteristics 
of the company. 

6.1.1 Intangibility:  
The CEO: Our service products are not that outstanding, we would like to invent some 
new ones, but what we need more than this is to use the existing pool of knowledge in 
a better way – this is how our company is going to earn money – selling knowledge, 
skills and solutions tailor-made for every customer. Our competitors are going to have 
a hard time acquiring this specialist knowledge. 

It is seldom possible to protect service invention by patents; there needs to be other 
protections. One way of achieving this is to emulate Toyota where Monden (1983) describes 
how they built up their organisation over many years to handle a high level of service and 
innovation. A second method is used in sectors where copying innovation is the norm: air 
transportation as illustrated by companies like Virgin Atlantic (Kim and Mauborgne 2005) 
and Singapore Air (Johnston and Wirtz 2004) where the adopted strategy by these companies 
is to constantly develop new service innovation to stay ahead.  

In the past there have been sufficient margins on the products which the case company 
sold to compensate for added knowledge. Facing increased competition the response was to 
put more emphasis on added knowledge – to benefit more from the intangible products the 
company have and to get paid for the added knowledge. Key players in the company have a 
strong desire to maintain their reputation (stable, trustworthy, knowledgeable) but also to add 
innovation at a controlled speed that even their most conservative costumers are willing to 
accept. The way of protecting innovations in the company is by adding knowledge and skills 
to the new services and by undertaking a great deal of incremental and process innovation that 
is more difficult to identify and copy by a competitor, (as with Toyota). 

6.1.2 Co-Production / Instantaneous 
A service fitter: We [the service fitters] have daily contact with our costumers, we 
hear all the complaints and grumbles but we have nobody to bring them to in the other 
departments, although sometimes somebody listens but we seldom get any feedback if 
our suggestions were useful. 

At every point of contact with the customer, new opinions and expectations are formed. Due 
to the constant possibility of evaluating the service offered, the company has the opportunity 
to gain feedback instantaneously from the customer, if there is a system to support it. This 
does not currently take place within the case company, but the management group is 
considering how to implement it in the future.  

If a prototype test run were desired in developing new service products, both front and 
back-office personnel would need to be involved in the test, but in a laboratory environment 
either the people involved in the delivery or the receiving customer might not act naturally. 
The case company has not yet had an innovation where such a test has been executed. New 
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(incremental) initiatives are discussed internally and subsequently tested on real costumers 
without any prototype testing. 

The maintenance department has a high degree of co-production whenever the employees 
are working at its customers’ plants. These situations are where the company has the closest 
contact with the costumer. The two other departments have a lesser degree of co-production. 
Usually they have a series of contacts with the customer, but in between these contacts there 
is a certain amount of preparation and data-collection without the presence of the customer.  
Back-office tasks like these are easier to schedule and delegate to others. To cope with these 
back-office tasks they have started to put more emphasis on the technical competencies of 
new employees, enabling them to support the customer by supplying design, calculations and 
drawings. They have scheduled training sessions for employees designed to be held during 
periods known to have a low workload.  

6.1.3  Heterogeneity / Individualized 
Product specialist: I think a lot of our big customers are somewhat conservative, it is 
no good if we are too smart or creative; they just want us to keep their facility well 
maintained for the next ten years, on a tight schedule – that’s all. 

At McDonalds the possibility of variance is well studied and delivered as training packages, 
where national and cultural variances are also included – even McDonalds uses individualized 
services (Johnston and Clark 2005; Upton and Margolis 1992). The present case company has 
started collecting stories and ideas in order to inspire its personnel and is using new ideas both 
to align its service and also to get new inspiration from variations. The employees know they 
have to be trustworthy and always keep a promise or at least inform the customer. If a vendor 
has not shipped the promised goods, they must inform the customer, and help in any way 
possible. Sometimes they stock items for a customer, sometimes they hand-carry the items 
through the system. They strive for a level of trust which could be compared to the 
international shipping company ‘Mærsk Line’ that always arrives at the next harbour at the 
promised time – even if they have to burn all the profit off by sailing much faster than the 
most cost-effective speed (Mærsk 2007). The employees are well aware that their customers 
have individual needs. They have small customers buying single parts where the only contact 
is a five-minute telephone call and by contrast, they undertake maintenance for power plants 
that demands a high degree of delivery security over a long period.  

6.1.4 Perishability 
Service manager: We really need more hands when we are busy, particularly in the 
summer period where all the power plants have the possibility to shut down – but we 
know this, it is the same every year. On the other hand we have nothing to do in 
January and February – these months – and only these - should then be used for 
training and development purposes – in this way we try to prepare for the rush-hour. 

A risk within service development is to develop and keep too many service products in the 
portfolio. Easingwood (1986) has collected empirical data wherein he concludes that one of 
the difficulties with service innovation is the ease (in some service industries) of developing 
new services. This lays a burden on the operations side if the product portfolio is not reduced 
accordingly otherwise it tends to bring about a state of “we don’t want to find new ideas, we 
are already busy enough” amongst the employees involved. The case company has a tendency 
to do this due to a lack of portfolio management. They have now established an idea and 
portfolio management system to handle this. They often have to undertake proposal 
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preparations. There is a high variation with regard to the chance of getting the contract 
depending on the customer. On average there is around a 25% chance of securing the final 
contract. It is not possible to prepare a proposal in advance: they have to wait until the 
customer’s requirements are known.  

The dependency on knowledge in the value-adding procedure puts pressure on knowledge 
sharing, which has recently been a big issue due to a couple of employees retiring. They have 
also introduced pre-scheduled maintenance contracts where they agree to take care of the 
equipment at the costumer’s site by changing spare parts before they actually break down and 
by doing so, take a certain amount of pressure off the high workload months. Due to the 
nature of their services it is not possible to outsource the repair and maintenance department, 
whereas it might be possible for them to outsource the proposal preparations, though highly 
unrealistic due to the need for a high amount of specialized knowledge.  

6.1.5 Inseparable 
Product specialist and service fitter at a seminar: At one of our biggest customer’s 
establishment [a power plant] our contact person always starts telling us that the order 
is highest priority, and that they need it right away, before everybody else. It was very 
easy for him to cause dissension between us because he always blamed the party not 
present for any problem, real or fabricated. So we used a lot of time figuring out the 
real problems until we decided strictly to have the same two people handle him every 
time. 

If there is any break in the service chain the whole service experience is negatively affected 
(Kuczmarski and Johnston 2005). Any new services need to be developed to perform up to 
the same experience (or higher) for the customer if it is not to be to the detriment of the 
company’s entire reputation and standing. In the past the company had four different 
departments that sometimes served the same customer, but with different products and 
personnel.  

The employees in the maintenance department are fitters who meet the customer in person 
whenever something breaks down in contrast to salespersons who mainly liaise with the 
customer by telephone or at sales meetings. There are several occurrences where the two 
groups of people had delivered different levels of services, sometimes due to time pressure, 
sometimes due to different profit possibilities and sometimes just because the issues were 
handled by two different people. 

6.2 Challenges and advantages for innovation in relation to the service characteristics 

The case company is mainly a service company, but they do sell physical products as well, 
being a whole-seller. In the past they had more focus on the product side of the operation 
whereas they now try to benefit more from selling consultancy and knowledge. This chapter 
illustrates examples of issues where this company has to act differently in comparison with a 
purely manufacturing company in regards to innovation.  

There are no physical products to be shown as new innovations; most of their innovations 
are incremental and are often not seen as innovations by the rest of the employees.  

The company has very little tradition of project management. There are seldom any large 
projects due to the nature of their products, so the only training in project management is 
when they implement a new IT structure etc. 

The difference between their customer types and their different ways to serve these make 
company-wide innovations difficult. (New initiatives are not allowed to harm or disturb the 
conservative costumers). So even if they have the opportunity to differentiate their service at 
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different customer segments they hesitate to do so, being anxious of damaging their 
reputation. A small amount of incremental innovations has been implemented specifically in 
areas with low influence on other areas. Only a few new ideas with larger influence have been 
implemented. 

The introduction of new service products demands training of nearly the entire workforce, 
because any new products have to be offered to all costumers. The customer segmentation is 
too weak to keep new initiatives in selected groups. This makes trial rounds of new initiatives 
difficult. The positive side of this is that spreading of innovations internally within the 
company is relatively easy due to common access to and understanding of customer needs. 

Since they do not have a common understanding of service every front-office employee 
has to decide on the service level executed every time they meet a customer (heterogeneity), 
and when two different employees deliver a different level of service the customer tends to 
remember the lowest level. (Inseparability) 

Due to a high level of direct customer contact there are a lot of possibilities for customer 
driven innovation if the employees are encouraged and allowed to take responsibility for the 
process. 

New ideas have a tendency to loose ownership due to the lack of a R&D department to 
drive ideas such that the originator hesitates to develop further than the idea stage. 

Being a sales and service oriented company there is much more prestige in acquiring a 
good sales contract than to bring forward new ideas or in driving a project. 

6.3 The strategy process 

The strategy of the company was renewed throughout the second half of 2005 in a process 
executed by the management group, which led to the following strategy-statements: 

The qualifications of the employees have to be upgraded by training, knowledge sharing etc. 

We will develop our skills to deliver consultancy and service in co-operation with our 
customers. 

We will support this through an organisation culture where each person has competence, 
authority and responsibility to create the right partnership. 

We would like to educate the employees to be more self-driven and to be able to take more 
initiative. 

We would like to teach the employees to be able to reflect on own practice and create a 
continuous learning process – with the goal of excelling in what we do. 

The concept of the new strategy was not radically different from what they already did, but 
partly a realization of the unspoken and a legalisation of using resources in a more deliberate 
attempt to put more pressure on moving the organisation into the desired direction. The new 
strategy was communicated by the management team through several meetings, posters and 
events and thereby fed into the HI innovation project at its commencement.  

6.4 Selected improvement projects 

The IS group initiated a series of data collections and tried to involve the rest of the 
employees as much as possible in the process to define and select a list of improvement 
projects to enhance HI innovation in the company. By involving the rest of the employees, 
most projects had broad-based implementation and support from the outset. Comments from 
two participants of the IS group are shown below to give an indication of the process. 
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By looking at the collected data and the presented material I gained a more accurate 
picture of the extent of our task. Now I have acquired some clarity – which actually is 
a bit scary – that the task is so big, with so many possibilities and places to start – this 
can go on for ever. 
This has been a really great learning process, including what we saw on the video – 
that we are so bad and must learn from our own mistakes – it surprised me – but we 
just have to do something about it. 

The following is a list of initiatives and improvement projects that had started being 
implemented or have succeeded:  

6.4.1 Internal relations: 

New organisational structure (self-managed teams) 

A praise initiative (sending a rose) 

Refurbished social room and execution of social arrangements 

IT system to show project portfolio 

Open space meetings and a change-management seminar for all employees 

6.4.2 Communication: 

Better use and sharing of good sales stories as inspiration to others 

Establishing a questionnaire based on stories of good services for training purposes 

Wall poster inviting input on different subjects for discussions 

Laptops and modems for service cars  

Investment in broadband for videoconference meetings 

Small menu-cards on the canteen tables with different questions and statements 

6.4.3 Knowledge: 

Educational courses for fitters in periods of low work load 

Knowledge-sharing started as a series of internally held lectures  

Ideas-workshops / problem-solving sessions 

Idea-management systems with different events and rewards 

DVD recording of training sessions to be distributed to other departments 

6.4.4 Miscellaneous group: 

Intensified effort on marketing issues 

6.5 Outcome of the projects 

The main goal of the IS group was to enhance HI innovation while following the direction of 
the strategy. It might have been that other projects would have given the same or better 
results, but these projects had a broad support from the employees due to the way they were 
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established. All projects have been implemented, some with more success than others. As one 
of the participants in the IS group stated in a post-project interview:  

I thought that we would have achieved greater results in this timeframe, but when we 
sum up all the small parts there is no doubt that a lot of us act differently today, and 
accept more new thoughts and generate more ideas than before – well, actually - are 
more innovative.  

Examples of results in the above four groups of the project are described below. 

6.5.1 Internal relations 

The reorganisation within this company was done in such a manner as to support the service 
orientation. It was initiated by employees as well as the management group by executing a 
series of open space technology meetings where all employees participated and laid the 
stepping stones for such re-organisation, the result being somewhat based on self-managed 
teams. 

To cope with the perishability element they tried to make their new organisational 
structure more responsive to variation in demands from customers by spreading responsibility 
and knowledge. By removing organisational barriers they hoped to be able to interchange 
more ideas more easily and by that, become more innovative.  

Quote from a departmental manager: 
I must admit I am surprised by the enthusiasm of the employees to find better 
solutions and solve internal disputes. We have released a previously hided amount of 
energy among the employees that is now directed against setting up a better 
performing service engine. 

6.5.2 Communications 

Every company wants good communication which is not unusual, but the selected projects 
had a very high degree of support from the employees, probably due to the effect of the 
inseparable service characteristics. At an internal survey of thirty employees 100% answered 
‘No’ to, ‘Do you think your costumers experience the same service level from different 
employees at your company?’ It seems there was a common understanding of the need for co-
ordination; they expressed the desire to ensure the same service level. The selected projects 
like storytelling, new IT systems and discussion forums were received positively by all 
groups, and have, together with the new organisational structure, given results illustrated by 
the following quote: 

Front-office salesperson: The way we work together now, and the tools we have for 
communication, surely have made it easier for me to think up and execute new ideas 
and proposals for the customers; now we just have to get used to this way of working 
together. 

The project involving storytelling is used to support the employees in these issues. The 
project itself will probably not make an employee more innovative, but it might make any 
new service easier to adapt due to a common understanding of the service requirements. 

6.5.3 Knowledge 

Within the company the employees had recognised a need to share knowledge, not only 
within one’s own department, but also with colleagues in all other departments to be able to 
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profit from their knowledge, nor merely on the sale of products. They wanted to be able to 
give the customer a service illustrated by the quote from a product specialist:  

When I visit a customer and he tells me about his production flow, I love it when I’m 
able to suggest new combined products that the customer didn’t have a clue existed 
and that he really is going to save money from. To do this I need to have knowledge 
of what the other departments do, so we all are able to combine our knowledge and 
products. Then I can go back to the right product specialist, or maybe set up a team to 
bring up a total solution for the costumer. It seems that the knowledge sharing and the 
new organisation-structure are pointing in the right direction. 

The service fitters have a lot of contact with customers as well and several of the projects 
focus on how to involve the fitters in discussions on improving their interface with the 
customers in order to cope with the inseparable element. 

6.5.4 Marketing 

This project was mainly grounded in a hitherto lack of knowledge in marketing issues, as 
illustrated by a quote from one participant of the IS-group: 

At least we have now taught the management group that marketing is much more than 
ballpoint pens and lighters with advertisement, and we now have some dedicated 
resources for marketing purposes. 

7 Discussion 
This article uses the service characteristics to describe how the selected list of projects is 
influenced by the company being a service company. Authors like Corrêa et al. (2007) and 
Vargo and Lusch (2004) argue that it is without value to have characteristics that only focus 
on service, but that one should merely describe them as variables. For example, Corrêa 
suggests that intangibility should be called ‘degree of stockability’ to indicate the blurred 
distinctions. In this text the characteristics are used for extracting issues that are different 
from the traditional manufacturing company, not to position the company on a scale between 
manufacturing and service. It describes the influence that the characteristics have on the 
innovation enhancing projects. 

In literature about service innovation arguments exist that service and product innovation 
processes have a lot in common (Vermeulen and Aa 2003). At the same time it is found that 
organisational factors seem to be more important in new service development than in new 
product development (Nijssen et al. 2006). These findings are supported and further 
developed in the present case study where the selection and implementation of improvement 
projects are concentrated around intrapersonal factors and organisational issues. Focus here is 
redirected from the innovation process to circumstances giving the background and 
possibilities for making the innovation process happening.  

The description of the characteristics shows that many issues are different in a service 
company because employees are working with different premises and understanding 
compared to a traditional manufacturing company. Employees in the case company need to 
have a broad contact with colleagues in all other departments to ensure a common quality 
level of their products, and to be able to incorporate new products. Communication and 
knowledge sharing are crucial factors within every company, but it is often even more 
important in service companies (Lievens and Moenaert 2000). Heterogeneity and 
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inseparability was found to be the two most important factors to influence the chosen projects, 
factors that are affected heavily by communication and knowledge sharing. 

HI innovation starts by ensuring a culture that is capable of securing involvement and a 
steady stream of incremental innovations (Bessant 2003). It is shown in this article that in 
establishing the right conditions for HI innovations a service company has some challenges 
and advantages that are different from a manufacturing company and should not be neglected. 
An example is the project for establishing better communication in the case company. In the 
case study the company needed a high level of communication to ensure vital equity of 
services both for daily operations as well as when the company wanted to implement new 
services, and to ensure that the existing level of quality was maintained. They have detailed 
knowledge on each single customer; their challenge is to communicate this on an ongoing 
basis to handle the inseparable issue. Caused by these human factors and the necessary 
interaction between employees, innovation in a service company is very dependent on 
acceptance and participation of the employees. When trying to enhance service innovation 
capability, the implementation phase is particular important due to the need for a tight fit 
between the projects and the participants – the employees – to support the organisational 
factors as much as possible. This makes introduction, implementation and daily use of HI 
innovation very suited to the needs of a service company. 

All selected projects (except the marketing project that has a neutral effect) seem to 
support the transition from ‘Mechanistic customisation’ towards ‘Hybrid knowledge sharing’. 
The interesting part of this is that the projects were designed, selected and implemented by 
participants of the IS group in co-operation with the rest of the employees. They are not 
projects decided upon by the management group. The employees were very loyal in their 
stance to the communicated strategy moving towards the desired ‘hybrid knowledge sharing’. 
The management group would probably not have had the same chance for implementation 
success; and any anxiety within the management group that the projects might lead in the 
wrong direction was totally unfounded. 

Within the timeframe of the total action research project the company has experienced 
many changes, both in organizational structure and also in daily work. When interviewing the 
employees there are clear tendencies not to regard these projects as innovation, but merely as 
normal changes within the company, whilst at the same time adding that they have never seen 
this number of successful changes in the company hitherto. It is hard to define whether this 
paradox stems from the projects being based on HI innovation with focus on incremental 
innovation or from the service side of the company with no new physical products to exhibit. 
The negative aspect to this is that they might not be actively engaged in producing new ideas 
at such a speed as if they felt they were participating in innovation projects.  

8 Conclusion 

The case study shows a company that has been through a learning process starting with 
planned learning and then initiating a learning project, the main goal being to implement HI 
innovation. The result is a list of implemented projects where none leads to innovations 
directly but, rather, leads to preparing and enhancing involvement. By being a service 
company several circumstances differ from those of a manufacturing company as described 
by using the five service characteristics. The projects chosen are not, however, projects that 
could only be found in service companies: they are generic. What is unique, however, is the 
detail of the projects and the implementation suited to the circumstances of the company. The 



Appendix 1: Service Innovation 
 

Page 102 of 167 

learning process has ensured that the selected projects are useful to the company and have a 
broad foundation.  

The strategy of the company to move from a position of ‘mechanistic customisation’ 
towards ‘hybrid knowledge sharing’ seems to be supported by the implemented projects. 
Nearly all the projects enhance the capabilities needed to fill the new role: (better 
communication, closer interaction between employees and more focus on knowledge 
sharing). The company has chosen not just to follow a list of best practice but has chosen 
those projects that seem to suit this position best as recommended by Tidd and Hull (2006). 

It is shown that HI innovation is very suited especially in service companies where 
organisational factors and interpersonal relations are very important due to heavy use of 
involvement and participation. This is not to say that HI innovation alone is useful for service 
companies, indeed contradictorily one could argue that these issues might become something 
manufacturing companies could learn from instead of the other way around. 

As noted in the introduction, there is a scarce amount of literature on implementation 
projects in service companies; this article has described one project in one company. There 
remains a need for more research into this subject that hopefully will give us more knowledge 
about those companies having a major role in our society. 

References: 
Argyris, C. (1993). Knowledge for Action- A Guide to Overcoming Barriers to Organizational Change, Jossey-

Bass, San Francisco. 
Argyris, C. (2003). "A Life Full of Learning." Organization Studies, 24(7), 1178-1192. 
Argyris, C. (2004). Reasons and Rationalizations; The Limits to Organizational Knowledge, Oxford University 

Press. 
Atuahene-Gima, K. (1996). "Differential Potency of Factors Affecting Innovation Performance in Manufacturing 

and Service Firms in Australia." Journal of Product Innovation Management, 13(1), 35-52. 
Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mind, Chandler, San Francisco. 
Bessant, J. (2003). High-Involvement Innovation, Building and sustaining competitive advantage through 

continuous change, Wiley, Chichester. 
Bessant, J., and Tidd, J. (2007). Innovation and Entrepreneurship, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. 
Boer, H., and Bessant, J. (2002). "Organising of continuous innovation." Aalborg University, DK and Cranfield 

University, UK. 
Corrêa, H. L., Ellram, L. M., Scavarda, A. J., and Cooper, M. C. (2007). "An operations management view of the 

services and goods offering mix." International Journal of Operations & Production Management, 27(5), 
444-463. 

Coughlan, P., and Coghlan, D. (2002). "Action research for operations management." International Journal of 
Operations & Production Management, 22(2), 220-240. 

De Brentani, U. (1991). "Success Factors in Developing New Business Services." European Journal of Marketing, 
25(2), 33-59. 

Easingwood, C. J. (1986). "New Product Development For Service Companies." Journal of Product Innovation 
Management, 3(4), 264-275. 

Greenwood, D., and Levin, M. (1998). Introduction to action research, Thousand Oaks, Sage. 
Griffin, A. (1997). "PDMA Research on New Product Development Practices: Updating Trends and Benchmarking 

Best Practices." Journal of Product Innovation Management, 14(6), 429-458. 
Gummesson, E. (2000). Qualitative Methods in Management Research, Sage Publications, Inc. 
Gustavsen, B., and Toulmin, S. (1996). Beyond Theory: Changing Organizations Through Participation, John 

Benjamins Pub Co. 
Johnston, R., and Clark, G. (2005). Service Operations Management, Improving Service Delivery, Prentice Hall, 

Pearson Education. 
Johnston, R., and Wirtz, J. (2004). "Case study: Singapore Airlines (SIA)." Warwick Business School. 
Kim, W. C., and Mauborgne, R. (2005). Blue Ocean Strategy, Harvard Business School Publishing Corporation. 



Appendix 1: Service Innovation 
 

Page 103 of 167 

Kuczmarski, T. D., and Johnston, Z. T. (2005). "Service Development." The PDMA handbook of new product 
development, K. B. Kahn, G. Castellion, and A. Griffin, eds., Wiley, New Jersey, 92-107. 

Lievens, A., and Moenaert, R. K. (2000). "Project Team Communication in Financial Service Innovation." Journal 
of Management Studies, 37(5), 733-766. 

Middel, R., Coghlan, D., Coughlan, P., Brennan, L., and McNichols, T. (2006). "Action research in collaborative 
improvement." International Journal of Technology Management, 33(1), 67. 

Monden, Y. (1983). Toyota Production System: An Integrated Approach to Just-in-Time, Industrial Engineering 
and Management Press. 

Mærsk, L. (2007). "Telephone call to Mærsk, Lars Kastrup." Copenhagen. 
Nijssen, E. J., Hillebrand, B., Vermeulen, P. A. M., and Kemp, R. G. M. (2006). "Exploring product and service 

innovation similarities and differences." International Journal of Research in Marketing, 23(3), 241-251. 
Ozyilmaz, A. (2001). "Service innovation audit and the role of information technology (IT) in service innovation.," 

PhD. 
Ozyilmaz, A., and Berg, D. (2004). "Auditing entrepreneurial service innovations." International Journal of 

Services, Technology and Management, 5(4), 394-429. 
Reason, P., and Bradbury, H. (2000). The Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry and Practice, Sage, 

London. 
Terrill, C. A., and Middelbrooks, A. G. (1996). "Service Development." The PDMA handbook of new product 

development, M. D. R. Jr, ed., Wiley, 315-330. 
Tidd, J., Bessant, J., and Pavitt, K. (2005). Managing Innovation- Integrating technological, market and 

organizational change, John Wiley & Sons LTD. 
Tidd, J., and Hull, F. M. (2003). Service innovation, organizational responses to technological opportunities & 

market imperatives, Imperial College Press. 
Tidd, J., and Hull, F. M. (2006). "Managing service innovation: the need for selectivity rather than 'best practice'." 

New Technology, Work and Employment, 21(2), 139-161. 
Trott, P. (2002). Innovation management and new product development, Prentice Hall. 
Tushman, M. L., and O'Reilly III, C. A. (1997). Winning Through Innovation, A practical guide to leading 

organizational change and renewal, Harvard Business School Press, Boston. 
Upton, D., and Margolis, J. (1992). "Case study: McDonald's Corporation." Harvard Business School Press. 
Vargo, S. L., and Lusch, R. F. (2004). "Evolving to a New Dominant Logic for Marketing." Journal of Marketing, 

68(1), 1-17. 
Vermeulen, P., and Dankbaar, B. (2002). "The Organisation of Product Innovation in the Financial Sector." Service 

Industries Journal, 22(3), 77-98. 
Vermeulen, P., and Aa, W. v. d. (2003). "Organizing Innovation in Services." Service Innovation, J. Tidd and F. 

Hull, eds., Imperial College Press, London. 
Visser, M. (2007). "Deutero-Learning In Organizations: A Review And A Reformulation." Academy of 

Management. The Academy of Management Review, 32(2), 659. 
Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research - Design and Methods, Sage Publications, London. 
 



Appendix 2: Implementation 
 

Page 104 of 167 



Appendix 2: Implementation 
 

Page 105 of 167 

Appendix 2 
 

Implementation of High Involvement Innovation in a SME; 

An Action Research Project 

 
 
Abstract: 
This paper describes how a company implemented high-involvement innovation through 
involvement and participation of its employees. The implementation took place as an Action 
Research (AR) project spanning two and a half years. The improvement projects were 
selected and implemented by a group of employees in a Small and Medium Enterprise (SME). 
The result was more than fifteen projects aimed at improving issues not being competences 
normally connected with innovation, but areas that include learning, political behaviour, 
mental models etc. The case study shows that this approach passes on learning and 
participation among employees and proves to be the basis for high-involvement innovation. 
 
Introduction 
This article attempts what Chris Argyris (2004), John Bessant (2003) and others ask for; a 
case study of a company attempting to implement High-involvement innovation (HI 
innovation). There is a lack of knowledge on how individual companies became innovative, 
every company has experienced a unique route to bring it to where it is today (Bessant et al. 
1996; Teece et al. 1997). Despite having a desire to increase HI innovation in a company, 
there is no easy way forward. The effort needs to have a broad basis, cover multiple areas and 
be widely accepted. Many companies choose to start by executing an innovation audit 
resulting in an expected report highlighting areas that need improvement. The subsequent 
implementation of projects depends upon whether the recipients of the report accept the 
presumptions and results of the audit. Due to the complex nature of an innovation audit 
(Hallgren 2007a), the necessary acceptance of best practice (Adams-Bigelow 2006) and the 
lack of concomitant commitment and implementation, this route may not be optimal. With 
these constraints in mind another approach has been tested in an AR project and is described 
in the present article. The aim was to investigate if and how it could be possible to create a 
more appealing route from desire to implemented improvement projects and subsequently to 
investigate if any lasting effect was to be found in the company afterwards.  
The aim of this article is to describe how this AR project which targeted HI innovation, 
unfolded within the company, and by using several different data collection methods tried to 
investigate if any lasting effect was obtained. Drawing sessions normally used to describe the 
culture of a company were used here to initiate discussions among employees on how 
innovation is perceived and how these perceptions change from the beginning of the AR 
project to the end. 
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Conceptual Framework 
Whilst having its background in the traditional organisational literature this research tried to 
use another perspective focussing on the implementation phase of initiatives and political 
processes. Involvement and participation are two of the cornerstones in AR and the 
enforcement of these is supported by the use of double-loop learning and innovation models 
as tools for the employees in this process. 

Action research 
An AR study is a study on interaction of the participants and their environment. One of the 
roles of the researcher is to bring methods, tools and inspiration to initiate a process and to 
help sustain it for a certain length of time. Another role of the researcher is to reflect upon 
what takes place in the project, and to use these reflections to further improve the process. 
New knowledge is then created in the action among the researcher and the participants, with 
no parts being dispensable (Argyris 1993; Coughlan and Coghlan 2002; Dawson 1997; 
Greenwood and Levin 1998; Gummesson 2000; Reason and Bradbury 2000). The AR 
concept used in this case study has given the researcher the opportunity to observe, follow and 
participate within the company for two and a half years. The benefits of using AR in the 
current project included the ability of the researcher to participate in daily data collection 
from the outset, and the acquisition of valuable insights into the underlying processes and 
forces within the company. 

The evolution of High-involvement innovation  
In 1997 Bessant (1997) defined a new term, namely ‘High-Involvement innovation’ (HI 
innovation). Bessant (2003) uses continuous improvement to describe the first step of HI 
innovation, with the last step being the learning organization with emphasis on involvement 
(Bessant 2003). Innovation is understood as being all the activities ranging from tiny 
incremental innovations to radical innovations and covering the whole spectrum of products, 
services, delivery, processes etc. giving an enhanced result. The novelty of innovation is seen 
as whether the innovation makes a positive difference in a particular situation; it need not be a 
totally new concept. HI innovation is when employees participate in developing as many 
innovations as possible, as often as possible. 
By involvement of potentially all employees the company uses the diversity among employee 
skills, external as well as internal knowledge, and personality to broaden the scope of 
innovations, (Bessant 2003; Chesbrough 2004; Darsøe 2000; Justesen 2001; Tidd et al. 2005). 
At the same time innovation becomes more complex to handle. This puts great demands on 
management and employees to accept and engage in involvement, and to acknowledge that 
organisational politics will influence the results.  

Participation / involvement  
Employee involvement is defined by Hyman (1995) as the situation where employees are 
assumed to have a common interest with the employer and where the employer has the total 
strategic influence and a traditional but possibly flatter management hierarchy. Employee 
participation is defined as (Hyman and Mason 1995) the situation where there are pluralities 
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of interests, where the strategic influence is distributed beyond management and where the 
management hierarchy chain is broken. In employee participation the employees are directly 
part of decision-making often having been given their part of control through government or 
union requirements. Participation only takes place when the employees have a part in the real 
authority for decision-making at higher organisational levels (Buhl 2000; Kamp 1998). To 
obtain this a certain amount of training and education is also needed (Buhl 2000; Hyman and 
Mason 1995; Kamp 1998).  
If employees are to participate in HI innovation it is necessary that the organisation accepts 
diversity, that employees are encouraged to, and have the opportunity to, participate and 
become political actors, and that the company as a whole has learned to institute the new 
routines (Bessant 2003). To create these opportunities involves organisational changes and 
has to take into account politics and power within the organisation. Participation is an 
important condition for the establishment of learning and questioning established practice 
through double-loop learning.  
Evidence of participation is the Innovation Steering (IS) group in the enclosed case study that 
is given the authority to steer the innovation project and to have sole responsibility to define 
and select the improvement projects.  
 

Use of tools and innovation models in the AR project 
 
To support the AR project the researcher brought several tools into the company. The 
intention of these tools was to help the participants in the AR sub-project both in the learning 
process and as tools to create change within their organisation. Problem-solving sessions, 

different sorts of brainstorming techniques, double-loop learning (Argyris 1977) and lateral 

Figure 1: The guide model for HI innovation 
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thinking (de Bono 1995) were introduced as tools to question established routines and frozen 
politics (Pfeffer 1981). To help and inspire the participants of the IS group in their aim for 
implementing HI innovation an innovation model was also introduced. This consisted of an 
interactive facilitated innovation audit and an innovation guide model as the top layer model 
of this (illustrated in Figure 1). The innovation audit part consisted mostly of material found 
in traditional innovation audits and was used here in a different way, as an inspirational tool 
to involve the participants in the implementation phase.  
There were several advantages in using the guide model (shown in Figure 1) in the research 
project. When initially entering the company the researcher used the model to structure the 
AR project. The projects started with a revision of the strategy of the company, and 
subsequently the model was used to ensure other areas were also considered and discussed. 
By using the model the researcher avoided being prejudiced at first glance against certain 
improvement areas.  
 

Description of the innovation guide model 
 
The guide model in figure 1 has six main parts; Results, Foundation, Innovation core 
capability, Capacity, Innovation process and Involvement and participation. The arrowheads, 
showing responsibility, indicate where the responsibility for taking the lead in selecting 
improvement projects were found best suited. The background of the six main parts is 
explained in detail in Hallgren (2007b) where ‘Results’ is what the company wants as a goal 
for their innovation strategy. ‘Foundation’ is the basis for innovation capability and as such, 
the understanding of the conditions under which innovation thrives, the learning possibilities 
and understanding, and the handling of politics and power. The ‘Innovation Core Capability’ 
includes areas normally connected with innovation, such as knowledge and knowledge 
management, different competences used to make innovations and how ideas are treated. 
‘Capacity’ is the amount of simultaneous ongoing innovation that the company is able to 
handle. The ‘NPD process’ is how the actual process, from idea to product, is handled 
including feedback and control. ‘Involvement and participation’ is the centre wherein it is all 
rooted and connected.  
 
 
 
The case company: 
The SME used in this case has existed as a commercial and service company for more than a 
hundred years and has a turnover today of approximately thirty million euros, and has 
seventy-five employees. The company has undergone various changes during the last ten 
years from being mainly a supplier of raw materials to the present day, whereby it is currently 
selling and servicing products where it can contribute with consultancy, installation and 
successive service contracts. On the one hand it is a company where changes are known to 
take place, whilst on the other, it is a company where customer and employee surveys gave 
the following ranking: trustworthy and stable but somewhat stagnating. The CEO (Chief 
Executive Officer) found the timing of the project matched a desire in the management group 
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for renewal of its strategy, an urgent need for change by adding more knowledge with their 
services, and in general a more innovative company. 
 
 
Data collection methods 
Data was collected in different ways and triangulations were done where possible. The 
material stemmed from company documents; seven semi-structured and fifteen non-structured 
interviews; drawing sessions; six video-interviews; participation in four banquets; twelve 
workshop days; Open Space Technology meeting with all employees; staff meetings and a 
large amount of small talk discussions with employees and managers. The article has 
subsequently been reviewed and accepted by the company. 
Data was collected with different purposes. Data collected before and after the AR project 
were collected with the aim of investigating if any difference could be found in the company 
in regards to how HI innovation was implemented. Data collected while the project was 
running had two purposes: firstly, to investigate how the employees perceived the project and 
secondly, to investigate if the employees found any changes in how they executed their jobs.  
When data were collected from the first round of semi-structured interviews these were 
compared with data from the first drawing session at the start of the AR project. It was found 
that the employees were too positive in the interviews compared with the data revealed in the 
discussions by the drawing session. The fact that the drawing session gave the truest picture 
was revealed through work and discussion with the participants in the AR projects during the 
following year. The researcher then decided to use non-structured interviews where possible 
to avoid data being too biased; as many of these as possible were tape-recorded and 
subsequently checked. Wherever any sentences were on perception of innovation, barriers, 
workflow, the AR project, etc. these were transcribed and grouped in electronic mind maps. 
To analyse the data from the first drawing sessions, interviews, survey and video interviews, 
the IS group was involved both in the collection of data as well as in discussing the 
implications of this. By having these discussions the context, history and meaning of the data 
were revealed to the researcher by the participants on several occasions. Whenever a seminar 
took place involving the participants it always ended with them commenting on their learning, 
perceived benefit or other statements to the researcher.  
The drawing sessions inspired by Morgan (2006) are an unconventional method of collecting 
data through drawings and metaphors and are normally used as a tool with the focus being on 
culture. When used to describe company culture the method is criticized for the risk of mixing 
too many perspectives together with the chance of getting conflicting results. To cope with 
this criticism, the method was used on a narrower subject (perception of innovation) and was 
combined with the data collection methods mentioned above. The drawings are not used to 
give an exact measure at one point in time but as a comparative tool over time. This is done to 
reveal elements and opinions of issues, which are hard to measure: degree of involvement; 
employee participation; and understanding and learning in regard to innovation. The case 
study demonstrates that the drawing and metaphor method actually creates opportunities for 
important discussions and thoughts that are useful in innovation matters when comparing 
circumstances within the same company over a period of time. 
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Facts of the project 
The AR project started with the first contact in the summer of 2005 and ended with a post-
project evaluation at Christmas, 2007. In this time span the AR sub-projects were executed 
within the company namely:  
A: A strategy revision within the management group.  
B: A learning and communication project for managers.  
C: A project to seek, select and implement improvement tasks to increase the innovation 
capability headed by an Innovation Steering group. 
 
A: The strategy revision project was concentrated around the management group. The 
management group refined the strategy into targeting a higher degree of added knowledge to 
their products. When the first rough lines were laid in the strategy it was decided to involve 
the employees. As a result the employees were asked to participate in a round of ‘open space 
technology’ meetings, with the result being that three small departments were merged into 
one, and that the largest department should introduce self-managed teams. 
B: A request from the IS group and two managers led to a learning project based on double-
loop learning in the management group inspired by Argyris (1993). The target was better 
communication in general but also to create a basis wherein it was acceptable to ask questions 
regarding existing practices, frozen politics etc. 
C: The IS group was formed at an early stage in the project to have responsibility for the 
improvement process. Its members were to define, select and ensure implementation of 
initiatives. The group was comprised of seven persons, including a manager from one of the 
smaller departments. To involve the rest of the employees in the company it was important 
that the participants in the IS group gained knowledge themselves about innovation and 
learning tools like double-loop learning (Argyris 1977) and lateral thinking (de Bono 1995) 
making them able to adapt the learning project to the company, identify barriers and to teach 
others. 
The IS-group participated between November 2005 and January 2007 in ten days of seminars 
and various smaller meetings. The aim was twofold: 1) to create a learning lab (Argyris 2004) 
for the IS-group where ideas could be tested in a safe environment, and 2) to create learning 
opportunities for the participants and later for the rest of the employees.  
Based on different data-collections (surveys, video interviews, drawing sessions) the 
participants of the IS-group defined the first projects. At the end of the AR project around 
fifteen improvements and change projects had been initiated, some projects went through with 
great success whereas other projects petered out unnoticed due to lack of time and resources. 
The next chapter describes in more detail how this AR sub-project unfolded. 
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Intervention diary for the Innovation Steering group  
 
 
Date Meeting format, participants, 

agenda etc 
Reflections and observations based on personal thoughts 
in log-book, comments from participants, managers and 
the rest of the employees 

8th 
Nov. 
2005 

First daylong meeting in the IS 
group with presentations on the 
concepts of HI innovation, 
double-loop learning, and creative 
techniques. 

The participants found the meeting informative but 
heavily loaded with new materials. They were looking 
forward to continuing the project. 

29th 
Nov. 
2005 

Second daylong meeting in the IS 
group. Discussions and 
brainstorming on how to involve 
other employees. 
A drawing session was executed. 

The participants found it difficult to raise ideas, but 
participated enthusiastically. 
One participant said, “Some of my colleagues are 
interested in what I am doing, others are furious that I am 
away from my desk.” The CEO supported the project, but 
a lot of managers who were struggling to keep within their 
budgets were not that supportive in allocation time for the 
participants. This became a common issue throughout the 
whole project. 
The drawing session was a ‘collective eye-opener’ for the 
participants. Their drawings were actually quite negative, 
and finding others having the same opinion seemed to 
give them legitimacy and a feeling of importance for the 
project. 

12th  
Jan. 
2006 
 

Drawing session with five 
randomly selected employees, led 
by two of the participants of the 
IS group and the researcher 

Everybody felt that this created a good debate. One 
participant suggested that this could be used with more 
employees to create company-wide discussions. 
 

7th 
Marts 
2006 

2-hour meeting to discuss results 
of employee survey, drawing 
session and 6 video interviews 
with employees produced by the 
participants. 

The best result of the survey was the preparation done by 
the participants, and the awareness of the innovation 
project the employees acquired by receiving the 
questionnaire.  
The video interviews gave the researcher good insight into 
different employee job situations.  
The drawing session contributed to the legitimacy for the 
participants to act. The drawings were published in the 
company newsletter together with a short explanation. 

3-4th  
April 
2006 
 

Two-day seminar. The CEO 
visited the seminar and presented 
the new strategy.  
The innovation model was 
presented and every participant 
selected a part of the model to 
take home and study further. 
At the dinner there was so many 
stories and gossip that the 
researcher decided to arrange a 
“grumble session” afterwards.  
The researcher often presented 
small creative problems that 
needed pattern-breaking in order 
to be solved (de Bono 1995).   
Often the researcher brought ideas 
with him, the ideas often being 
impractical but when turned down 
by the participants they were used 

The strategy did not include much on innovation. This 
was a frustration for the participants but at the same time 
gave them freedom to choose improvement areas 
themselves.  
The participants were overwhelmed by the amount of 
areas that were included in the model, that innovation 
covered so much.  
The researcher had expected the material of the innovation 
models to be used extensively in discussions, and the 
following selection phase of the project to be rather short; 
on the contrary, the model was used for a few hours as 
inspiration, and the selection process (undertaken as 
“home work”) was much more extensive. Thence 
stemmed the observation that an innovation audit might 
supply suggestions of improvement areas, but that the 
employees were the experts – if only being asked! The 
model was then part of supplying power of expertise 
(Pfeffer 1981) and inspiration to the participants. 
After the ‘grumble session’ the amount of gossip in the IS 
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as examples of prejudice against 
new ideas and of how asking 
“why” is productive for double-
loop learning, and that being 
inspired by other people can 
prove to be a way forward. 

group vanished. By taking them seriously, sharing their 
stories and writing them down the participants seemed to 
achieve a team spirit and something to work towards 
(removal of barriers).  
 

19-29th 
April 
2006 

Small individual meetings with 
the participants regarding their 
progress in investigations.  

This month was used by the participants to collect 
information from their colleagues and plan the projects. 

10-11th 
May 
2006 

Two-day seminar. The 
participants presented their 
projects, investigations and how 
to move on with their projects. 
Training in creative techniques, 
idea selection methods e.g. café-
meetings, focus-groups, Open 
Space Technology meetings etc. 

95% of the time it was the participants presenting or 
having discussions on the projects. The researcher only 
participated with comments and by introducing tools. The 
intention was to train the participants to act themselves. 
After each seminar the participants were asked by the 
CEO to write an article for the company newsletter. 

1st 
June 
2006 

Two-hour meeting. Status of their 
projects.  

The participants were invited by the CEO to present the 
status of their different projects at the next departmental 
meeting. Their projects were well received by the rest of 
the employees. 

12+21 
+29th 
June 
2006 

Three Open Space Technology 
meetings held each with one-third 
of the employees. 
The participants of the IS group 
were responsible for these 
sessions as to collecting and later 
communicating conclusions. 

The execution of these gave a lot of power to the 
participants, the reason being that employees were 
involved in a totally new way and because the participants 
now met the question: “Why should we undertake this new 
project?” with, “Because you asked for it”. 
 

31st 
Aug. 
2006 

Daylong meeting ends with visits 
at a restaurant. All planned by the 
participants. 

Investigation on how to create the idea-management 
system showed a barrier being that the company in general 
was not very good at project management. Introduction of 
the idea-management system and two participants pushing 
ideas through the system started to slowly remove these 
barriers. 
The participants had understood the premises for double-
loop learning but found it difficult to use. This led to 
initiation of the learning project for management, as 
execution of double-loop needs support from management 
(Argyris 1991). 

25th 
Oct 
2006 

Half-day meeting with three 
participants with company values 
as its subject. 
One of the participants in the IS 
group left the company, though he 
returned a year later. A new 
participant was invited into the 
group. 

The three participants spent quite a long time analysing 
why the situation was as it was. This was clearly the 
starting of a double-loop learning. This ended out (after 
several more meetings) in suggestions for a new 
organisational structure. 
The new participant was asked to take the role of a project 
secretary to ensure meetings were held and to write up the 
minutes. If he had been introduced before or took too 
dominant a role he might have spoiled the engagement of 
the participants that had, until then, acted as a team of 
equals. 

9-10th 
Nov. 
2006 

Two-day seminar.  
A couple of problem-solving 
sessions were held with training 
as their purpose and the 
participants planned to execute 
four more within the company 
afterwards. (Only two were 
actually held) 

The role of the researcher was now changed to merely 
being a coach and sometimes provoking the participants 
into questioning established routines and habits. 
A participant mentioned that the company was still so 
conservative that if she bought a chair in colour other than 
black the chairmen would faint. They expressed the fact 
that they had a long way to go to get the company and 
their own pre-conceptions loosened up, but that now they 
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had started being attentive to such issues. 
As this was the last meeting arranged by the researcher, 
the participants planned to have one meeting per month 
themselves. 

12th 
Dec. 
2006 

Two-hour meeting in the IS 
group, without researcher. Status 
on all projects. 
Decision to record technical 
presentations to allow others to 
see these. 

As a common theme was improvement of communication 
across departments a lot of projects had this target. By 
being quite visible the participants received a lot of 
positive attention. 
The enthusiasm and engagement of the participants were 
conspicuous, as a manager observed, “They (the 
participants) have so much energy and passion for this 
project; they influence others in a positive direction”. 

4th  
Jan. 
2007 

Two-hour meeting in the IS 
group, without researcher. Status 
on all projects. 

The project secretary called for a series of meetings and 
they started out with a great deal of energy. 

1st 
Feb. 
2007 

Two-hour meeting in the IS 
group, without researcher. Status 
on all projects. 
One of the participants in the 
group is promoted to manager, 
and stops working in the group. 

The number of active participants was now around four 
and it was obvious that the energy of the group for starting 
new projects was minimal. The idea-management system 
took a lot of time for one of the participants, as well as the 
marketing project.  
 

9th 
May 
2007 

Half day meeting. The researcher 
was participating only as 
observer. 
Discussion on future projects. 
One more participant leaves the 
company due to family reasons. 
Another participant already on 
part-time was engaged in a new 
job function, and nearly stops 
working with innovation. 

There was still progress on their projects, but their 
monthly meetings were not held regularly any longer. 
Because of this, one of the topics of this meeting was how 
to proceed in the future. They decided to try to carry out 
some more training sessions for all employees and each 
continue with their own projects.  
They stopped keeping official meetings, but did frequently 
talk together. 

8th 
Nov. 
2007 

Last round of interviews and 
drawing session 

They used a lot of energy and time on the new 
organisational structure and implementation on new IT 
system. Existing projects were still kept running. No new 
project had been started. One of the participants expressed 
a need for management to allocate new resources, time 
and new participants to join the group to revitalise it. 

 
 
 
 
 
What happened in the long run 
As shown in the above ‘diary’ for the IS group it could look like the projects had vanished. It 
might be true that the participants no longer started new projects, but the existing projects 
were still running, and as illustrated below the way the employees act within the company has 
changed the organisation towards HI innovation. If the project was to be revitalised 
management needs to allocate resources and people to take over.  A change process towards 
HI innovation does not have a stable end goal; you are never ‘there’. 
Of the fifteen improvement projects selected and implemented by the IS group, their current 
status is: eight projects are still running, four projects have been executed as planned and 
three projects have been executed but not in the last six months. The following lists the fifteen 
projects divided into the three groups: 
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• New organisational structure of the company – self-managed teams 
• Idea-management systems, with different events and rewards 
• Educational courses for fitters in periods of low work load 
• A praise initiative (sending a rose) 
• Refurbished social room and execution of social arrangements 
• New initiatives and dedicated resources in marketing 
• Establishment of a human resources department (part-time consultants) 
• A series of creative initiatives implemented by the management group 

 
• “Open Space Technology” meeting involving all employees (subject: areas of 

improvement in the daily work arena) 
• Wall poster inviting input on different subjects 
• New style of internal written communications implemented 
• Proposal of a new bonus scheme 

 
• Knowledge-sharing started as a series of internally held lectures 
• Ideas-workshops / problem-solving sessions 
• Establishment of a service competence group 

 
The newly established intranet-based idea-management system has been expanded to include 
projects as well as ideas. 20% of the employees use it regularly / occasionally for reporting 
ideas and 52% of the submitted ideas have been implemented. 

Did it make any difference? 
The question is, “To what extent is a base of long-term involvement and participation 
established and as a result, a lasting increase in the innovation capability?” Trying to 
investigate this the metaphor and drawing tool of Morgan (2006) were used to compare the 
situation in the company before and after the AR project in campaigning with video and 
verbal interviews. Twelve employees were called to a meeting and asked to make a drawing 
of ‘how they perceived innovation within the company’. The first drawing session was held in 
January 2005, and as representative examples three drawings are shown in figure 2 with 
comments from the employees below. 
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• We are quite good at sniffing out new things and initiatives and getting them started, but 

we tend to forget that the dog has a hind part and a tail so one simply forgets to follow 
things through from nose to tail. We have thoughts about being innovative, but that’s it; it 
doesn’t go any further. 

• Quite a lot of things are launched, but rarely do things get over “the wall” – and anyway, 
all the important stuff is still locked away in a box standing in front of the wall. 

• It’s like walking in a desert: mostly dry and dusty, anything dropped on the ground 
disappears; there are a few flowers though seldom found. 

 
The post-project drawing session was held in November 2007 with examples shown in figure 
3 together with comments. Half of the six employees in this drawing session had participated 
in the first session as well. There was no significant difference in their drawings or 
explanations when compared to the newcomers. A different person than before made the 
drawing of the barriers, even though there are some similarities. None of the participants from 
2005 could recall how their old drawings had looked.  
 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3: How do employees perceive innovation? Examples from post-project drawing session. 

 
 
• It is like driving to work, the closer you get to the workplace the more cars are on the 

road and you get caught in the traffic – the road just isn’t big enough for all these cars, 
too much chaos when no-one is steering and guiding the process.  

• The organisation is like a (human body), the management side is strong and has the will 
to do it (the cheek), the skills are shared (the nose), and on the employee side, weak arm 

Figure 2: How do employees perceive innovation? - Examples from drawing session, pre-project.
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and leg and frustrations – the employee side wants to be innovative but management uses 
power to force employees onto daily operations if there is a choice between earning 
money and being innovative. The picture-person now has an arm and leg compared to two 
years ago, but they are still weak. 

• We do fire off ideas, but some of them hit barriers. Some barriers are high, some low. 
Some ideas do get through. The highest barriers are our own attitude and how we 
approach new issues. 

• There is a bridge between the two sides – the dark side (where we are now) and the sunny 
side (where we want to be). The ladder on the sunny side is broad and massive, whereas 
the ladder on the dark side is all too narrow – it is not possible to get enough employees 
up this ladder fast enough. Some managers are obstacles and things cannot get past them. 

 
Comparisons of the situation between January 2005 and November 2007 
 
The drawings and campaigning stories from 2005 all showed a somewhat negative view on 
how ideas were treated. The focus was mainly on how difficult it was to promote new ideas 
into implementation. In 2007 there were still frustrations but now concentrated around a lack 
of steering and progress. The participants used explanations that showed knowledge on the 
innovation process not present in 2005. There was much more energy, involvement and 
enthusiasm in the subsequent discussion, whereas in 2005 the concern was focused on how 
difficult, or even impossible, it was to get ideas through. The main concern in 2007 was on 
concrete issues such as the need of an innovation project manager, more resources available to 
managers helping with ideas and more courage in trying new things among employees 
themselves. In 2005 the discussion ended with the words: “It is very good that we talk about 
this today, but the ideas are still being prevented”. The drawing session in 2007 ended with 
the six participants making suggestions to solve some of the obstacles discussed, and 
engaging in solving the problems. 

Data from interviews undertaken in November 2007: 
The participants in the post-project interviews included the CEO, the two departmental 
managers, three of the participants of the IS group and three employees, two of these having 
been involved in the initial video-interviews. The interviews were as little structured as 
possible with one opening question: What has happened in this company during the last two 
and a half years? Then followed 20-30 minutes of non-structured interview, all tape-recorded, 
from which the following quotes are taken.  

Management: 
• Even though we have had a lot of changes we are still above budget, which means more 

sales than last year.  
• For me, as a person, these two and a half years have changed a lot. I feel both I, and my 

department, have rectified many issues. There are still issues to be fixed, but we are 
heading in the right direction. 
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• We try to improve communication by continuing the learning project (a project based on 
Argyris (2003)) – it would have been much more difficult for us to do, if we hadn’t been 
through all this. 

 

Participants of the IS group: 
• By being a part of the IS group I have learnt a lot on how to tackle situations privately as 

well as on the job just by asking questions regarding the status quo. 
• The two main issues I have fought for have come through, but there are still a lot of issues 

where we have to improve so we are planning new initiatives. 
• Even though much has changed we still stick to our old sales habits;  if I ask the CEO if I 

should work on the sale of something to 1000 Euro or do some innovation work, I know 
what his answer will be. 

 

Employees: 
• There is no doubt that it is now possible to ask questions on issues that were not 

questionable before – now we just need to execute the new ideas – we have too little 
resources.  

• We are now a lot better at seeing things, commenting on them and even making 
suggestions – what we need now is some process management system to ensure execution; 
it does not need to be a manager.  

• The managers are still using too much time on daily operational issues, we need them to 
work on the long-term issues – they prevent progress of new ideas, not because of 
reluctance but due to lack of time. 

 
Discussion 
One year into the project the participants in the IS-group were asked to take over the control 
of the total project and manage the programme in the following time. An internal project 
secretary was installed in the group at the start of the second year. When comparing this 
employee-driven project with projects like two unsuccessful top-down controlled change 
projects described by Schuring et al (2003) it is obvious that change projects towards HI 
innovation have a greater chance for success when driven by employees, and specifically 
employees that have internal legitimacy. Such legitimacy must be fostered by an equal 
position as peers, knowledge on the subject and broad involvement due to daily 
communication between the participants and their peers about the project. As a result, many 
of the employees are now involved in innovation; they participate with ideas and have a 
desire to change habits although some barriers still exist. These might be caused by old habits 
of having being management-led, acclimatisation time of new organisational structure or their 
sales and service culture.  
Some employees have become political actors that actively try to question and change 
established routines and rigid politics through participation. Other employees have changed 
their level of involvement from merely seeing what needed changing as opposed to today 
being able to put forward ideas for such changes. The participants of the IS group and the 
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management group received training in double-loop learning resulting in it being an important 
key for participation. The employees in the IS group and in the department that went through 
the organisational change into self-managed teams seem to have the highest level of 
participation.  
At the end of the AR project around fifteen improvement and change projects had been 
executed, some projects went though with great success whereas other projects petered out 
without being noticed due to lack of time and resources.  
The IS group started out by being comprised of seven participants; three of the participants 
have now ceased being in the group and one is on part-time. None of the participants had a 
fixed amount of time for innovation purposes, which means that as time went by and the 
researcher decreased his activity in the company, they tended to use less time on innovation 
matters and more time on their normal jobs. Despite this, new projects and changed routines 
are now so integrated in daily routines that they seem permanent, such as the idea-
management system, some of the knowledge sharing and training, a more creative approach 
to problems, better communication and social interaction.  
Danish people have a long tradition of learning and participation through non-profit making 
organisations and societies, and the Danish culture is in general quite avoiding of authority 
and unorthodox. This might have helped the management group to accept employees taking 
the responsibility of driving through the whole project, and also supporting the employees in 
taken responsibility and being involved and participating to this degree. Even though the book 
of Bessant (2003) cites many examples of companies undertaking HI innovation, we still lack 
knowledge on the implementation phase to reach a conclusion on such issues. 
The AR project contributed to the clarification of how the employees were involved, how 
they participated, and to what extent the involvement of managers was necessary (the arrows 
of responsibility in Figure 1).  
 
Conclusion: 
The AR project described in this article has given a unique opportunity for the researcher to 
participate in a project with the aim of implementing HI innovation in a SME from 
commencement and during the ensuing two and a half years.  
When trying to establish learning, involvement and participation there are very few hard facts 
to measure within a company. Therefore focus of the measurement was on how employees 
and management regarded innovation, and to what extent learning and changes in perception 
of innovation have taken place within the timeframe. When trying to focus on involvement 
and participation several data collection methods were used: video interviews, traditional 
interviews, surveys and drawing sessions inspired by (Morgan 2006). The most apparent 
changes were observed in the perception of barriers through the drawing sessions. At the 
beginning of the project the most significant barrier was simply to get an idea through from 
inception to execution. After the project the employees were concerned about lack of project 
management and how to develop their ability to influence innovation further. They now felt 
involved in the innovation process and were able to question established practices whereas 
before they were merely observers. Regarding employee participation it was obvious that the 
participants of the IS group receiving training over a long period had become political actors 
with participation at organisational level.  
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Fifteen improvement projects have been implemented, some still running, while others have 
been executed and stopped as planned, and yet others stopped by lack of resources or interest. 
The amount of employee participation has clearly accelerated the change process, for 
example, when the employees themselves drove the projects with much more legitimacy than 
if driven by management. If the educated participants are given the opportunity and resources 
they will be able to enhance their company’s innovation capability further. 
The tools used (double-loop learning, the innovation models etc) all played a role in the 
implementation of HI innovation.  Although no single tool was crucial for the process, they 
all contributed to positioning the participants as political actors and thereby, to the results of 
the learning and change process. 
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Appendix 3 
 

How to use an innovation audit as a learning tool: a case study 

ABSTRACT 
Many types of innovation auditing exist, though there are few descriptions of them being 
tested. Little effort has been made to examine their effects in companies, and even less to 
considering whether these audits could be used more efficiently. First, this article discusses 
some of the reasons for doing an innovation audit; then, it examines a new facilitated, 
interactive way of using an innovation audit to achieve high-involvement innovation in 
SMEs through a learning process. 

 

Keywords: innovation audit; learning; high-involvement innovation; action research 

 

Introduction 
Many types of innovation auditing exist; however, little effort has been made to examine their 
effects in companies, and even less to considering whether these innovation audits could be 
used more efficiently. This article proposes a new way of using an innovation audit to achieve 
High-involvement innovation and Continuous innovation, as defined by Bessant (2003) and 
Boer and Bessant (2002), in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) by means of a 
learning process.   

Many current innovation audits are rooted in new product development (NPD) theory, with a 
natural focus on the various development phases. There exists a gap between these audits and 
those applicable to a company wishing to focus on innovation in general, to be able to draw 
on the mental potential of all employees and in circumstances other than simply product 
development. 

Traditional innovation audits are still needed, but there also is a need for another type of audit 
approach. As van der Wiele (1996) discovered, not all companies benefit from the traditional 
innovation audits; they might lack resources or training, or they might be unable or unwilling 
to implement the proposed improvements. This new way of executing an audit attempts to 
involve employees in a learning process, letting them decide what part(s) of the audit to 
concentrate on.  

This article builds on existing innovation audits, and attempts to arrive at a new way of using 
an innovation audit best suited to improving high-involvement innovation (HI innovation). 
This leads to the introduction of a “facilitated interactive innovation audit”, and subsequently 
to testing this in an action research project that ultimately aims to improve HI innovation. 
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The article draws on two main sources in developing the new audit approach, namely, 
recommendations from other audits and the HI innovation concept, which are treated in the 
following two sections. These sources are then integrated in constructing the audit, which is 
described using a five-layer model. The last part of the article is a case study of an SME 
trying to enhance HI innovation using this innovation audit; the article ends with discussion 
and conclusion sections. 

Background to developing the new audit approach 
Searching for literature on innovation audits reveals a certain amount of research. Some 
authors describe the framework of how these audits could be used (OECD-EU 2005; Radnor 
and Noke 2002; Tidd et al. 2005), while others describe how they have built such an audit 
from scratch, what they have done in testing it, and the results obtained (Chiesa et al. 1996; 
Cooper et al. 2004; Dooley 2000; Francis 2000; Ozyilmaz and Berg 2004; Rickards and 
Bessant 1980; Tang 1999; Yam et al. 2004). Besides Coopers (2004) audit used as a 
benchmark, the other reported audits are tested at a small scale. The identified audits were 
found in literature databases and by following up on references in articles. Some older audits 
that were only theoretically developed are not mentioned here. Two sources are PhD theses 
developing audits for innovation capability (Francis 2000) and service innovation (Ozyilmaz 
2001) with a substantial theoretical foundation. One source is OECD-EU (Oslo-Manual) 
(2005), which contains a very thorough background on building the questions in the European 
Community Innovation Survey. One source concerns the most cited audit, made with support 
from UK Department of Trade and Industry by Chiesa (1996), one source describes an audit 
made by a consultancy (von Stamm 2003), and one describes a Danish audit involving 150 
companies (Fremtidstanken and Ledelse 2005). All the literature sources that include 
reflections on actual audit testing have been incorporated into the recommendations presented 
in next section. None of the audits produces contradictory conclusions. One might wonder 
why these recommendations have not previously been incorporated into newer audits; the 
answer might be the vast legacy of quality audits and benchmarking, where the audit report 
itself is the absolute goal.  

The main criticism arising against the reviewed literature it is that the audit processes 
described end with the feedback being presented to the company, and have too little employee 
involvement. Some newer literature on innovation, knowledge management, and learning 
(Argyris 2004; Bessant 2003; Boer 2003; de Bono 1970; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; 
O'Reilly and Tushman 2004; Senge 2006) focus on HI innovation and participation involving 
a broad base of employees and not only the R&D department or management. A new way of 
using the innovation audit might be necessary in order to achieve such HI innovation. The 
new approach proposed here takes these considerations into account, and has moreover been 
tested through an action research project focusing on selecting and implementing 
improvement projects. An audit process that emphasizes other parameters, such as employee 
involvement, engagement, and learning, giving competence and legitimacy to the employees 
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participating. The results showed significant employee involvement, indicating that learning 
had happened and by that a better chance of HI innovation.   

Recommendations of existing audits and how to apply them 
In developing a new way to do an innovation audit, an obvious source of inspiration would be 
to review the literature concerning existing audits. The literature sources thus identified either 
report audit testing or comprise literature reviews of tested audits. The recommendations cited 
here come from reflections and conclusions, found in the literature, concerning how the 
reported audits could be improved.  

Whenever an audit has been supported by a facilitator, the conclusion is that the role of 
facilitator is important in supplying external expertise (Chiesa et al. 1996) and training for the 
involved persons (van der Wiele et al. 1996). It is possible for an organisation to conduct an 
audit on its own; as explained by van der Wiele, an organization must be fairly advanced to be 
able to embark on self-assessment, and has to start simply by using specialists as assessors. 
Using an external facilitator both to guide the process and train internal personnel the 
combination of insiders and outsiders (Burgelman et al. 1995) allows the company to gain the 
desired competence rapidly and seamlessly. 

Little current literature examines how much value companies have found in actually applying 
the innovation audit results, and in choosing between and implementing any audit proposals. 
Chiesa et al. (1996) states that “the long-term effectiveness will only be evaluated after some 
years of use”, indicating the presence of a learning process. Francis (2000) states that some 
studied companies gained good results from the audits, while others tended to disbelieve the 
results in the report. The author (of the present article) participated in a project undertaken by 
CENTRIM in the town of Hastings (Francis and CENTRIM 2004) and found that the twenty 
participating SMEs displayed only modest interest in the results of the self-assessment audits, 
but displayed much greater interest in actual consultancy help or training in innovation 
matters. Audit results are better if the audit process involves as many people as possible, and 
at the very least a team should be formed (Chiesa et al. 1996) to take responsibility for the 
process. Some audits only involve the management group, but suggest that broader 
involvement should be considered (Francis 2000), perhaps to prevent employees from 
dissociating themselves from the project (Schuring et al. 2003). 

By having discussions about how the subject of innovation is treated in the organization, 
people necessarily become more involved than if they merely answered a number of 
questions. Chiesa (1996) found that “some companies stated that the actual accomplishment 
of the audit was, in a lot of cases, about the best they had had”. Rickards (1980) made the 
following evaluation: “the audit is really useful when the outcome is used to instigate a 
discussion in the company”; the same was said by a number of companies in a Danish 
innovation survey (Fremtidstanken and Ledelse 2005).   

Who then will decide which part of the audit is the most important? Even though an audit 
could pinpoint issues requiring improvement, employees might not agree with or understand 
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the reasons for the recommended changes. People in the company ought to be the ones who 
know best; initially, you might need to teach them how and what to observe, but thereafter 
they should select and decide for themselves. Chiesa (1996) found that asking questions that 
incorporated metrics helped some companies, but certainly not all. They also found that best 
practices and understanding of innovation are not static. One way of keeping up to speed is to 
change the audit questions when new ideas have taken root in best practice; another would be 
to let employees help select the areas to look into, guided by experience of their daily work 
and with inspiration from the audit. By doing so the company do not just follow a list of best 
practice but choose those projects that seem to suit their position best as recommended by 
Tidd (2006). 

The conclusions of the literature survey, applicable in formulating the new audit, are that an 
external facilitator should always be included (at least the first few times), and that it is also 
necessary to involve employees in a dedicated team. Such involvement is needed to ensure 
broad involvement, which will create more legitimacy than if the project is driven by 
management alone (Argyris 2004; Bessant 2003; Clausen and Kamp 2001). The team then 
has to decide what parts of the audit they want to use, while keeping the whole process, 
including selection and implementation, in view.  

High-involvement innovation 
The following presents a more detailed description of HI innovation and learning, to indicate 
the methodological basis of the new audit. 

Why use HI innovation at all? Two of the best reasons are given by Tidd and Bessant arguing 
that incremental improvements and innovation pays off and that all the small innovations 
often have a cumulative gain in efficiency greater than occasional radical changes Tidd (2005) 
and that everyone carries the basic creative capabilities for finding and solving problems and 
exploring new opportunities Bessant (2003). Involving employees in innovation on a daily 
basis is also one of the cornerstones for Continuous innovation as a company needs to be able 
simultaneously to handle both daily operations and innovation (Boer and Bessant 2002). The 
difference between HI innovation and Continuous innovation lies in the fact that continuous 
innovation includes striving for radical innovation as a necessary second part whereas HI 
innovation has radical innovation as a possibility, rather than a necessity.  

HI innovation is extensively cross-functional, relying on a variety of skills and on underlying 
organisational abilities that enable those skills to be drawn together in an integrated fashion. 
The understanding of innovation used in the present article is based on Bessant’s (2003) 
description of HI innovation. Innovation is understood as comprising all activities ranging 
from tiny incremental innovations to disruptive radical innovations, and covering the whole 
spectrum of products, services, delivery, processes, etc. The novelty of an innovation inheres 
in whether the innovation makes a difference in a particular situation; it need not be a 
completely new concept. HI innovation is when employees participate in producing as many 
innovations as possible, as often as possible. This definition entails the involvement of all 
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employees, not merely the R&D department, in trying to create an innovative culture working 
with the full range of ideas, from very small ones to more radical innovations.  

This understanding of HI innovation differs somewhat from the more product-oriented NPD 
view used in many other audits (Burgelman et al. 1995; Chiesa et al. 1996; Cormican and 
O'Sullivan 2004; Gardiner and Gregory 1996). When the focus is broad, encompassing the 
full range of innovation, attention must also be paid to the environment of the innovations and 
how all the employees are involved. It is insufficient to focus attention only on the process of 
new product development; attention must be paid to fundamental factors as well such as 
learning, motivation, mental models, participation, creativity, competence, and climate. If one 
wishes to undertake an innovation audit that attempts to enhance HI innovation, one must 
consider these factors as well.  

How learning contributes to innovation 
The learning and knowledge needed to gain competence to create innovations have been 
treated in theory such as the learning organisation, where an example from management 
theory could be by Senge (2006); whereas learning regarding change in cultural aspects is 
more dependant on theories such as single and double-loop learning, as espoused by Argyris 
(1977), or lateral thinking, by de Bono (1995). Double-loop learning and lateral thinking are 
tools for questioning and changing underlying values, routines, and norms, for questioning 
“the way we do things here”; these approaches comply well with the introduction and 
enhancement of HI innovation. Learning occurs via a complex mix of knowledge acquisition, 
absorption, and use – a learning process.  

The Development and description of the new audit by five layers 
An audit comprises more than merely its constituent questions. Other considerations include 
the underlying methodology of the questions, how the questions are applied, and how 
feedback is given. Analysing these matters can facilitate the development of a new audit and 
application, based on the concurrent analysis of traditional audits and the recommendations of 
others. 

This new audit is an audit in which a group of people, co-operating with an external 
facilitator, discuss and choose the points of interest from the audit, to ensure involvement of 
employees and implementation of selected improvement projects. This method of undertaking 
an audit is described as “a facilitated interactive innovation audit”. 

It is possible to identify five layers in modelling an innovation audit, as inspired by Chiesa  
(1996), Francis (1996), Tang (1996), and Ozyilmaz and Berg. These five layers are used to 
demonstrate the difference between the audits, by concurrently comparing the traditional NPD 
audit and the new way of using an audit. This traditional NPD audit, as described by Chiesa 
(1996), is among the most frequently cited; it represents an audit developed from scratch and 
include a description of a beta test. A brief comparison of the two audits is presented in Table 
1, and followed by a more detailed description. 
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The five layers The traditional audit The new audit 
1:  Innovation theory under-

lying the methodology 
Technological innovation High-involvement 

innovation 
2:  Methodology of the audit Performance and processes Involvement, participation, 

learning 
3:  The materials used in 

auditing 
Scorecards and questions Mindmaps, information, 

questions 
4:  How the audit is used Assessing, identifying, 

defining 
Involving, selecting, 
implementing 

5:  Type of feedback and 
results 

Report and presentation Implemented projects 
motivated employees 

Table 1: The five layers of an audit, comparing the traditional audit described by Chiesa 
(1996) and the new innovation audit approach. 

 

Layer 1. The innovation theory underlying the methodology 
The traditional audit: The main sources for the audit developed by Chiesa (1996) were 
Burgelman (1995), Adler (1992), Roberts (1988), and Freeman (1983), with particular 
weighting given to Burgelman’s audit framework. Three other sources are mentioned in 
systematizing the data, namely, Clark (1991), Roussel (1991), and Voss (1988). The 
theoretical inspiration stems from technological product and process innovation theory.  

The new audit:  The underlying rationale of this new audit owes a great deal to Bessant 
(2003) and his concept of HI innovation. In addition, the theory of continuous improvement 
and innovation (Boer 2003; Caffyn 1999; CENTRIM 2000; Chesbrough 2004; Coughlan et 
al. 2001; Gieskes et al. 1999) and new ways of looking at interfaces in the company 
(Chesbrough 2004; Cobbenhagen 2000; Hippel 2005) supported the development of the audit. 
Inspiration was also drawn from sources regarding learning (Argyris 2004; de Bono 1970) 
and participation (Buhl 2000), with reference to employee involvement.  

Layer 2. Methodology of the audit 
The traditional audit: The foundation of the audit methodology of Chiesa (1996) is a 
process model of technical innovation, divided between the following elements: 

• Core processes − concept generation, product development, process innovation, and 
technology acquisition 

• Enabling processes − resources, systems and tools, and leadership 
• Innovation performance − outcome of the above processes 
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The new audit:  Underlying every innovation process is a need for innovation capacity, 
capabilities, and competencies; and the ability to handle the innovation, skills, training, and 
knowledge supporting the underlying aspects in a organization wishing to be innovative. The 
goal is to strengthen these underlying elements through a learning process. The idea of the 
audit is to achieve participation and involvement of as many employees as possible; it should 
not be a management-driven project, but one approved and promoted by management using 
the background of a systemic, holistic approach. 

Layer 3. The materials used in auditing, e.g. questions and scorecards 
The traditional audit: In their audit, Chiesa  (1996) provide many examples cited in the 
literature of best practice, divided into the following three categories:  

• Scorecards for rapid overall assessment of the practices adopted 
• An in-depth audit for more detailed investigation 
• A performance audit 

The new audit:  The materials used in this new audit are based on input from other audit 
types (Ahmed 1998; Burgelman et al. 1995; Dooley 2000; Francis 2000; Rothwell 1994; Tang 
1999; von Stamm 2003), systematised and grouped based on the theoretical foundation 
mentioned in layer 1 and literature review of best practice by van der Panne (2003). The audit 
material is structured using two software systems: 1) mind maps and 2) searchable web pages 
structured like mind maps but dispersed over several hundred webpage’s.  

Layer 4. How the audit is used 
The traditional audit: The use of the audit is broken down into three steps, as follows: 

• Assessing current innovation practice and performance by answering the questions 
• Identifying the gaps and the reasons for them, by comparing the responses to a 

database of previous responses 
• Defining the action plan 

The new audit:  The following list indicates the steps and rules of the audit that attempt to 
enhance team involvement: 

• Selecting an innovation steering group (IS group) – a group of employees representing 
all levels of the company, preferably without the participation of top management 
(support from management is, however, mandatory) 

• Educating and training the IS group in innovation  
• The IS group has to choose the areas of the audit on which they wish to concentrate 
• The IS group is responsible for the process, implementation, setting milestones, 

making events, etc. 
• Ensuring that all employees remain as involved as possible throughout the work of the 

IS group 
• Making use of the textual information in the audit – most of the elements being 

backed by explanations, examples etc. 
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• Creating a learning process, with a long duration initiated in a learning lab (Argyris 
2004) and then spreading throughout the organisation 

Layer 5. Type of feedback and results 
The traditional audit: The feedback was given to the companies by the facilitators as a 
presentation to a broad-based group of those involved and covering the three steps described 
in layer 4. The issues revealed were then debated at the review meeting, at which 
responsibilities were assigned for implementation. 

The new audit:  The result for the company of the audit process is a group of employees 
trained to some degree in innovation, who have selected a list of projects arising from 
interaction between the audit material and the rest of the employees through interviews, focus 
groups, questionnaires, open-space technology meetings, etc. This differs in an important way 
from traditional audits, in which the feedback is a list of suggested improvements; rather, the 
selection and initiation of the projects are integral parts of this new audit.  

The background to the development of the new type of audit has been described in the 
previous section, and the new audit approach has been compared to a traditional one in the 
five layers presented above. The next section describes an action research project in a 
company testing the new audit approach, followed by a discussion of the results. 

Testing the audit in a SME 
To validate the new auditing approach, testing was done in a Danish SME over a nearly two-
year period. The company, over 100 years old, is a trade and service company with 75 
employees and current annual turnover of approximately thirty million euros. The company 
has shifted over the past ten years from being mainly a raw material supplier, to selling and 
servicing products to which they can add value with consultancy, installation services, and 
ongoing service contracts. The company has mainly been innovative on marked issues, and 
has relied on their suppliers for product innovations. On one hand, it is a company where 
change is known to happen; on the other, it is a company where customer and employees’ 
surveys give the following ranking: trustworthy, stable, but somewhat stagnating. One of the 
explanations for the last comment might be that the changes have been made slowly over 
several years. It is often the norm to expect innovation to come from the R&D department, 
but this company does not have such a department, and top management rather than 
employees has driven the new initiatives. 

Action research 
Action research aims both to take action and to create knowledge for the action (Greenwood 
and Levin 1998; Gummesson 2000; Reason and Bradbury 2000). The benefits of using action 
research in the current project included the ability of the researcher to participate in daily data 
collection from the start, and the gaining of valuable insight into the underlying processes and 
forces in the company. According to the description of Yin (2003), the present research is a 
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single case study chosen to be a representative and longitudinal study, which at the same time 
aims to create employee participation via an observed learning process. 

The project 
The IS group participated between November 2005 and May 2007 in four one-day meetings, 
three two-day seminars, and various shorter meetings. The IS group itself also arranged 
several working group meetings. The audit was used in different stages: to secure the 
overview; as a learning tool from which to initiate discussions and to select those areas that 
needed improvement. 

On the first day-long meeting, several data-collection projects were initiated (i.e. surveys, 
video interviews, and open space technology meetings), inspired by elements of the audit. At 
the seminar that followed, participants defined the first projects to be implemented with 
background in the data collection and the innovation audit. The participants’ experiences are 
illustrated by the following representative quotations: 

“By looking at the audit I gained a more accurate picture of the extent of our task. Now I 
have acquired some clarity – which actually is a bit scary – that the task is so big, with so 
many possibilities and places to start, – this can go on for ever”. 

”This has been a really great learning process, including what we saw on the video – that we 
are so bad and must learn from our own mistakes – it surprised me – but we just have to do 
something about it”. 

Learning as an integrated process 
Due to the nature of HI innovation, learning is a very important part of the new innovation 
audit. The involved learning arises from several aspects of the audit process. When the IS 
group was selecting areas of interest in the audit, they needed fundamental knowledge of 
innovation. Training in this area was done with a facilitator, who helped the group work 
through the innovation audit and the accompanying material in the selection process. The 
learning for the group expanded when the group investigated the need for improvements in 
the company. The IS group participants had to work with methods such as interviewing, 
problem solving sessions, open space technology meetings, creativity tools, and idea 
management etc.. This project saw a gradual increase of involvement by the rest of the 
employees and management, which was how the relevant learning spread throughout the 
company.  

Results of the project 
The intention of this audit was not to produce a certain number of new products; instead, the 
aim was to create the involvement and learning required for HI innovation. The IS- group 
defined six projects upon which to work: knowledge sharing, marketing, service competence, 
attitude, idea- management, and rewards and recognition. The projects addressing these areas 
were modelled using knowledge from previous investigations as well as suggestions and 
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examples from the audit, and were implemented in the company in the following months. All 
projects were directed by the seven IS group participants, only one of whom was from the 
management group. These projects have generally been received quite well and have spun off 
many minor initiatives. Top management was quite satisfied with the results, as the 
employees also generally were. Some employees have, from time to time, commented on the 
initiatives more negatively, but generally only when they could not perceive their origins or 
rationale. The mood in the company was formerly rather defensive; now it is more accepting 
and open to comments where a need for improvement has been identified. One participant in 
the service competence group observed that: 

“There are more employees speaking up now; it might sound like grumbling, but it is just 
because we aren’t used to people putting forward suggestions”. 

During project implementation, three groups participated in the learning process and in 
project selection and implementation. The first group to be involved was the management 
group, which evaluated and updated the strategy. The second was the IS group, whose main 
focus was enhancing HI innovation, while the third group looked into one of the six selected 
projects, namely, how to strengthen service competence. By involving the rest of the 
employees (mostly via open space technology meetings and interviews), most projects had 
broad-based implementation from the beginning. This gave legitimacy to group members, 
when answering the question “Why should we undertake this new project?” with “Because 
you asked for it”. A few initiatives, however, encountered more resistance because employees 
thought they were rooted in a CEO request to cut costs; reassurance from the IS group that 
they were indeed the project initiators greatly helped alleviate such suspicions. 

Participants initially felt that the innovation audit was rather overwhelming when they were 
introduced to it; however, most stated that by the time they grasped the audit concept and had 
learned to use it, they realized how important the task was. All of the participants in the IS 
group involved their immediate colleagues in data collection, and subsequently held training 
sessions for other colleagues in various innovation-related subjects.  

Discussion 
An audit is often used in the process of benchmarking against other companies, to find areas 
where improvement projects can later be initiated. The OECD-EU (Oslo Manual) (2005) and 
traditional audits deliberately examine the background and setting of the questions − an 
obvious step when the goal is benchmarking. In this paper, however, the audit is regarded as a 
process having employee involvement and implementing employee-selected improvement 
projects as its main goals. In the case study, the employees did the fitting and refining of the 
projects by investigating the organization; the audit provided the inspiration for this, and 
precise answers were unnecessary.  

Most early-developed audits and product innovation audits have their basis in technologically 
oriented innovation (Burgelman et al. 1995; Chiesa et al. 1996; Cooper et al. 2004); some 
audits developed later on include service and organizational innovation (OECD-EU 2005), 
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while some specifically focus on service innovation (Ozyilmaz 2001). Such audits are useful 
if the main purpose is to pinpoint improvement projects, after which a management group can 
chose which to implement. However, if the main focus is HI innovation, many human aspects 
must be taken into consideration. It might be that a combination of a traditional audit and the 
proposed new way of using the audit could work in tandem. However, in a service company 
such as the one examined in this case study, the need for technological innovation is much 
less than the need for HI innovation. 

As for the disadvantages of such new audits, one of the main complaints would likely be their 
greater resource use. However, the output of this greater resource use will be an involvement 
build-up through the employees’ learning processes (Bessant 2003), which means a greater 
chance for general acceptance of new projects in the organisation. 

A traditional audit might have been able to identify the same improvement areas; it might not, 
however, have been able to ensure the enthusiasm and participation of group members or to 
build legitimacy for their acts − some of the building blocks of HI innovation (Bessant 2003). 
A traditional innovation audit might be well suited to improving product development and 
technologically oriented processes, but to improve HI innovation abilities, the new type of 
audit seems to have an advantage due to its broad-spectrum activity and participation. 

Conclusion 
This article proposes a new perspective on innovation audits, building on a criticism of 
traditional ways of doing them. It is inspired by a review of innovation audit literature and 
theory, covering topics such as HI innovation (Bessant 2003), learning theory, and knowledge 
management (Argyris and Schön 1996; Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995). 

The background of this audit is HI innovation against the backdrop of the many existing types 
of NPD auditing. This context has given rise to a new audit based on participation and 
learning and with a feedback mechanism that differs completely from a report: a group of 
motivated employees themselves selecting and driving the improvement projects. 

Most existing audit types that have been tested stop making observations shortly after 
delivering the report, meaning there are very few data from the implementation phase. If the 
main goal is to enhance a company’s innovation ability, greater focus is needed on the project 
selection and implementation phases. With this criticism in mind, this article describes a new 
way of using an innovation audit which was tested in an action research project in a service 
company. The employees used the audit both for inspiration and as a learning tool, choosing 
for themselves the questions from the audit to work on. Concurrently, they held discussions 
with other colleagues and did feasibility studies before selecting projects for implementation. 
Six of seven participants in the steering group were not from the management group, which 
helped legitimize the audit process to colleagues. The audit process included not only a 
measurement phase, but also selection and implementation phases. 
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The projects undertaken in the case study by the audit participants resulted in a new 
organizational structure, efforts to change habits and routines, improved communication, and 
several other projects. The development of new service products has been started, based on 
ideas collected by the newly establish idea-management system. 

By concentrating on learning as a way to improve involvement in innovation, there is a risk 
that one might forget to examine the barriers that could exist and might be much stronger than 
the learning effect, possibly hindering involvement in the long term. Such barriers could 
include political, power, and psychological issues arising from selecting some employees, and 
not others, to participate in the steering group. These issues are not covered in this paper, but 
will be treated in a future article.  
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Appendix 4 
 
 

How Learning Contributes to Organisational Change and High-
involvement Innovation: A Case Study 

 
 

This paper presents an action research case study of a learning project undertaken within a 
Danish small-to-medium enterprise in an attempt to improve the company’s capability with 
respect to ‘high-involvement innovation’ (‘HI innovation’). As a ‘bottom–up’ project, the 
employees participated through ‘learning labs’ that enabled them to chose, define, and 
implement improvement projects themselves. The learning process was based on the double-
loop learning method to facilitate organisational changes in support of HI innovation. The 
article discusses how double-loop learning, politics and power are important factors in 
enhancing the learning process and demonstrates how these mechanisms unfold within the case 
company studied. 
 
Keywords: high involvement innovation; learning; action research; politics and power. 
 

Introduction 
The notion of ‘innovation’ has traditionally been seen as a technological phenomenon that is 
driven by research and development (R&D) and is thus restricted to a small proportion of an 
organisation’s employees. In contrast to this view, ‘high-involvement innovation’ (‘HI 
innovation’) perceives innovation as a more broadly based phenomenon that draws upon the 
diverse intellectual potential and diversity of the whole workforce. Although ‘HI innovation’ 
tends to favour incremental innovation at the expense of more radical changes, there is a view 
that some companies gain more benefits from targeting small incremental innovations than 
they do from radical innovations (Tidd et al. 2005). 

The literature on this subject includes many case studies of innovative companies, but 
there remains a lack of detailed information about the process whereby these companies 
actually achieved their innovative position. An example is the study by Humphreys et al. 
(2005), who observed a company for a continuous period of six years. The study utilised an 
innovation audit to assess the development of the company’s innovation capability, but the 
paper failed to provide a detailed description of the actual implementation process. In 
particular, there are few descriptions of projects in which the focus is on wider employee 
volvement in the implementation of innovation.  

Implementation is much less widely reported on than other dimensions of high-
involvement innovation” Rijnders (2000) and repeated by Bessant (2003).  

According to (Bessant et al. 1996), it is not enough to know how an innovative company now 
‘looks’; rather, it must be recognised that each company has followed a unique route to where 
it is today. In general, there is a lack of knowledge about the change process itself, the barriers 
that companies encounter, how those barriers are overcome, and so on. 
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According to Bessant (2003), if employees are to participate in HI innovation it is 
necessary: (i) that employees are encouraged (and have the opportunity) to participate and 
becoming political actors; and (ii) that the organisation accepts diversity; (iii) that the 
company as a whole learns to institute the new routines. To create these opportunities 
involves organisational changes and have to take into account the realities of politics and 
power in the organisation; the fact is that many barriers to innovation are political in nature, 
and the likelihood of successful innovation requires a clear understanding of organisational 
power and politics.  

Various authors have called for more detailed case studies of how companies have 
actually gone about enhancing their innovation capability (Argyris 2004; Bessant 2003). The 
aim of the present study is, therefore, to describe the implementation of a learning project in a 
Danish small-to-medium enterprise (SME). The intention of the project was to increase HI 
innovation through employee participation by using various methodologies, including double-
loop learning. 

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows. Following this introduction, the 
paper presents a literature review and conceptual framework of the main concepts used in this 
study—including: (i) HI innovation; (ii) the influence of politics and power on learning and 
innovation; and (iii) methods of learning. The paper then presents the methodology and 
results of an action research case study of a learning project in a Danish SME that aimed to 
introduce HI innovation. The article concludes with a discussion of the results, implications, 
and potential extensions of the present study. 

 

Literature review and conceptual framework 

High-involvement innovation 

The definition of innovation adopted in the present study follows that of Bessant (2003), who 
described innovation as being all the activities ranging from tiny incremental innovations to 
the disruptive radical innovation and covering the whole spectrum of products, services, 
delivery, processes etc. The novelty of innovation is determined by whether the innovation 
makes a difference in a particular situation; it need not be a totally new concept. 

The term ‘high-involvement innovation’ (‘HI innovation’) was first coined by Bessant 
and Caffyn (1997), who defined HI innovation as occurring when as many employees as 
possible participate in the development of as many innovations as possible, as often as 
possible. In a later publication, (Bessant 2003) used the term ‘continuous improvement’ to 
describe the first step of the development of an ‘HI innovation culture’, which culminates in 
an organisation becoming a learning organisation with emphasis on involvement. 

The idea of HI innovation is thus to involve all employees, not merely the R&D 
department, in trying to create an innovative culture that incorporates a full range of ideas—
from small incremental proposals to innovations involving radical change. According to 
(Bessant 2003), if an organisation ignores small improvements and aims solely for radical 
innovation, the organisation might not achieve learning in new ways of thinking. Leifer 
(2004) made a similar point in the following words: 
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It is obvious that a company needs a reasonable background in handling incremental 
innovations; if it wishes to make radical innovation, it cannot skip the former (Leifer 
2004). 

By involving all employees, the company utilises diverse personalities, skills, and knowledge 
(external as well as internal) to broaden the scope of innovations (Bessant 2003; Chesbrough 
2004; Darsøe 2000; Justesen 2001; Tidd et al. 2005). However, such diversity makes 
innovation more complex to handle, and this put great demands on management and 
employees to accept and engage in involvement.  

Learning is thus one of the main components of successful HI innovation. Learning is 
mandatory for getting employees involved (Bessant et al. 1996). Because learning and 
innovation are bound together (Tidd et al. 2005), sustained innovations cannot be achieved 
without learning (Krogh et al. 2000). In particular double-loop learning (Argyris and Schön 
1996)—which results in a fundamental change in the assumptions, values, and strategies of an 
organisation—is required to remove potential barriers to HI innovation . 

Various reasons have been suggested for the involvement of as many employees as 
possible in HI innovation. These can be summarised as follows. 
* Incremental improvements often produce a cumulative gain in efficiency that is greater than 

occasional radical changes (Tidd et al. 2005). 
* Innovation is enhanced by sharing and combining different sets of knowledge (Abou-Zeid and 

Cheng 2004; Darsøe 2000; Justesen 2001; Krogh et al. 2000; Pavitt 2005; Tidd et al. 2005). 
* Ideas from all employees and cross-functional teams are important factors in innovation (Cooper 

2001; Pavitt 2005). 
* It makes economic sense to mobilise people because they can all generate financial benefits for the 

organisation (Bessant (2003). 
* Everyone can be creative and capable of making a contribution (de Bono 1970; Flynn et al. 2003). 
* The involvement of all personnel encourages a greater number of incremental innovations and 

more diverse innovation than is the case if only one group of employees participates with ideas and 
suggestions (Tidd et al. 2005). 

Participation of employees has to be accepted and encouraged in the organisation; there need 
to be the right motivation for each employees supported by organisational politics and power-
structures. It has to be taken into account as well that the strategy and established politics of 
the company must have capaciousness enough to accept the requested span and diversity of 
the initiatives or it will be counterproductive. 

 

The influence of politics and power on learning and innovation 

Management theory has traditionally seen politics and power as a barrier to change, and thus 
as something that should be removed. However, according to Pettigrew (1985), this view 
overlooks the possibility that politics and power might be used in a positive way to enhance 
and support innovative change. In accordance with this view, it is the contention of the 
present study that the theory of political process can be used to shed light on how different 
groupings of employees and management can enhance (or impede) the learning and 
innovation process by using their power (Pfeffer 1981; Pfeffer 1992). 
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The importance of including a perspective on political processes when initiating 
learning projects has been advocated by such authors as (Elkjær 1999; Moltu and Clausen 
2006), who argued that neglect of political factors can prevent the implementation of such 
learning projects. In support Dawson (2000) shows how organisational changes and 
innovation processes are promoted through skilful use of political processes. 

Using political process to examine power in the organisation is not only in regard to the 
management but to the employees as well. Their power may be based on their ability to close 
down works or refuse participation in certain parts of work (Pfeffer 1981). Less dramatically, 
employees can also withhold a positive commitment to a project, or simply exhibit less 
motivation and involvement in the job at hand (Dawson et al. 2000). As Kamp (1998) has 
observed, learning theory has generally neglected the fact that people for whom learning is 
intended might not wish to participate.  

In learning literature descriptions of both barriers and enablers exist whereas power and 
politics are hardly ever mentioned in regard to learning (Clausen and Kamp 2001). In this 
regard, Argyris (1993) referred to the adoption of a ‘defensive routine’ by individuals and 
groups in the following terms: 

An organizational defensive routine is any policy or action that inhibits individuals, 
groups, intergroups, and organizations from experiencing embarrassment or threat. 
(Argyris 1993 p:15) 

This general approach to politics and power as a defensive barrier to innovation is in 
accordance with the views of Krogh et al. (2000), who focused on power largely in terms of 
how organisations can enforce learning by removing barriers by certain initiatives. Power and 
conflict are thus reduced to underlying elements that require attention as barriers, rather than 
as fundamental conditions in social relations. The learning organisation (as described by 
(Hildebrandt and Brandi 1998; Senge 2006)) has its origin in management theory where 
subjects such as power and policy are not touched upon. According to this view, it is assumed 
that learning organisations are characterised by consensus and that barriers can be eliminated 
if the right tool is used. In contrast to this approach, it is the contention of the present study 
that neglect of the issue of power and influence in organisations diminishes understanding of 
these critical social processes and inhibits the training of managers to cope with them—thus 
reducing them to the status of mere ‘barriers’. 

In summary, important ingredients in creating a culture that promotes HI innovation 
include diversity, participation, questioning (of unspoken rules and organisational defensive 
routines), removal of barriers and dispersion of knowledge. Some of these might put 
significant tension on the organisation, the people in it, and how they interact. Some people 
might challenge the existing strategy, power structure, and management style. It is thus 
apparent that a learning project that is designed to produce HI innovation requires more than 
the learning (and unlearning) of knowledge; it also requires changes in habits, organisational 
structures, and the way in which people look at their own roles in the organisation. To obtain 
optimal results from the learning process, it is therefore necessary to pay attention to political 
interactions among groups and individuals. When it becomes acceptable and desirable for 
employees to ask questions about existing practices, people throughout the organisation are 
more likely to make creative and constructive suggestions for improvement—thus leading to 
effective learning, change, and innovation.  
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Methods of learning 

The single-loop and double-loop learning-methods proposed by Argyris (1977) can be used to 
remove obstacles that hinder new thoughts in the learning process. The idea of ‘double-loop 
learning’ was derived from a study of why organisations frequently fail to detect and correct 
significant errors. Argyris (1977) found two sets of ‘theory-of-action’: (i) what people do in 
reality (so-called ‘theory-in-use’); and (ii) what people intended to do (so-called ‘espoused-
theory-in-use’). The first (‘theory-in-use’) often leads to individuals crafting their positions in 
ways that inhibit enquiries and enhance a defensive stance to prevent embarrassment for self 
and others. This leads to ‘defensive routines’, which were defined by Argyris (1993) as 
courses of actions taken by individuals to protect themselves through a set of norms, beliefs, 
and values. When employees within a company act in accordance with these routines, the 
whole organisation becomes defensive in the face of any attempt to change the situation. This 
leads to ‘organisational defensive routines’, which are posited as a major barrier for change in 
any organisation. 

‘Double-loop learning’ results in changes in the values of individual or organisational 
‘theory-in-use’, as well as in its strategies and assumptions. It is thus able to provide solutions 
to issues that would otherwise not be solved. Double-loop learning thus promotes reflection 
on the existing situation and facilitates the implementation of improvements. Innovation 
begins with the intention of uncovering underlying issues and pinpointing possibilities for 
improvement. Valid information and informed choice create the possibility of questioning the 
established order, and innovation can thus be fostered by a learning process grounded in 
fundamental questioning.  

Argyris and Schön (1996 p:27) uses an example of a company that has recently 
implemented TQM and which within a fortnight had found two hundred and seventy five 
improvements, one hundred of which were found to be highly effective. Afterwards, Argyris 
asked one of the managers if anybody had any prior knowledge of all these issues. The 
answer was that:  “Yes, many people knew about it, but nobody wanted to question these 
practices”; now being an integral part of the TQM project, it was not dangerous to discuss it.  
The TQM project was single-loop learning; had it been double-loop learning the politics and 
barriers that kept them from implementing the improvements at an earlier time would have 
been discussed. It is an example of an area where previously politics were not to be debated, 
but through the TQM project were being opened up for discussion. 

Research methodology 

 
The present study set out to address two main research questions with respect to how an SME 
can implement HI innovation: 

• How can learning contribute to the implementation of HI innovation? 
• How should a company deal with the barriers to such implementation? 

To address such ‘how’ questions, the study took the form of an exploratory longitudinal case 
study as suggested by Yin (2003). A single case company was chosen to be a representative 
example (Yin 2003) of an organisation aiming to encourage employee participation in 
innovation. 
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To enable observation of what happened in the company while it was happening, action 
research was chosen as the research methodology. Action research simultaneously takes 
action and creates knowledge as a result of the action (Greenwood and Levin 1998; 
Gummesson 2000; Reason and Bradbury 2000). Action research has been used for various 
purposes in the literature, including studies of learning (Argyris 1993). The methodology 
places particular emphasis on participation (Gustavsen and Toulmin 1996) and with special 
attention on the role of the researcher (between researcher and consultant).  (Gummesson 
(2000). 

The present case study utilised a structure recommended by Coughlan and Coghlan 
(2002) and inspired by Dawson (1997), according to which organisational change is examined 
through a processual case study involving a ‘participative observer’. The action research 
methodology used in the present case study provided the researcher with an opportunity to 
observe, follow, and participate within the company for nearly two years—thus providing 
valuable insights into the underlying processes and forces within the company. 

Data collection 

Data were collected in various ways, and triangulation was carried out whenever possible. 
Research work diaries were kept concurrently during the study, based on information 
collected by notebook or tape-recorder. The material stemmed from company documents, 
seven semi-structured and fifteen non-structured interviews, drawing sessions (non-structured 
data-collection, twelve participants), six video-interviews, participation in four banquets, 
twelve workshop days, Open Space Technology meeting with all employees, staff meetings 
and a large amount of small talk discussions with employees and managers. The article has 
subsequent been reviewed and accepted by the company. 

Workshops 

To maximise the learning from the workshops noted above, these were arranged as ‘learning 
labs’ Argyris (2004 p:181) defined as “workshops where people come to develop new skills, 
cycling back and forth between study and practice”. Initially, these ‘learning labs’ seem to be 
separate from daily work, thus enabling participants to develop their skills in a safe 
environment. Thereafter, the training is gradually integrated into regular work issues. Using 
this approach, the newly learned skills are utilised immediately. 

 

The case company – a mature SME 
The Danish company chosen for this case study had been in existence for more than a 
hundred years and had a turnover at the time of the study of approximately 30 million euros. 
The company had 75 employees who were distributed between the head office in Copenhagen 
and two departments in Jutland. During the preceding ten years, the company had undergone 
some changes from being mainly a supplier of raw materials to selling and servicing products 
in association with consultancy, installation, and service contracts.  

In terms of innovation, the company’s focus had mainly been on market issues (such as 
the introduction of new vendors for old and new costumers); for product innovation, the 
company had relied on their suppliers. It was thus a company in which changes had obviously 
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taken place; nevertheless, it remained a company that was described in surveys of customers 
and employees as ‘trustworthy’, ‘stable’, and ‘somewhat stagnant’. These comments suggest 
that the changes that had taken place had done so at a slow pace over several years. 

It is often the norm to expect innovation to come from the R&D department, whereas 
the case company did not have such a department. New initiatives had thus been driven by the 
senior management team, rather than by employees. 

In an interview shortly after the start of this action research project the chief executive 
officer (CEO) outlined his objectives in attempting to create a more innovative company: 

• ‘We would like to educate the employees to be more self-driven and be able to take more 
initiatives.’ 

• ‘We would like to teach the employees to be able to reflect on their own praxis and thus create 
a continuous learning process—with the aim of excelling in what we do.’ 

• ‘We need to obtain a higher return on investment (ROI).’ 
As an investigation into how the employees understood and treated innovation a drawing 
session was held at the start of the project with twelve employees being asked to create a 
drawing as a metaphor for how they felt innovation ranked within the company. The 
employees generally had a positive attitude toward the company but in regard to innovation 
they were more critical, as can be seen in the following list of representative comments: 

• “We are quite good at ‘sniffing’ new things and initiatives and getting them started, but we 
tend to forget that the dog has a hind part and a tail. So one simply forgets to follow things 
through from nose to tail. We have thoughts about being innovative, but that’s it, it doesn’t go 
any further”. 

• “Quite a lot of things are launched, but rarely do things get ‘over the wall’. And anyway, all 
the important stuff is still locked away in a box standing in front of the wall”. 

• “It’s like being in an aquarium—a lot of fish swimming around in the same place, but totally 
independently. We simply don’t collaborate enough”. 

The employees expressed doubts about whether they would get support from management in 
taking new initiatives. They saw themselves as an important potential source of innovation, 
but they saw themselves as being in a deadlock while waiting for management to solve the 
implementation problem. 

Outline of proposed learning project 

The following project gleans its inspiration from several sources. The idea that by having a 
deliberate learning process it is possible to enhance innovation in a company is inspired by a 
learning project developed by CENTRIM (2003) directed against very small SME’s, books 
like Argyris (1993), Bessant (2003), and (Tidd et al. 2005). Success was not dependent upon a 
concrete innovation, but where learning had taken place and by that, organisational changes 
had led to HI innovation. The main elements in the case study were: 

* The employees were responsible for choosing improvement projects for implementation to 
ensure as high involvement and good a fit as possible. 

* Employees were encouraged to teach other employees. 
* The learning process was to have a long duration—initiated in a ‘learning lab’, and then 

spreading throughout the whole organisation. 
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* Senior management was to provide 100% support for the project and was to be kept informed at 
all times. 

* As a result of the learning process, participants should be able to arrange learning projects and 
problem-solving sessions by themselves for other employees; moreover, they should have 
knowledge about fundamental issues leading to single-loop and double-loop learning. 

To gain as much acceptance from different political groupings for the learning process the 
following was executed: 

* The management team was to participate in a small separate learning project regarding: (i) their 
understanding and support for innovation; and (ii) revitalisation of the company strategy. 

* A group of employees was to be established as an ‘Innovation Steering Group’ (‘IS-group’); 
this was to consist mainly of employees who did not have management responsibilities. 

The focus of the present study is on the IS-group.  

Selection of participants in the IS-group 

The management group selected the seven members of the IS-group as follows: (i) two 
recently recruited employees; (i) one employee from the most recently acquired company; 
(iii) one employee from administration; (iv) two employees from the Jutland offices; and (v) 
one representative from management. 

Although it was decided to have one representative from management to facilitate 
liaison between senior management and the IS-group, it was decided that this management 
representative should not be the CEO—because there was a risk that a close association 
between the CEO and the IS-group might have an adverse effect on initiatives from other 
members of the group. As one manager said to the CEO: “If you are in the IS-group, there is 
no doubt that this will prevent several people from speaking out”. 

The potential for misinterpretation of the intentions of an IS-group dominated by senior 
management had already been demonstrated in a business process re-engineering (BPR) 
project described by Moltu (2006). However, even with the CEO not participating in the IS-
group, situations still arose in which employees viewed certain initiatives with distrust 
because they believed that they were effectively proposed by the CEO and not by the group 
itself. 

Implementation of improvement projects 

The aim of the IS-group was twofold: (i) to create a ‘learning lab’ for the IS-group at the 
beginning of the project in which ideas could be tested in a safe environment; and (ii) to 
create learning opportunities for the members of the group and (later) for the rest of the 
employees. 

To optimise acceptance by employees, the project was implemented as an employee-
controlled ‘bottom–up’ learning project. This approach was adopted in an attempt to avoid the 
situation reported by Schuring et al. (2003), who described two case studies in which an 
attempt had been made to introduce continuous improvement by a ‘top–down’ controlled 
project. It was done with the expectation that no organisational changes were needed and that 
employees should be disturbed as little as possible. However, the employees never accepted 
the project.  
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To involve all the employees as much as possible, it was considered important that the 
individual members of the IS-group acquired knowledge about innovation and learning tools 
(such as ‘double-loop learning’ and ‘lateral thinking’ (de Bono 1970)). It was felt that this 
would facilitate the adaptation of the learning project to the company, the removal of barriers, 
and the teaching of other employees. Between November 2005 and January 2007, the IS-
group therefore participated in four one-day meetings, three two-day seminars, and various 
smaller meetings. In addition, the group arranged a number of small working-group meetings 
for themselves. To emphasise the priority of the project, the CEO participated in the first 
meeting. At this meeting, he clearly stated that it was the responsibility of this group to make 
the company more innovative, and that the group had his full support. Thereafter, the CEO 
consistently praised the group, wrote positive articles in the monthly company letter, and 
asked the participants to talk about the project at departmental meetings. He never curtailed 
any initiative that the group started. (This example shows how deliberate use of authoritative 
power was used in trying to steer the learning process in a desired direction). 

At the first one-day meeting, various data-collection projects were initiated—including 
surveys, video interviews, and drawing sessions. A graphical innovation model, which is a 
representation of possible areas that could have influence on innovation (Hallgren 2007), was 
also developed. At the subsequent seminar, the members of the IS-group used the results from 
these data-collection exercises, together with the graphical innovation model, to define the 
first innovation projects. Two members of the IS-group described this initial process in the 
following terms: 

• “By looking at the model I gained a more accurate picture of the extent of our task. Now I 
have some clarity—which is actually a bit scary—that the size [of the innovation project] is 
very big with many possibilities and a lot of places to start. This could go on forever!” 

• “This has been a really great learning process, including what we saw on the video – that we 
are so bad to learn from our own mistakes – it surprises me – but we just have to do something 
about it.” 

It became apparent in the first seminar that stories and gossip (of a negative nature) were 
readily exchanged among the participants. It was therefore decided to deal with this by 
arranging a session in which the various stories were related openly, with the main issues 
being recorded on a board. As a result of this exercise, the ‘air was cleared’ and the relating of 
negative stories ceased to be an issue. Two comments from members of the group reflect the 
value of this exercise: 

• “The number of barriers was quite amazing. I hadn’t realized this before!” 
• “All that we have written here—if we could just solve these things.” 

Following this seminar, the ‘learning lab’ process moved to a new phase in which the 
members of the group were to draw upon their own experiences and those of colleagues to 
define improvement projects to be executed in the company. At the seminar that followed, the 
members of the group were to give a presentation in which they recommended the projects to 
be undertaken. The range of projects that were suggested is reflected in the following 
comments made at this seminar: 

• “Our reward system is lagging behind. There is no connection between innovation 
performance and reward—in fact, almost the contrary [applies]. Bonuses are calculated only 
from sales”. 
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• “We have a fair management structure, but we need more support and knowledge at middle 
management level. [We need] some education and a change in behaviour.” 

• “The other employees have a ‘wait-and-see’ attitude—waiting for us to take the initiative. We 
must do something to get them ‘on board.” 

• “We simply have a lack of understanding of marketing.” 
• “We don’t have a proper system to handle ideas. We need to have this!” 
• “We know too little about each other and what we do. We can’t use each other’s knowledge. 

We are a bit naïve—hoping our suppliers are going to deliver the knowledge.” 
As a result of this seminar, the group defined six projects covering the following areas: (i) 
knowledge sharing; (ii) marketing; (iii) service competence; (iv) attitude; (v) idea 
management; and (vi) reward and recognition. 

The third (and final) two-day seminar provided training in new tools, as requested by 
the members, to be used to teach their colleagues and implement the projects. 

Projects that met few ‘organizational defensive routines’ 
Lack of communication 
The participants in the IS-group from Jutland had observed a more negative attitude among 
employees in Jutland than was generally apparent among employees in the Copenhagen head 
office as one said: “We need the employees here [in Jutland] to have a more positive attitude. 
All too often, some of the employees indulge in really weird gossiping that creates a bad 
mood.” 

The reason for this was found to be lack of information from head office, which caused 
employees to believe that they were of inferior rank with less decision-making power and 
influence. This created the gossip and the negative feelings.  

The solution was to improve the flow of information to employees in Jutland. This was 
achieved with: (i) DVD recordings of lectures and meetings in Copenhagen being forwarded 
to employees in Jutland; (ii) increased investment in broadband connections to facilitate video 
conferences; and (iii) organising two members of the IS-group to lead a problem-solving 
session on the perceived problems among employees in Jutland.  
 
Lack of willingness to help each other 
The group identified certain incidents that showed a lack of willingness to help colleagues in 
other groups or departments: 

• “I had asked X from another department if he would explain a technical matter to me. The 
only response was a binder [of written instructions] in my hand.” 

• “You are glad to help a person from your own group, but when it is somebody from another 
group … we don’t have time to help each other because we only look at own sales-goals and 
bonuses.” 

A related problem was a reluctance to offer constructive advice for improvement to people in 
other departments: 

• “We don’t dare to criticise a colleague—better that we grumble over it instead of just telling 
him that it isn’t good enough.” 

• “Yes, we are all too nice to say: Stop! I also think that management has an issue here.”  
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Hiding things in this way as a result of a misplaced sense of respect for each other is one of 
the barriers to problem solving identified by Argyris (1996). It is also possible to describe the 
above situation in political terms—whereby different groups attempt to maintain their 
‘knowledge power’. It was felt that the solution to these problems lay in getting to know one 
better and having the confidence to be more frank in communication as one participant 
explained: “If we knew each other better than we do today it wouldn’t be as easy to reject 
each other. And if, at the same time, we weren’t as considerate [of one another] it would be 
much easier to pinpoint when something is wrong and try to correct it.”  

The solutions suggested by the members of the IS-group in response to these problems 
included: (i) lectures from different departments; (ii) improvements to the interior of the 
social meeting room; (iii) a discussion of values in different forums; (iv) education of the 
management group; and (v) a praise-club” where one writes a thank-you note when somebody 
has been of help, after which one of the IS-group gives a rose to first person. 

 

Projects which encountered difficulties in implementation 

One of the more difficult barriers to overcome was a lack of acceptance of the possibility of 
improvement. Many employees felt that they would not benefit from the changes and were 
therefore hesitant to accept the improvement projects. The group identified some problematic 
situations, but the actual implementation proved to be much more difficult than expected. 

1: A couple of lunchtime lectures were held to increase knowledge sharing. This 
involved bringing one’s lunch to eat, but only a small number of employees did that (30%). 
When asked why, the answers were two-fold: “Lunchtime is paid for by myself, I don’t want 
the company to take control over it”, “It is just the CEO with yet another idea to save some 
money by getting us to use our own lunchtime for the meetings.” 

2: One of the company’s fundamental beliefs is “freedom with responsibility” but a 
couple of the participants said that: “It sounded OK, but there was something wrong with it”. 
They found that there were some underlying unspoken rules that extended it to: ”Freedom 
with responsibility – as long as it does not cost anything”. The group found that it was closely 
related to power-structures stemming from the budgets, the departmental managers and their 
struggle to keep within these budgets.  

3: A further illustration of some of the barriers arose from a questionnaire designed by 
the IS-group at the beginning of the project. It was delivered in the same envelope as the 
employees' salary statement. (67 dispatched, 35 completed). Three employees got quite upset 
and indicated that they felt the company was trying to get some unpaid work from them by 
mixing private time with work time. An explanation that, ‘the initiative was arranged by the 
IS-group and not the CEO’ resolved the conflict. This actually showed that the participants in 
the IS group had gained a degree of political legitimacy and trust in the organisation.  

The obvious power and legitimacy enjoyed by the IS-group removed most of the 
resistance, but this was not the case in all circumstances. New initiatives are often perceived 
as having adverse effects for at least some of the affected parties, and there was a need to 
convince all stakeholders that the likely outcome of the improvement would be at least 
‘neutral’, if not positive. In rare cases where the IS-group was unable to resolve these 
difficulties, the CEO was asked to use his ultimate power to solve these conflicts. 
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Summary of initiatives 
As previously noted, the goal of the IS-group was to create learning and change within the 
company that could lead to HI innovation. All initiatives were selected and executed by the 
members of the IS-group after judging which would have the greatest impact on the company 
in relation to innovation and/or removing political barriers. The following is a list of 
initiatives that were started and/or succeeded: 
• an ‘Open Space Technology’ meeting involving all employees (subject: areas of improvement in 

the daily work arena); 
• a new organisational structure for the company (proposal made at the beginning of the ‘Open 

Space Technology’ meeting); 
• ideas-workshops/problem-solving sessions; 
• a separate learning project for the management group inspired by Argyris (1999) with 

communication as target; 
• idea-management systems (with different events and rewards); 
• new ideas from employees (with three ideas ultimately being implemented as new 

services/products/marketing materials); 
• educational courses for fitters during periods of low work load; 
• knowledge-sharing through a series of internal seminars;  
• a ‘praise initiative’ (as described above); 
• better use and sharing of good sales stories as inspiration for others; 
• refurbished social room and execution of social arrangements; 
• new initiatives in marketing; 
• small ‘menu cards’ on the canteen tables (with various questions and statements); 
• wall poster inviting input on different subjects; and 
• improved communication between departments. 

Assessment of progress 
The members of the IS-group have succeeded in teaching others and initiating new projects 
themselves—all of which have been successfully implemented. Some double-loop learning 
has occurred; in particular, this has occurred when barriers were rooted in interpersonal 
relationships and organisational defensive routines. In many cases, lateral thinking has been 
used to break old habits and patterns.  

The members of the IS-group have effectively became ‘self-managed actors’ with 
respect to innovation. However, HI innovation is not a dedicated task restricted to individual 
persons or departments. HI innovation depends on the participation of all members of an 
organisation, which is difficult to control unless it becomes an integrated aspect of 
employees’ daily jobs. As Tidd et al. (2005) have observed, the habit of innovation has to 
become ‘embedded’. The members of the IS-group have learnt to ask ‘why’ questions and to 
question the unspoken rules of organisational behaviour. They have thus been able to inspire a 
variety of creative processes, but it will take time before these methods are embedded in 
everybody’s daily work.   

It is thus apparent that future success will depend upon whether the members of the IS-
group are able (and allowed) to spread their newfound knowledge of HI innovation to 
everybody else. If the support from the CEO lapses, it will be difficult for the members of the 
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group to find the necessary time to ensure a steady flow of new initiatives in future. This is 
the reason for the chosen approach to establish a learning process that was able to continue 
after the finalization of the intervention. 

The most difficult part of the project lies in the future—now that the researcher has left 
the project and the novelty of the project has passed. In an attempt to obviate future 
difficulties, a part-time project manager has now been allocated to the IS-group with the task 
of ensuring that a certain amount of time is allocated to the project—including monthly status 
meetings, ongoing updating of the list of tasks, and so on. Nevertheless, it should be noted 
that the members of the IS-group have, themselves, become active political actors with 
respect to innovation; indeed, acting on their own initiative, they have identified further areas 
of potential improvement in the six months since this action research project was completed. 
They have supported initiatives that appear to be leading in the right direction, and they have 
questioned initiatives that appear to be counterproductive. Their ongoing knowledge and 
influence are clearly derived from their membership of the IS-group.  

 

Political factors in the project 

 
At the beginning of the project, the management group undertook a strategic planning process 
in which various political groupings became apparent. For example, the company budget 
appeared to be a political field that affected the learning project. In the organisation studied 
here, budgets are agreed between departmental managers and the CEO, although the CEO has 
the dominant role in the process. Every employee’s personal bonus depends on the budget 
being fulfilled. This created a certain amount of tension between the CEO (whose priority was 
that the innovation project should proceed as quickly as possible) and some departmental 
managers (whose priority was fulfilment of the budget). To overcome these difficulties, two 
small learning projects were initiated—one for the departmental manager of the largest 
department and one for the management group. 

Politics and power also accelerated the project in several ways. For example, the 
unreserved support of the CEO was of considerable assistance, as was the work of the 
management representative on the IS-group, who kept others informed about the project and 
sought cooperative solutions with others to overcome barriers. In addition, the IS-group itself 
acquired quite a lot of power as a result of its knowledge and the support that it had from 
management. The members of the IS group used this power to convince other employees to 
participate, and their power was accepted by the other employees because the IS-group sought 
the broad involvement of all employees and was perceived as an independent group that was 
not controlled by management. 

When two parties are involved there is always an interaction that should be 
incorporated. The innovation and learning literature tends to neglect the possibility of one of 
the parties either hesitating or being forced into acceptance of the situation. The situation 
might be improved seen from one point of view, but at the same time get worse for another 
party. Argyris and Schön (1996) look on errors as something that need to be changed to 
improve the situation, but they does not look on who has the right to define if it is an error or 
not. A manager or a colleague might not want to accept the existence of the error.  



Appendix 4: Learning 
 

Page 148 of 167 

Any organisational change has to be accepted by all involved, or it must be forced 
through. In the present case, projects in which all parties could see the benefit of the outcome 
(or could be persuaded by their colleagues) had most success. The IS-group facilitated this by 
consciously selecting some projects before others—on the basis of their knowledge of the 
likelihood of opposition from certain groups of employees to some projects. To do this, the 
members of the IS-group made use of their knowledge of the internal organisational structures 
of the firm. 

It was thus apparent that politics and power should not be neglected in learning projects. 
To do increases the risk of slowing down progress if unforeseen political barriers arise. On the 
other hand, a neglect of politics and power can also diminish the possibility of accelerating 
the project by deliberate use of power—as was the case in the present case when the CEO 
removed certain barriers and when employees was educated to stand up and ask pertinent 
questions. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The aim of this case study was to investigate whether it is possible, through learning and 
involvement, to create a basis for ‘HI innovation’ in a SME. The study has not attempted to 
assess (in quantitative terms) whether the company has actually increased its innovation 
capability. Rather, the focus of the study has been on understanding how learning contributes 
to organisational change and capability for high-involvement innovation. 

As a result of the project described in this paper, employees have been enabled to ask 
the fundamental question: ‘Why do we do this?’ Asking such a question is the essence of 
double-loop learning. Moreover, it is apparent that the participants are continuing the project 
themselves and that they have the support of a management group that, itself, has gained a 
more comprehensive understanding of what is required in a company that wishes to 
implement HI innovation.  

Because change projects are inherently non-linear and unpredictable, a valuable 
contribution of the present study has been the inclusion of reflections on the complex political 
process that are involved in the design and implementation of a project such as this. It is the 
contention of the present study that power and politics should not merely be dismissed as 
‘barriers’ to innovation; rather, politics and power can be utilised to remove obstacles and to 
accelerate the learning process. 

The project has produced significant changes within the company. There has been a 
large-scale reorganisation and many worthwhile learning initiatives have occurred. Some of 
these have related directly to sales and service, whereas others have been aimed at 
incremental improvements in daily work routines. An idea-management system has been 
constructed. The first knowledge-sharing projects have been started. The potential for better 
communication between the head office and sub-divisions has been established. Employees 
have seen that things are now being addressed in a different manner as a result of constructive 
questioning of organisational defensive routines.  

Some employees have tried learning methods (including double-loop learning) that have 
proved useful, some have participated with new ideas, and almost everyone has had their 
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expectations raised with regard to what can be achieved. Moreover, the political situation has 
been changed by the emergence of a new group of actors (the members of the IS-group) that 
has become invested with power and legitimacy as a result of their manifest knowledge of 
innovation and their involvement of their colleagues. Indeed, management has used this group 
as consultants with regard to innovation issues and has dared to try more new things as a 
result of the involvement and enthusiasm of the IS-group. 

Given that HI innovation means that as many employees as possible participate in 
producing as many innovations as possible as often as possible, it is apparent that the 
company is well on the way to achieve HI innovation. The situation has improved and 
learning has taken place, but it is still going to take some time before the learned skills are 
turned into routines. 

In conclusion, the present study has shown that learning can lead to involvement, and 
that this can be an effective way for SME’s to improve their innovation capability. However, 
the findings of the present case study should be tested in other companies to ensure that 
scholarly knowledge in this area continues to grow. 
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Appendix 5 
 
 

 

Why a NPD Process is not Enough; 

The Role of the Innovation Process Towards High-Involvement 
Innovation. 

Abstract 

The main focus on innovation is often concerned with the role of the R&D department and 
technological innovations. Often the potential for small incremental innovations is forgotten. 
By questioning the traditional New Product Development Process (NPD) and best practice 
benchmarking this article suggests a stronger involvement of employees and focuses on 
learning processes. A new innovation environment model with its roots in dynamic 
capabilities is presented with emphasis on innovation core capability and foundation for 
innovation capability. The model was developed through an action research project in a small 
Danish service company implementing high-involvement innovation. 
 

Introduction 

Undertaking innovation without really knowing what to do and why, can be likened to the tale 
of the roasted pig, as recorded in Charles Lamb’s 1882 essay, “A Dissertation on Roast Pig” 
re-told by (Kanter 1983), a satirical story of how the art of roasting was discovered in a 
Chinese village where the inhabitants did not cook their food. A mischievous child 
accidentally set fire to a house inside which was a pig, and the villagers, poking around in the 
embers, later discovered a new delicacy. This eventually led to a rash of house fires in order 
to achieve roast pork. The moral of the story is: You need to know what the essence of 
innovation really is; what constitutes its core? If we do not know either, we burn down the 
whole house each time we want to achieve innovation, or we do nothing due to the cost of a 
new house. 

Best practice found in one company might not suit another company – every company 
must choose their own way of doing things (Tidd et al. 2005). Using a NPD guiding 
framework might be a starting point but it is not enough (Kuczmarski 2006). Enhancing the 
NPD process is not a simple task but at the very least has to be adapted to each given 
company (Peters 2006), and should only be the start of an ongoing improvement process 
(Kleinschmidt 2006). If a company focuses too strongly on optimizing the NPD process they 
could as well risk the loss of essential innovative behaviour needed to respond to disruptive 
shifts in the industry (Henderson 2006; Peters 2006).  
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Focus in innovation literature often has a tendency to concentrate on issues concerning the 
NPD process such as, ‘we just need to be creative and get more ideas’ (DeGraff and Lawrence 
2002; Sutton 2002); ‘we need more project management’ (Cooper 1990; Vermeulen and Aa 
2003) or ‘we just need a clear structure’ (Cooper 1990). Newer and more comprehensive 
innovation audits (Francis 2000; Fremtidstanken and Ledelse 2005; OECD-EU 2005) do 
indeed cover more areas, although even these tend to omit large parts of fundamental issues 
for innovation. 

Innovation literature is rich in articles concentrating on the innovation process with a 
tendency to consider this process to be equal to the NPD process. In two articles Saren (1994; 
1984) question the traditional way of modeling the NPD process and suggest a new approach 
to renew the thoughts going back to Booz and Allen (1968). This present article argues that 
now is the time for a renewed approach. With new ideas and methods in innovation like ‘open 
innovation’ (Chesbrough 2004), ‘continuous innovation’ (Boer and Gertsen 2003), and 
democratizing innovation(Hippel 2005) the traditional NPD approach only covers part of the 
areas that need consideration. 

The aim of the present article is to suggests an innovation environment model that 
incorporates the NPD process but with emphasis on other essential areas that should be taken 
into account when the goal is to enhance innovation capability and specifically when  the 
target is involvement of employees in the innovation process to cope with the new trends of 
innovation. 

To guide the reader to reflect on his/her own situation and by that, use the model in the 
present article, the following questions need to be considered before reading the rest of the 
article: 
• Please indicate by drawing or writing how you perceive innovation in your company,. 
• Please draw the ‘innovation process’ within your company if this differs from the first 

question.  
• How large a percentage of the workforce is actively contributing to innovation? 
• Name the three greatest barriers to innovation within your company. 
The present article argues the case for concentrating on activities and routines other than the 
NPD process. By involving all employees in this work the company has the opportunity to 
implement High-Involvement innovation (HI innovation) (Bessant 2003). It is a complicated 
task and demands a focus on issues such as politics and power, the optimum climate for 
learning, questioning established routines etc. The following case study illustrates how these 
factors are treated within a company and produced input to the innovation environment model 
shown at the end of this article.  

Background 

The use of the term ‘New Product Development’ (NPD) process in the present article is 
defined in this article as a process that starts with an idea-phase covering the selection of 
ideas, development and testing, and culminating with a commercial launch. This article 
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distinguishes between the NPD process and the innovation process, the latter including all 
aspects of innovation, not only issues from idea-generation to commercialization. 

In trying to structure the innovation process, the stage-gate mentality has for several years 
influenced the way some companies act. With the ever-increasing demand for decreased time-
to-market, a new trend based on “front end of innovation” is incorporated by some larger 
companies. The idea-creation phase is relocated and ideally completed before the idea goes 
into the stage-gate model, making the stage-gate merely a project-management and portfolio 
system. 

The concept of dynamic capabilities (Teece et al. 1997) is well suited to describe the 
different activities and routines upon which a company now needs to focus with the different 
skills and competence needed to complete innovations. The inspiration for the innovation 
process model shown later in this article sprang from the discussion in literature of 
insufficiency in the use of best practice (Adams-Bigelow 2006) and innovation audits 
(Hallgren 2007) and was concluded through the observation of a SME enhancing its 
innovation capability. The employees and managers in the case study found several areas 
where improved competences were crucial, but at the same time were confused by the lack of 
these areas in their traditional understanding of a NPD process. The main reason for this was 
that innovation capabilities, besides being used to create innovation, have to be learned (Zollo 
and Winter 2002) and sometimes un-learned (Leonard-Barton 1992). Furthermore, there is 
also a frequently neglected need to learn how to learn the necessary capabilities (Collis 1994) 
which formed an important part of the contribution made by employees within the case 
company. The term ‘innovation capability’ is used here as a higher-order integration 
capability, as the ability to align and manage multiple capabilities (Fuchs et al. 2000; Lawson 
and Samson 2001). 

High-involvement innovation 

Diversity, involvement and openness in the innovation process have received attention in 
recent innovation literature (Bessant 2003; Chesbrough 2004; Darsøe 2000; Justesen et al. 
2005; Tidd et al. 2005). This is in contrast to the more traditional perspective on innovation 
which focuses on the role of R&D departments as illustrated by (Burgelman et al. 1995; 
Christensen 1997; Cobbenhagen 2000; Cooper 2003). By the involvement of potentially all of 
its employees in HI-Innovation the company uses the diversity of employee skills, knowledge 
and personality to broaden the scope of innovations, but at the same time innovation becomes 
more complex to handle. Two reasons for implementing HI-Innovation are given by Tidd and 
Bessant, arguing that incremental improvements and innovation pay off and that many small 
innovations often have a cumulative gain in efficiency greater than that achieved by 
occasional radical changes (Tidd et al. 2005). If one ignores the small improvements and aims 
solely for radical innovation the organisation might not learn new ways of thinking (Bessant 
2003). “It is obvious that a company needs a reasonable background in handling incremental 
innovations if they wish to make radical innovation; one cannot skip the former” 
Leifer(2004). 
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HI innovation is extensively cross-functional, relying on a variety of skills and underlying 
organisational abilities that enable those skills to be drawn together in an integrated fashion. 
The understanding of innovation used in the present article is based on Bessant’s (2003) 
description of HI innovation. Innovation is understood as comprising all activities ranging 
from tiny incremental innovations to radical innovations, and covering the whole spectrum of 
products, services, delivery, processes, etc. HI innovation is when employees participate in 
producing as many innovations as possible, as often as possible, with an improved and 
successful outcome. To make this possible there is a need to focus on issues that motivate and 
make it possible for employees to participate in all aspects of the innovation process.  

Development of an innovation environment model 

The innovation environment model shown at Figure 2 is made as an innovation and 
environment explanation model built through an action research project lasting two and a half 
years in a SME attempting to implement HI innovation. The main research questions in 
relation to the aims of the case study are based on the question, ‘How can a SME develop the 
foundation for HI innovation?’ Yin (2003) suggests seeking answers to such a question by 
undertaking an exploratory case study. According to the description by Yin, the present 
research is a single case study which is representative and longitudinal. The case study was 
undertaken as an action research project in order to be able to observe what took place within 
the company during the process. The improvement projects selected and implemented by the 
company’s employees are grouped and described in parallel throughout the article with the 
accompanying theory of the five parts of the model. 

Data collection took place through interviews, video-interviews, drawing sessions, a 
survey, a logbook covering participation in staff meetings and daily work, company papers, 
meeting agendae and seminars. 

 

The innovation environment model  

Throughout the project it was obvious that an explanatory model was needed to illustrate the 
correlation between the separate parts, specifically to balance the attention focused at a more 
formal NPD process like the ‘stage-gate process’ (Cooper 2001) or “front end of innovation’ 
(Koen et al. 2001) towards other ‘soft’ assets (Kleinschmidt 2006; Teece et al. 1997). As 
described in the case study, the environment model in figure 2 is a valuable tool for 
practitioners to acquire a more complete understanding of the aspects of the innovation 
process when trying to improve their company’s innovation efforts. The main idea is to 
describe the whole range from whence an organisation learns how to learn, until an invention 
has become a commercial success or failure.  

To engage the full potential of HI innovation, attention must be paid to fundamental 
activities and routines such as learning, motivation, mental models, participation, background 
for creativity, competence and climate. These factors are part of the dynamic capabilities, and 
how to obtain these in a company is described by Dutta et al (2005) as how a company uses 
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the available inputs (i.e resources) and converts them into desired output, from which the 
conversion methodology in the present model is adapted. This is shown as the long arrow 
from ‘Innovation Core Capability’ through the ‘NPD Process’ and ending with ‘Innovation 
Results’ in figure 2. The ‘Foundation and basis for Innovation Capability’ or in short the 
‘Foundation of Innovation’ in the present model is inspired by the adaptation of learning to 
learn described by Zollo (2002), as well as the definition of the “foundations upon which 
distinctive and difficult-to-replicate advantages can be built, maintained, and enhanced” 

(Teece et al. 1997 p:516).  
 
The following is a short description of the five parts in figure 2.  
• Innovation Results – The outcome of innovation, the output of the conversion. 
• NPD Process – The process spanning the appearance of ideas up to successful 

fulfilment 
• Innovation Capacity – The amount of innovation an organisation is able to handle 

simultaneously 
• Innovation Core Capability –  

o The use of the dynamic innovation capability 
o Knowledge, resources, competence etc. used to make innovations 

• Foundation and basis for Innovation Capability – 
o Learning and foundation of dynamic innovation capability 
o Background knowledge and behaviour regarding how to act innovatively. 

 
The first three elements of the model result from standard innovation practice and literature. 
The last two elements are inspired by dynamic capabilities and the questions arising from the 
project participants in the case company when they had difficulties understanding and 
explaining to management the connection between the given improvement project and 
implementing HI-innovation. 

Figure 2 Building blocks of innovation 
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• Case study 

The company in this case has existed as a commercial and service company for more than a 
hundred years and has a turnover today of approximately thirty million euros, with seventy-
five employees. On the one hand it is a company where changes are known to take place, 
whilst on the other, it is a company where customer and employee surveys give the following 
ranking: trustworthy and stable but somewhat stagnating. One of the explanations for the last 
comment might be that the changes that have taken place did so at a slow pace over several 
years. 

The ‘Chief Executive Officer’ (CEO) of the company could foresee the need for new 
initiatives, new service products, some organisational changes and a higher return on 
investment if the company were to survive in the future. The project had HI-Innovation as its 
target from the outset, which suited the CEO well as he wanted the employees to be more 
self-driven and able to take more initiatives in the creation of a continuous learning process. 

The case company had very little project management skills, no defined innovation nor 
NPD process, and very little knowledge about innovation at the commencement of the 
project. Employees that encountered a situation where improvement was required, often 
accepted the situation with a comment like: ‘Nothing happens when I suggest something; I 
have tried it before’. The overall attitude for innovation can be illustrated by the following 
drawing session inspired by Morgan (2006) that was held at the beginning of the project with 
twelve employees being asked to create a drawing as a metaphor for how they felt innovation 
ranked within the company. Generally the employees had a positive attitude toward the 
company but in regard to innovation they were more critical, as can be seen in the following 
list of representative comments with accompanying pictures in Figure  : 
• “We are quite good at sniffing out new things and initiatives and getting them started, but 

we tend to forget that the dog has a hind part and a tail, so one simply forgets to follow 
things through from nose to tail. We have thoughts about being innovative, but that’s it; it 
doesn’t go any farther”. 

• “Quite a lot of things are launched, but rarely do things get over “the wall” – and 
anyway, all the important stuff is still locked away in a box standing in front of the wall”. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3 Examples from drawing session 
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Initiatives for improvement and their relationship to the innovation environment model 

As the intervention was based on an action research project the aim was naturally to involve 
the employees. It was decided at a staff meeting to select a group of employees for an 
innovation steering group (IS group) that would have responsibility for the whole project. The 
group has, in total, participated in ten days of training, where the first part of the training 
merely focused on achieving a common understanding of innovation within the group, whilst 
the latter part focused on selecting improvement projects and how to teach and involve other 
colleagues. The IS group executed a paper-based survey, six video interviews and an open 
space technology meeting with all employees, and generally asked other colleagues for their 
advice throughout the project.  

It was found that most improvement projects were devoted to areas that did not form part 
of the NPD process but rather the enhancement of, and the foundation and basis for, their 
innovation capability . In the following chapters the reader will find a description of how 
these different parts unfolded within the company, underpinned by supporting theory. 

The following different chapters relate to the model shown in Figure 2 starting with 
‘innovation results’ and continuing with the remaining four parts. 

 

Innovation results: 

Successful innovation results are predominantly expected to be products, but could equally 
well be a service, a new process, a new business model, a delivery channel, or even a new 
customer experience (Keeley 2002). Innovation results are conventionally considered to occur 
after implementation of the idea, however this might involve quite a long timeframe since no 
definitive timescale is known. When we look at radical innovation projects, some have taken 
many years to become a success, or even a partial success (Leifer et al. 2000). 

With incremental innovation, the actual results might not be measurable at all, especially if 
they merely are small improvements. Then it might be difficult to see any direct income flow, 
new product lines etc, unless specific metrics are set up to capture the small changes and 
results.  

Results within the case company: 

Due to the focus on HI-innovation most of the results relate to a change in habits and routines 
and the way the employees think and act. As one of the departmental managers said: 
“For me, as a person, these two and a half years have changed a lot, within my department 
but also how we interact within the staff. I feel both I, and my department, have improved a 
lot of issues. There are still issues to be fixed, but we are heading in the right direction and at 
the same time we actually managed to increase sales”. 
People are now more engaged in producing ideas, three of which have been developed into 
new incremental service products. 
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NPD process: 

Even when a company does not have a defined NDP process there is a clear tendency to think 
of innovation as being the process from idea to commercial success. Even when only a few 
widely used normative process models for innovation exist within the industry (Cooper 1990; 
Koen et al. 2001) the existence of several different process models for innovation with a more 
analytical and descriptive nature in academia indicates that it is not a simple task to describe 
the flow in the innovation process. (Ajamian and Koen 2002; Booz et al. 1982; Buijs 2003; 
Rothwell 1992; Sasaki 1991; Schoen et al. 2005; Utterback 1974; Van de Ven et al. 1999). 
The wide acceptance of a few normative process models merely indicates a desperate need to 
try to control the innovation process as an NPD process, trying to minimize the economical 
risk with innovation and by doing so, omitting important parts. 

Due to its popularity (58 % of American companies used some sort of stage-gate process 
((Griffin 1997) see footnote14 for a remark on this amount ) it could easily become the norm 
to believe that the NPD process has to be built upon stages.  

The Stage-gate model 

The attractiveness of the stage-gate model is its simplicity and the possibility of achieving at 
least some structure within the NPD process. Some of the criticism of the original model 
(Cooper 1994; Cunha and Comes 2003; Dooley 2000; Leifer et al. 2000; Tidd et al. 2005) is 
focused on the lack of flexibility especially on very small innovations, radical innovation and 
how to handle the idea stage (Buijs 2003; Kline 1985; Rothwell 1994; Saren 1994). Some 
companies, e.g. Coloplast15, have tried to solve some of these issues by using the stage-gate 
model for the product development phase and Peter Koen’s “Front End of Innovation” (Koen 
2003) model to help with the ideation phase. Cooper (1994) has some case stories (Procter 
and Gamble, HP and others) where companies have tried to implement the stage-gate model 
but abandoned it. He was told that they went from chaos to too rigid a system and back to 
chaos again when the stage-gate was abandoned, and that they had then finally built some 
tailor-made system looking more like a third generation model defined by Cooper (1994). 

A new trend that might change how a NPD process is perceived is ‘open innovation’ or 
‘Democitized innovation’ (Hippel 2005) where a company might accept and encourage input 
from lead users. This requires a NPD process that has a certain degree of flexibility both at the 
idea-stage and at the test-stage.  

The conclusion is that the ordinary stage-gate model is insufficient if used as an innovation 
process model, though it might work well to control the development process if it is adapted 
to a specific use and company. By adding the ‘Front End of Innovation’ model some, but not 
all, of the points of criticism could be withdrawn. The ‘Front End of Innovation’ model has at 
its centre an ‘engine’ that encapsulates ‘leadership, culture and business strategy’ (Koen 

                                                           
14 This result was found by a mail survey sent to 14,500 companies in the USA with 383 usable returns. By 
having such a small return rate one should be cautious about putting too much emphasis on the result; it might be 
that only companies with a structured NPD wanted to participate in the survey. 
15 Presentation at Coloplast 4 oct. 2005 by Merete Brunander, Vice pres. Innovation 
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2003) but these seem to be overshadowed by the idea part of the model and seems to be 
considered of secondary importance.  

NPD process improvement within the case company: 

The IS-group in the case company designed and implemented an idea-management system. 
The system was intranet based, and includes a discussion forum, ideas catalogue, status of 
new ideas, project log, database of previously accepted and rejected ideas etc. The system is 
rather simple but has been extended when needed and now includes a portfolio and tracking 
database where one can follow the progress of projects. It is regularly visited by 50 % of the 
employees and 20% use it regularly or occasionally for reporting ideas. 52% of the submitted 
ideas have been implemented. 

Innovation capacity: 

The word ‘capacity’ is well used but only sporadically defined in innovation literature such as 
(CENTRIM 2003; EU 2004; Francis 2000; Fremtidstanken and Ledelse 2005; Hyland et al. 
2003; Leifer et al. 2000; NESTA 2003; Storey 2000; Szeto 2000). Innovation capacity is used 
to illustrate the amount of innovation a company is able to handle simultaneously. Every 
company has a certain capacity (Harris and McKay 1996) mainly based on knowledge, time, 
money, people to support innovation, project management skills etc. Does a given company 
have innovation capacity enough, or does it even have radical innovation capacity? (Leifer et 
al. 2000). Innovation capacity is based on both tangible as well as intangible parts, the latter 
being the most difficult to expand in a controlled way. Alegre et al (2005) has found that 
firms that have launched more new products than others have a greater innovation capacity 
based on their training. Szeto (2000) follows up with the conclusion that it is possible to 
increase capacity either incrementally or even radically through different activities expanding 
the knowledge base of the company (i.e. learning network, community of practices). 

To control the use of capacity a project portfolio evaluation process is needed to ensure 
that the number of projects does not exceed the innovation capacity, to ensure a mix of large 
and small projects and to have a specific process to control whether the projects support the 
desired strategic direction. The important part, however, is that ideas meet a fair evaluation 
process and that there are enough resources available to ensure that the accepted projects are 
fulfilled. 

Innovation capacity improvement in the case company 

The service company in the present case is only rarely engaged in larger development projects 
and is not used to undertake project management. New ideas are often of a relatively small 
nature, but again, there is no dedicated person responsible for the development of new ideas, 
thus even small ideas might take a long time to reach fruition. There are very few dedicated 
resources for implementing new projects on a daily basis and there was a lack of enthusiasm 
by the employees due to the fact that they were not accustomed to being given responsibility 
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for implementation. New projects were previously management-driven and management-
executed .  

It was observed by one of the managers that the participants in the IS group showed a 
much higher degree of involvement than previously seen. The innovation capacity has been 
increased, but their project management capability is still lacking behind. More than twenty 
improvement projects have been implemented in the last two years and these projects alone 
have increased the capacity of the organisation by the pure training and allocation of 
resources and by allowing employees to undertake projects that differed greatly from their 
daily tasks. 

Innovation core capability: 

Dynamic capabilities reflect an organization’s ability to achieve new and innovative forms of 
competitive advantage given path dependencies, existing position and available resources. 
The word ‘dynamic’ indicates fluctuation resulting in inequality of capabilities from company 
to company as well as over time. As a sub-group of dynamic capabilities, innovation 
capabilities are the ability to reconfigure and adapt skills, resources, functional competences, 
knowledge and the combination of other capabilities to achieve innovations (Helfat and 
Peteraf 2003; Teece et al. 1997).  

Core competencies are defined as being knowledge and skills where the employee is the 
interactive element in the conversion process that gives competitive advantage (Prahalad and 
Hamel 1990). Due to the dual use of the term ‘innovation capability’ in literature as both part 
of dynamic capability and as a general measure for a company’s total performance and 
outcome in innovation matters, the word ‘core’ is added to form ‘Innovation core capability’. 
This is done to emphasise the importance of being able to achieve innovations with the use of 
capabilities in a distinct manner that gives a competitive advantage. 

Innovation core capability improvement in the case company 

Having their focus upon knowledge and knowledge-sharing the case company wanted to 
enhance their innovation core capabilities to become more innovative. It wanted to transform 
itself into a more innovative and knowledge-adding company, and tried to make this transition 
in order to enhance its competitive advantage. The IS group identified areas where it was 
possible to improve the innovation core capability and started the following initiatives:  
• Educational courses for service fitters in periods of low work load 
• Knowledge-sharing started as a series of internally held lectures  
• Better use and sharing of good sales stories as inspiration for others 
• Several minor projects to improve communication between departments 
• Service competence seminar arranged for a small group of people in order to become 

internal instructors in good service 
• Problem-solving sessions on selected issues 
• Introduction of a new way of undertaking marketing with a dedicated person 
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The projects were chosen deliberately by the IS-group in collaboration with colleagues to 
support innovation within the company, attempting to increase knowledge and knowledge-
sharing in selected areas. The acquired skills of the selection process itself actually belong to 
the foundation of innovation. 

Foundation and basis for innovation capability 

Focussing attention on the actions that lay the groundwork and foundation for innovation core 
capabilities means learning how to learn to make innovations, resulting in knowledge about 
how to be innovative, how to use the innovation core capabilities to make innovations and 
evaluate the results. You cannot copy the behaviour of another company that has achieved 
success and believe that this is going to fit your company too, without carefully considering 
how this action will be received and used (Lawson and Samson 2001). A company has to 
choose those initiatives that seem to suit its goals in the best way (Tidd and Hull 2006) and 
not just to follow a list of best practices. One could also call it the underlying behaviour of the 
organization (Bessant 2003) or the heart of innovation as the true ingredients of innovative 
behaviour (Buijs 2003). This is the ‘soft’ background of a capability, the learning of how to 
learn the necessary capabilities (Collis 1994; Zollo and Winter 2002). 

Some of the main subjects to be considered are: a desire and ability for learning and 
acceptance of the concomitant changes, acceptance of risk-taking, acceptance and 
encouragement of questioning established practice, diversity and a true desire to use the 
potential of all employees (Justesen et al. 2005) and the involvement of as many as possible. 
Both management and employees have a stake in how these issues unfold within a company 
making no two companies alike. It is grounded in behaviour, politics, culture etc. and is only 
able to be changed at a slow speed over a long time. (Bessant 2003).  

To learn how to learn.  

Learning how to learn involves double-loop learning where established practices are 
questioned and lateral thinking (de Bono 1995) is used to break frozen patterns. Using terms 
from Argyris (2003) this could be done with double-loop and deutero-learning (Bateson 1972; 
Visser 2007). It is quite easy to understand the goal for double-loop learning but the aim to 
alter underlying values and patterns makes it very difficult to use in reality.  

Double-loop learning results in a change in the values and routines of an organisation, as 
well as in its strategies and assumptions, and is able to solve issues that would otherwise not 
be solved. Argyris (1999) uses an example of a company that had recently implemented Total 
Quality Management (TQM) and which, within a fortnight, had found 275 improvements, 100 
of which were found to be highly effective. Afterwards, there was a celebration and Argyris 
asked one of the managers if anybody had any prior knowledge of all these issues. The 
answer was that: “Yes, many people knew about it, but nobody wanted to question these 
practices”. Now, since it was an integral part of the TQM project, it was not dangerous to 
discuss it. The TQM project was single-loop learning; had it been double-loop learning the 
politics and barriers that kept them from implementing the improvements at an earlier time 
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would have been discussed. If Deutero-learning (or Meta-learning according to Visser (2007)) 
had taken place then a learning-project should have been established with learning and 
reflection on what had kept the organisation from doing the double-loop learning, and how 
they should use double-loop learning to prevent this from happening again.  

The influence of power and politics on learning and innovation 

Established practices are difficult to change as they are often sustained by current power 
relations and political signals that might be barriers for HI innovation. Are employees allowed 
to put forward suggestions on every issue within the company, or merely in pre-selected 
areas? Who decides if the subject really needs improvement? How is the hierarchy of power 
between the employees established; is it based on titles, knowledge, connections, age etc? 
(Pfeffer 1981). Diversity, participation, questioning unspoken rules and rigid politics, 
removing barriers and spreading of knowledge are all important ingredients in creating a 
culture for HI innovation, some of which might put great tension on the organisation, the 
people in it and how they interact; some might challenge existing strategy, power structure 
and how the company is managed. To implement changes in an organisation towards 
innovation demands a learning project where not only knowledge has to be learned and 
unlearned, but also habits, organisational structures and the way people look at their own role 
in the organisation have to be altered. To achieve the best result from the learning process, 
attention has to be focused on political behaviour stemming from the interaction between 
groups and individuals. To ask questions relating to existing practices has to be encouraged 
and accepted before employees are able to make suggestions for improvements. 

To get the employees to participate the organisation needs to have a basic understanding of 
the underlying parameters of innovation, and have them incorporated into the culture like 
Toyota has. When asked why Toyota was willing to tell everybody how they had incorporated 
innovation into their organisation the answer was: because the background for this has taken 
years to build and is not easily copied (Monden 1983).  

Foundation improvement in the case company 

This is the part of the model where most of the time and resources were spent by the IS-group 
when trying to change how the surroundings of innovation were understood and treated. A 
learning project was initiated with the participants in the IS-group as main actors, which ran 
for more than two years, with the main focus being on how to create the best conditions for 
innovation and how to involve as many employees as possible. The participants of the IS-
group became political actors due to their newly-gained knowledge and position; this gave 
them legitimacy when new initiatives were started and helped to bring about changes. The 
participants have learned to select and prioritise projects, to lead problem-solving sessions, 
open space technology meetings and creativity sessions. There have only been a few instances 
of service product innovation in the timeframe of the case study but there have been more 
than twenty projects with the aim of involving employees and improving conditions. 
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On the first daylong meeting, various data collection projects were started (surveys, video 
interviews, drawing sessions) and at an ensuing seminar the participants defined for 
themselves a list of improvement projects. Subsequently the participants were to give a 
presentation and recommend which projects were to be started. Some of these projects 
supported the ‘foundation of innovation’ and some, the ‘innovation core capability’. The 
projects listed below all supported the foundation of innovation: 
• The building of a new organisational structure with self-organising teams and three small 

departments combined 
• A separate learning project for the management group  
• A praise initiative (sending a rose) 
• Small menu-cards on the canteen tables with different questions and statements 
• A wall poster inviting input on different subjects 
• A series of creative initiatives implemented by the management group 
• An “Open Space Technology” meeting involving all employees  
• Training in executing problem-solving sessions 
• A new style of internal written communications 
• The proposal of a new bonus scheme 
• Refurbishment of the social room and the execution of social arrangements 
 
All the above-mentioned projects have been implemented successfully by the participants of 
the IS group. 

Results of the project in the case company 

The intention was not to produce a certain number of new products; rather the aim was to 
create the involvement and learning required for HI innovation. All implemented projects 
were directed by the seven IS group participants, only one of whom was from the 
management group. These projects have generally been received quite well and many minor 
initiatives have resulted there from. Top management was quite satisfied with the results, as 
were the employees in general. By involving the rest of the employees (mostly via open space 
technology meetings and interviews) most projects had broad-based implementation and 
acceptance from the beginning. This gave legitimacy to group members, when answering the 
question, “Why should we undertake this new project?” - “Because you asked for it”. The 
mood within the company was formerly rather defensive; now it is more accepting and open 
to comments where a need for improvement has been identified. One participant in the 
maintenance department observed that: 
“There are more employees speaking up now; it might sound like grumbling, but it is just 
because we aren’t used to people putting forward suggestions”. 
 
Organisational changes and learning that supported the innovation foundation and innovation 
core capabilities were executed. The company has achieved a formalized idea-management 
system supporting the NPD process and they have raised their innovation capacity by training.  
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To change mentality, routines, habits etc takes a long time, and is something that is never-
ending. This action research project has lasted for two and a half years with most of the time 
and resources having been spent on improving the ‘foundation of innovation’, and results are 
now showing at all levels. Discussion 
The aim of the present article is to argue for more attention to be focused on the background 
for, and understanding of, innovation rather than merely focusing on the ideation phase and 
the subsequent process leading to a finalized product. One might be able to force the 
appearance of ideas, but creating the right surroundings gives better ideas (Amabile et al. 
2002). To achieve a climate wherein creativity can flourish, and be used, means to look 
behind the NPD process. It is a long term learning project changing an organization towards 
involvement of all employees and an understanding from management that they accept and 
encourage the employees’ participation as well (Bessant 2003). The case company started by 
having fairly modest innovations, but even then the employees did not put creativity or idea-
creation as the most desired subject when they selected improvement projects. They selected 
learning, knowledge management, change of mentality and a simple idea-management system 
instead. They found that they had to alter many habits, unspoken rules and established 
practices before participation in innovation could be a generally accepted goal and become the 
norm (Tidd et al. 2005). Therefore the model of innovation in figure 2 is useful as a guide to 
concentrate on issues other than merely the NPD process itself.  

Conclusion: 

The article demonstrates that if the intention is for innovation to have a broad base within the 
company, there are many more issues to take into consideration than how to create enough 
ideas and having a controlled NPD process. As a result of the above-mentioned projects the 
case company has gone through a learning project leading to organisational changes and more 
than twenty improvement projects implemented by the employees. HI innovation means 
creating a broad basis for long-term innovation, with the main focus on incremental 
innovation. The model in figure 2 was a practical tool for explaining the wide spreading 
projects implemented by the participants of the IS group. 

If the questions at the beginning of the article were answered, then how does the drawing 
look? Does the drawing indicate streamlined innovation? If not, then what are the barriers? 
Commonly, barriers are mentioned stemming from lack of time, money or other resources, 
but often there are barriers behind this that can only be looked upon within a political context. 
Such barriers are not easy to remove but demand political actors that are capable of operating 
with a certain amount of power built through a broad understanding of innovation. The 
answers to these questions will also indicate if there is a desire for HI-innovation or merely an 
interest in the traditional way of having a R&D department developing new products. If HI-
innovation is the goal, there is no choice but to focus upon all the innovation building blocks 
in figure 2. 
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