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introduCtion
Innovation, the introduction of new 
products, services, or experiences to the 
market, is generally recognized as a driv-
er for growth in business. It typically in-
volves different disciplines and functions 
within the company, as the complexity 
of products demands a broad range of 
knowledge. However, cross-functional 
collaboration presents a number of chal-
lenges (Edmondson & Nemhardt, 2009; 
Bechky 2003). Members of different 
disciplines may hold different mental 

models of innovation, which can lead to 
frictions and misunderstandings. 
Mental Models are people’s represen-
tations of the world based on experi-
ences and assumptions. The concept 
originated from cognitive psychology 
(Craik 1943; Johnson-Laird 1983). It 
was adapted and later used heavily in 
the field of Human Factors Engineer-
ing as conceptions about how systems 
work (see Nielsen 1990, Moray 1996, 
and Rutherford 1989), which since the 
1990s has largely been incorporated 

into the field of Human-Computer In-
teraction (HCI). It became an explana-
tory device for making sense of usability 
problems: If a system fails to match the 
user’s mental model of it then there will 
be a breakdown. When a system match-
es the mental model of the person using 
it there should be fewer if any problems. 
Therefore it is thought that in order to 
build computer programs, systems, and 
especially interfaces system developers 
should aim to match the mental model 
of those using the system. The concept 
of mental models is a powerful one, 
bringing with it the baggage of cognitive 
psychology, but we do not import this 
wholesale, rather we invoke it as a meta-
phor useful in explaining how people 
understand their work.
The motivation for this study was to ap-
ply the metaphor of mental models to 
understand how those involved in in-
novation conceptualise what they do, 
and whether the concept could help to 
understand when and why problems 
arise. We argue that if those that par-
ticipate in innovation had a clear and 
shared understanding of how their work 
contributed to the overall project or the 
role they played in a system, then the in-

five PerSPectiveS on 
innovation

aBstraCt

Innovation typically involves cross-divisional, -functional, and -disciplinary col-

laboration when performed in large organizations. This paper explores five differ-

ent concepts of innovation. The aim is investigate how different people involved 

in innovation conceptualize innovation in an effort to reduce misunderstandings 

and thereby improve innovation processes. A series of interviews was conducted 

on how innovators understand what they do. We identified five perspectives: an 

organizational, a technology, a user/consumer, an idea/concept, and a participant 

model. These mental models then can be used to start to bridge the different ac-

ademic traditions in the innovation literature. They can also to help innovation 

teams make sense of their struggles with the aim to improve innovation practice.

AARON HOUSSIAN
Delft University of Technology
Philips Research
Aaronh@gmail.com

DZMITRY ALIAKSEYEU
Philips Research
Dzmitry.aliakseyeu@philips.com

KRISTINA LAUCHE
Radboud University
K.lauche@fm.ru.nl

RICHARD VAN DE SLUIS
Philips Research
Richard.van.de.sluis@philips.com

PIETER JAN STAPPERS
Delft University of Technology
P.j.stappers@tudelft.nl



track 3: organising Participatory innovation

Participatory innovation conference 2011 191

novation process as a whole would pro-
duce fewer problems and delays. I.e. if 
people understood clearly what was to 
be achieved and how to achieve it, they 
would be able to do it more effectively 
and efficiently. The way that this infor-
mation can be gathered is through the 
process of reflection-on-action (Schön 
1983) in the interview process.
Initial gathering of information to 
ground the research design was based 
on internal documents available freely 
on the organizational intranet, as well 
as informal conversations and requests 
for documents on the subject as part of 
participatory ethnographic observation 
inside of a research & development or-
ganization in a group of researchers fo-
cusing on user experience.  This initial 
documentation period lasted approxi-
mately 10 weeks.
During this initial period a number of 
concepts of innovation were mentioned 
that needed explanation and investiga-
tion in the literature such as open inno-
vation (Chesborough 2003), Blue Ocean 
strategy (Kim and Mauborgne 2005), 
and the general ideas of innovation (Van 
de Ven 1986, Garcia 2001). The concepts 
of open innovation and Blue Ocean 
strategy, are used frequently by those 
inside of the organization, and going 
back to the original literature it became 
clear that the organization aspired to 
many of these kinds of things and that 
some programs had been put into place 
to promote it, though it was not readily 
clear whether those initiatives were suc-
cessful. Concepts such as roadmap, ad-
jacent, and breakaway innovation were 
also used frequently though their use 
was often not distinct and there was no 
clear shared understanding.  From Van 
de Ven and Garcia it became clear that 
even in the literature there is a not a clear 
consensus in many basic definitions of 
innovation, bringing at least that aspect 
in-line with the current status inside of 
the target organization. Based on this 
a broad and open perspective and ap-
proach was taken to the study.

MethodoLoLGy
There were several important factors in 
this initial period that influenced experi-
mental design. First there was an accept-
ed model of innovation and concordant 
processes and methods, yet it was also 
clear that these processes and methods 
were not always followed. This phenom-

enon needed more than just question-
naires; it would require visits to sites as 
well as deeper interactions.
Twenty-two interviews were conducted 
in all divisions of the organization. The 
interviews were semi-structured and 
typically lasted for one hour. The ques-
tions focused on innovation and what 
innovators conceived of it and how it 
is carried out. During the interview 
participants were supplied with a large 
(A3) piece of paper on which they could 
sketch their innovation process at the 
appropriate moments. When the partici-
pant did not care to sketch the research-
er often would take up the pen and col-
laboratively sketch what they described 
in order to give focus to discussions and 
when different things happen at differ-
ent times.
intervieW gUiDeline
Typical introduction and disclosure 
started each interview along with the 
start of an audio recording. Given the 
approach broad and open wording was 
used around the following key questions:
•  “What comes to mind when the word 

innovation is mentioned?”
•  “Who do you involve in your innova-

tion process?”
•  “At what points do you involve them?”
•  “In what way do you participate in in-

novation as part of your job?”
•  “What percentage of your time do you 

think is focused on innovation?” “How 
do you feel about that?”

•  “Do you follow a fixed or semi-fixed 
program of activities for innovation? “

•  “Think of a project. What is the name 
of that project? Could you sketch or 
describe the process you followed, and 
relate it the program you just talked 
about?”

•  “If you were in charge of innovation, 
what would you do differently, if any-
thing?”

SaMPle
It was decided that a general, organi-
zation-wide understanding of what 
innovation is and how it is practiced 
would be the most interesting. One of 
the main reasons for this focus was that 
the owners and promulgators of the of-
ficially recognized innovation process 
did not only reside inside the research 
and development (R&D) organization, 
therefore a study that reached beyond 
those barriers was called for. The second 
reason for choosing an organization-
wide focus for this initial study was that 

there was already preliminary evidence 
of cross-divisional, -function, and –dis-
ciplinary issues. Cross-disciplinary is-
sues were quite prominent and an early 
finding was the great disparity between 
how people were studied and their needs 
were incorporated into the process of in-
novation. 
Recruiting was undertaken using a 
snowball system starting with exist-
ing contacts who were willing to refer 
others. A conscious effort was made to 
reach out to all the major business sec-
tors of the organizations as well as the 
various corporate divisions involved in 
innovation. Generally prospective par-
ticipants were invited via email with a 
short introduction to what the interview 
would be about. The researcher then 
travelled to their location and the inter-
view was conducted in a meeting room 
or the participant’s private office.
ParticiPantS

Business Sector 11

r&D 7

Design 4
Total # of participants: 22

The following table gives an overview of 
organizational position of the partici-
pants.

c-level partici-
pants: 2

Director-level 
participants: 6

Participants in 
corporate HQ: 1

non-permanent 
participants: 2

approx average 
years of service: 11

*Note that some participants fit into 2 catego-
ries, i.e. one could be a non-permanent em-
ployee in design

The interviews lasted on average 55 min-
utes from start to finish, and were audio 
recorded. Interviews were then tran-
scribed verbatim, except where the par-
ticipant repeated herself. Transcriptions 
also included contextual comments such 
as [pointing to sketch] [repeats] [both 
laugh] [pause]. 
analySiS
The target organization, especially in the 
research and development organization 
was especially interested in reflecting on 
their work practices and improvement, 
calling for a participatory approach. 
This along with the large amount of data 
gathered and the desired open approach 
led to an analysis that consisted of three 
distinct phases: 1) Participatory group 
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affinity analysis; 2) systemizing unifica-
tion of group findings; and 3) Iterative 
analysis of affinities and axial coding 
(looking back into transcripts for more 
examples of a particular finding). The 
participatory group analysis is based 
largely on Stappers (2008) Concept and 
Conceptualization, which is a grounded 
method with participatory elements. 
A group of nine researchers and interns 
from the target organization versed 
in working in user-centered research 
was asked to participate in the analy-
sis, which consisted of some individual 
preparation and a group analysis ses-
sion. As part of the individual prepa-
ration, each researcher was given 1-2 
transcripts to read the transcript in or-
der to familiarize themselves with the 
contents and to highlight important pas-
sages. From those highlighted passages 
the researchers were then asked to select 
between 6-10 passages to put into cards. 
Each card contained both the text of 
the original quote, the title and organi-
zational unit of the person interviewed, 
as well as a paraphrase/initial interpre-
tation of the quote. There was space on 
the card for comments and reactions. 
At the group some researchers were 
asked to present a few of their cards to 
each other then the cards were passed 
around so that each person could have 
at least a passing familiarity with each 
card as well as to comment on individual 
cards should they desire to. Affinities of 
cards were then developed via presenta-

tion and negotiation. Each affinity was 
placed on a table and rearranged to rep-
resent the kind of relationship between 
the affinities. 
After all the cards were placed, affini-
ties that contained many cards were un-
packed and further differentiated into 
subcategories. Relationships between 
the groups were then explicitly mapped 
and defined. Each participant individu-
ally could then comment on any part of 
the results including individual cards, 
groups, and relations. This resulted in a 
diagram shown in figure 2. 

Each group session lasted for approxi-
mately 2 hours total and analysis par-
ticipants reported spending between 
1.5-2.5 hours in advance of the session 
in preparation. Four separate analysis 
groups covered all the interview tran-
scripts.
The researchers then consolidated af-
finity results across all analysis sessions, 
further merging affinity groupings as 
appropriate. The comments and some of 
the relations were removed where there 
was overlap. 
Next was a series of iterative (re-)evalu-
ations of the statement card data col-
lection where all the relations were re-
moved and the affinities were created 
afresh or affinities were parsed into dif-
ferent subgroups and meta-groups. Dia-
grams and relations between the groups 
were undertaken at various points. It 
was at this point that axial coding took 
place, where additional data was looked 
for on certain topics in the existing data 
set as well as in ethnographic field notes 
and codes. Figure 3 is an example of an 
emerging diagram of topics.

FindinGs
overvieW
All participants were passionate about 
the subject of innovation. In all cases 
participants were able to express both 
positive and negative aspects of the in-
novation practice inside the organiza-
tion, though most tended to skew more 
heavily in one direction or another. This 

Figure 2 The pink notes show affinity names, the yellow relations between affinities and blue 
are comments from research team members about that affinity

Figure 1 This is a statement card before it is filled in digitally, then printed out and brought to 
analysis sessions.
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skewing and sometimes rather strong 
statement can be attributed to the par-
ticipants’ eagerness to excel in the area 
of innovation, and to see their organiza-
tions excel as well. All of them consid-
ered innovation to be the main focus of 
their work, no matter their job descrip-
tion. In about 50% of the interviews par-
ticipants sketched out their process, in 
other cases they described it verbally. 
Most interviewees struggled with what 
they perceived to be a less than optimal 
ways of working, inefficiency or some-
times frustration. When confronted 
with this one manager said “This has to 
do with their passion for innovation.” I.e. 
people care so much about innovation, 
and see it as so much of a priority that 
they desire to see it be done as well as 
it can be. The passion for the subject is 
noted above as well as the fact that there 
was no shortage of people who were 
willing to give up an hour of their work-
ing week to speak on the subject.
A large number of issues were identified 
as strongly affecting innovation includ-
ing cross-divisional work, cross-disci-
plinary work, inefficiency of business 
processes, concerns about competen-
cies, and budgetary processes. In order 
to bring coherence to the findings the 
metaphor of mental was invoked and a 
natural delineation of data emerged into 
five difference perspectives.
A large portion of the cards generated 
in the analysis consisted of groupings of 
statements that proposed various mental 
models of innovation. No one perspec-

tive emerged, and there was some data 
that suggested that those interviewed 
thought there is “no one way to inno-
vate” and that the way people innovate 
must be tailored to the context of the 
project. While this may be so, it is clear 
that there are some clear foci to the per-
spectives emerging from the data. There 
are no sharp lines between perspectives, 

but rather relations between them as 
they are each connected. The perspec-
tives are: organizational, technology, 
user/consumer, concept/idea, and in-
novator. 
In this way the organizational focus 
clearly shows the top-down, organiza-
tion-as-a-whole nature, the three mid-
dle models acts as approaches for either 
a top-down or a bottom-up focus, and 
then the innovator focus as bottom-up.
Each focus will be presented first with 
a short summary of the findings, then a 
numbered list of the findings that fit into 
that perspective. In this section (as well 
as above) a statement in quotation marks 
in italics represent a direct quote from a 
participant and a statement in standard 
typeface represents a close paraphrase 
of several participants combined used 
for clarity and space limitations. A state-
ment in a numbered list without any 
quotation marks is our interpretation of 
the data.
innovator focUS
The essential questions of the innova-
tor focus were: “What must I do to in-
novate? How can I push my project for-
ward? Where will I focus my innovation 
work?” This perspective is decision & 
action oriented. Innovators are hungry 

Figure 4 The five perspectives of innovation

Figure 3—this is an intermediate step showing a large set of affinities grouped in the center 
with other around it with their relations
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for this kind of information, and are not 
finding it in a general form in the work-
place. One participant even expressed 
his doubt as to whether can be one ap-
proach, “I don’t think there can, or ought 
to be one approach.”
The findings were condensed into the 
following statements, of which 1-4 refer 
to those pursuing innovation inside of 
the R&D division.
1.  For those doing innovation inside of 

R&D: “I am irritated… it is hard to 
access information, and even once you 
have it we don’t have the proper back-
ground to use it well.” (see 2)

2.  “It’s hard for me to make decisions 
about innovation because often it’s not 
clear what innovation really is, inside 
of a project there are too many factors 
to consider such as user needs, busi-
ness needs, market opportunities, open 
innovation partners, there is no one 
expert on innovation.” “I’m not trained 
on many if not all of these things as 
they are outside my area of expertise.”

3.  Innovators liked to have some control 
over what they work on. When asked 
about what they would do differently 
some responses were that they would 
introduce “20% time [for innovative 
projects], a return to the good old 
days when they [corporate]… would 
drop a bag of money on us each year.” 
I.e. more freedom to decide research 
direction and more budgetary inde-
pendence from business. Another 
researcher proudly remarked that he 
has, “been involved in strategic discus-
sions” about where a product category 
was going.

4.  R&D personnel said that in order to 
get an innovation “to land inside of a 
business” unit it had to be within al-
ready developed business channels. 
“In some cases I will tend to focus 
my efforts in established places, and 
in other cases I want the business to 
be bold and step outside.” At the same 
time one researcher said that “if I’m 
developing something that fits into two 
separate places in the organization and 
could benefit them both I would never 
try to sell it to both of them, because 
one would say, ‘let the other pay for it.’”

5.  “It’s hard to work with people from 
other perspectives, we don’t always 
value each other… We talk about de-
pending on each other… there used to 
be a lot of talk about acting like one or-
ganization… but we don’t all feel like 

one unified organization.”
6.  “I am managing innovation and I 

wish there were much more under-
standing of different ways of working, 
there’s so much cultural inertia, I want 
to change the culture and mindset 
instead of just processes and proce-
dures.”

7.  “I don’t think we focus enough on 
breakaway innovation.” “People in [a 
certain section of the organization] 
don’t seem to be concerned about long-
term innovation [while we in this part 
are concerned more about it].” 

8.  “I’m frustrated with [the process that 
I’m required to do for funding and 
budgetary approvals]. It feels like a 
waste of time.” “I once calculated how 
much time we spend on [this process] 
multiplying that with our annual sala-
ries it turns out to be a lot!”

The innovator focus revealed individual 
motivations for innovation that were al-
most always associated with a sense of 
adventure (“Let’s try this!”), challenge 
(“Can this be done?”), and scientific 
curiosity (“what would happen if...?”). 
This focus also addressed people’s frus-
trations when they could not do what 
they perceived as their best work. These 
frustrations were related to the organiza-
tional focus as well as the user/consumer 
focus. From the organizational focus, 
processes led to frustration when they 
were seen as an impediment rather than 
an enabler of work. When budget deci-
sions or selection processes were experi-
enced as opaque and arbitrary, this also 
led to frustration. Nevertheless it is clear 
that the innovator-focused model can be 
of help to both the innovators and those 
managing them (see statement #6 above 
for example). Some innovators were not 
totally comfortable with the idea of con-
necting to the user/consumer perspec-
tive. This discomfort was on the part of 
highly trained people who are special-
ized in fields not traditionally focused 
directly on human needs. In this case the 
user/consumer perspective introduced 
an “unclear selection criterion” into the 
innovation process as one researcher 
put it, which to this person made all of a 
range of choices equally good.
It should be noted that statement seven 
in this focus was quite universal. Every-
one interviewed was concerned about 
ensuring sufficient time and resources 
for long-term, breakaway, or blue ocean 
innovation. Everyone shared this same 

concern irrespective of their position or 
division.
The innovator perspective is about what 
the participant can do, what are the ac-
tions they can take, what kinds of deci-
sions they must make in their own work. 
This relates to what they think about in-
novation for their own project or ideas 
(this connects to ideas/concepts in gen-
eral and to other people’s ideas/concepts), 
how they fit into the organization (they’re 
not particularly happy with constraints), 
what processes they must use (they think 
they are inefficient), how they feel about 
the organization (where they fit, how they 
relate to other parts of it). 
concePt/iDea
This second type is focused on the con-
cept/idea focus itself. The concept/idea 
was often conceived of as having a life of 
its own, with particular properties per-
taining to it. In this case the property of 
newness was seen as primary to innova-
tion. When talking about how ideas start 
and turn into innovation, the metaphors 
of size, speed, and luminosity were 
called on as properties. If an idea was 
described as “gaining traction,” speeding 
up, getting bigger or brighter, it was seen 
as moving forward on an imagined path 
towards completion. This imaginary 
path that a concept or idea takes from a 
vague starting state to market launch is a 
very common understanding of how in-
novation works.
The data for this focus fall into the fol-
lowing affinities:
1.  Some people consider originality or 

newness to be primary. “The next gen-
eration of [a product category]… that 
doesn’t count of innovation, I’m talking 
about something really new. We don’t 
do that enough (connecting to the in-
novator focus point 7).”

2.  “We are starting to understand that 
innovation doesn’t have to come from 
technology.” “Innovation can come 
from not changing the product at all 
but changing the way we package or sell 
it, like the way Dove totally changed the 
way they sell their product.”

3.  “I think that ideas can come from any-
where, make room for them to bubble 
up from anywhere.” There is a con-
tinuing rumor that a researcher first 
thought of the concept that led to a 
large well-known product category 
while on the toilet. People mention 
ideas coming from family members.

4.  “I see ideas all over; the people who 
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have them don’t know what other 
people are also doing with the same/
similar ideas.” They further lament, “if 
ONLY we had a way of knowing what 
people are doing!”

5.  In response to how does an innova-
tion move to market one partici-
pant tellingly said, “Once an idea has 
enough people working on it or believ-
ing, it gains momentum, people start 
coming to the idea, then it will happen.”

During each of the sessions participants 
had the opportunity to sketch their pro-
cess. A number of different conceptions 
of how their innovation process worked 
came forth from these drawings. These 
drawings were without fail idealizations 
of actual events or an abstraction of their 
process. This kind of sketch visualizes 
the concept moving along an imaginary 
line or through numbered steps. The 
drawings produced were in line with 
many diagrams of innovation or design 
processes both in academic literature as 
well as those that are used in practice 
(See von Hippel 1976, or Sharp et al 
2007 for several examples). E.g. from the 
world of software development, the wa-
terfall model would be prototypical, see 
figure below and http://www.jknichols.
co.uk/SL2.html for numerous examples. 
Participants envisioned an idea or con-
cept as progressing in a certain way or 
being stopped and thrown out. 
The concept/idea focus also relates to 
the technology focus. A technology such 
as an algorithm, a patent, or a standard is 
all examples of an idea or concept. They 
are also seen as independent of people 
in some way.
The innovator focus is close to the idea/
concept focus in several ways. First of 
all even though we often conceptual-
ize a concept as independent of people, 
especially as it progresses towards mar-
ket launch, although of course it is only 
through the efforts of participants that 
such things can happen. This also links 
to the ideas of getting the right people to 
work on an idea, getting champions of 
that idea etc (for a review of this process 
see Howell and Boies 2004).
Some participants found that the newly 
introduced social media platform was 
starting to fulfil this desire to some ex-
tent. Some suggested other ways of deal-
ing with efforts by other companies such 
as Tata or IBM which are similar to that 
described by Aiken & Carlisle (1992) 
would further fill the desire stated. This 

connects again to the innovator perspec-
tive in that it relies on innovators to drive 
a preliminary participatory process in 
order to produce more solid concepts to 
build upon.
USer/conSUMer
The user/consumer focus relates to more 
traditional notions of participatory de-
sign and innovation. The involvement 
of people who will ultimately use or be 
served by a particular innovation was 
the focus of this mental model of inno-
vation.  If the process was centered on 
users innovation was described as start-
ing with defining and understanding a 
human need and then a solution would 
be tailored to that approach. This could 
be done from several disciplinary points 
of view, though the two most common 
were marketing and design. In this fo-
cus innovation was not seen as ending 
at launch, but rather launch was just the 
more widespread opportunity to gather 
feedback about the innovation. The 
feedback could be used to adjust either 
the innovation itself or the way it is un-
derstood/marketed or both. This model 
has recently been challenged by Nor-
man’s 2009 statement that technology al-
ways comes first. However, whether this 
is true or not is still a matter of debate 
(See Nussbaum 2009).
There are a number of different ap-
proaches to understanding human 
needs and desires and then profitably 
creating something that responds to that 
need/desire/problem. The data in this 
focus were summarised in the following 
statements:
1.  “I use a user-centered design ap-

proach, using such tools as cultural 
probes, observation, ethnography, 
getting into the head of the user via 
similar experience.”

2.  “In [our part of the organization] we 
analyze larger societal trends such as 
aging population or the types of things 
happening in emerging markets.”

3.  “What we aspire to do is anticipate 
needs before they arise by proposing so-
lutions to latent needs.”

4.  We understand people in a human way 
and not just as units of consumption.” 
“We look at life stage transitions and 
see if there are unmet needs in some of 
these places.”

5.  “I see society’s future as all about so-
lution-centered design: start with an 
identified problem, define that prob-
lem more precisely, then empowering 

one person to be in charge of solving 
it, and then check to make sure you 
actually solved it.”

6.  “We use so-called value propositions 
and/or insights in a formal way pre-
scribed by [one part of the organiza-
tion].”

There seemed to be strong connections 
with the marketing research, UCD, 
and various kinds of analysis for un-
derstanding the human experience and 
needs. UCD and marketing research 
tended to not do particularly well with 
breakthrough innovation, but this was 
balanced by multiple approaches that 
spanned outside of these typical do-
mains. This connects with the organi-
zational perspective in terms of some 
approaches that were officially accepted 
and in some cases obligatory. The user/
consumer perspective connected with 
the technological focus as it is seen as 
a kind of filtering mechanism for those 
ideas research and development (see #2 
below).
tecHnology 
The Technology focus dealt with tech-
nologies, how they were developed, 
protected through patents, and some-
times put into standards. Other times 
technology was developed as a kind of 
shotgun approach, taking a wide swath 
of technologies with the understand-
ing that some of them would win in 
the marketplace. The technology focus 
interacts heavily with both the organiza-
tional focus and the idea/concept focus. 
The use of the word ‘we’ below refers to 
the participant’s particular division.
1.  “What we do, or what we want to at 

least is build up expertise in a field of 
technology, be a key player around 
that area, sometimes this is an explicit 
choice looking at where the market 
may be going sometimes, but not 
other times.”

2.  “We use a kind of shotgun approach: 
develop a whole lot of technology, pat-
ent and protect it and then let the mar-
ket filter it.” “We hope, and push for 
the technology we develop to become 
part of market accepted standards”

3.  “We see technology as enabler, it is 
what makes other things possible, and 
it shouldn’t change too often.”

4.  “We start with technology and when 
it’s proven then you can start adding in 
the other things, gathering use require-
ments, and user input.”

5.  One c-level executive said, “We still 
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believe that the technological possibili-
ties can inspire innovation.”

6.  “I see that teams often decide first on 
functions and technical specs before 
other considerations, even marketers 
and product managers do this... as op-
posed to involving users/consumers, 
their needs and desires, into the pro-
cess”

During the discussions in the analysis 
phase, the research team first considered 
lumping technology into the concept/
idea focus and/or the organizational fo-
cus because it related directly into those 
to areas. However, it was decided that it 
needed to stand on its own. The technol-
ogy focus is related to the organizational 
focus because so often the legal and in-
tellectual property departments have a 
strong hold on many different processes. 
It is related to the concept/idea focus as 
the focus is on the thing itself and away 
from the people who create and use it. 
This was one area that people took so for 
granted that they did not talk about it 
extensively in interviews. During infor-
mal conversations noted in ethnograph-
ic field journals the first author noted 
how strongly technology influenced 
their work, especially how intellectual 
property issues played a large role in 
what they did.
organizational 
The organizational focus of innovation 
is about management, business process, 
and organizational structure of inno-
vation. This focus is process oriented 
and often presents clean graphic rep-
resentations of how innovation ought 
to happen. Often these processes are 
mandated, stage-gated, and controlled. 
The target organization, considers that 
innovation is what will keep them com-
petitive and fuel growth but surprisingly 
in many companies there is no one, uni-
fied way of looking at innovation from 
the fuzzy front end to product launch 
and feeding back the results of product 
purchase and usage back into the loop. 
Another surprise in this area of focus 
was that there was no a unified busi-
ness process that similarly spanned the 
length of innovation. 
For the organizational focus two major 
categories were identified: Process & 
Budgets. Here are the affinity statements 
for them:
Process
1.  “[In one part of the organization] 

there’s no set program, but we have a 

series of ambitions.”
2.  A manager speaking of how many 

projects have used the official process 
says, “Not everyone has adopted the of-
ficial processes to the same level [where 
it has been given].”

3.  “Project [pre-] selection is inefficient. 
It is not always clear how the decisions 
are made in this process.” 

4.  “We use similar processes to [the 
function that owns the official pro-
cess] but because they are not official 
or exactly the same types of outputs, 
the result is that our methods [and the 
results] are not accepted by others.”

5.  “From where I’m sitting in a director 
position meant to help ensure pro-
cesses are being followed there is no 
way to tell how many projects are go-
ing at any given time, and how many 
products are launched in a year in 
my area of responsibility.” I.e. there 
are not dedicated tools to use to track 
business processes across the innova-
tion process as a whole.

6.  A senior manager of the function that 
“owned” the official innovation pro-
cess says, “The official way of doing 
is good in theory, but it is possible to 
follow it to the letter and still miss the 
purpose of it... We had a project last 
year where we really followed the spir-
it of the process, but not all the steps, 
and the results were superior [then if 
we had followed each step strictly].”

7.  A more junior manager from the 
same function “I’ve seen where a team 
followed [the official process] exactly 
got their [outputs of the process a kind 
of report] and all they did was flip it 
open to the last page to see if it was 
[approved].” I.e. following the official 
process becomes a kind of box tick-
ing.

Budget
1.  “We [as an organization] tend to spend 

the limited budget on things that have 
to be done anyway. The business unit 
believes that since they bring in the 
money they should control it, but often 
they spend their budget on short-term 
things, so there is an ‘innovation tax’ to 
get around this”

2.  Budgeting for innovation projects 
comes from various places within the 
organization, either from corporate 
(via the “innovation tax”) or from the 
business units themselves.

3.  Stage-gating of innovation budgets 
was used as means to control which 

projects move forward. This was a 
matter of content of the projects which 
was judged on a particular scale.

4.  Stage-gating was used to make sure 
the project team followed the official 
process for innovation.

5.  One participant poignantly won-
dered, “What if we had one budget for 
innovation, integrating marketing, de-
sign, and R&D?” I.e. why if innovation 
is cross-functional, why do we divide 
budgets by function?

6.  “When we do work for another divi-
sion we charge them. The intention 
of it is to bring some kind of finan-
cial transparency showing where 
our money is spent, and if it is well 
spent. I’m not sure whether we have 
that transparency, it’s not my special-
ity, but everyone in my department 
agrees that the whole thing makes 
working together more difficult.”

7.  “They [other divisions of the organi-
zation] are of such a high calibre, that 
having them work with us is justifiably 
very expensive.” There are instances 
when outside contractors have been 
brought in to work on some projects 
when internal divisions could have 
provided the same services. When 
asked what the rates of the division 
was the reply universally, even by 
those whose services were being of-
fered was “I’m not sure what it is right 
now” followed up with “but I’m sure 
it’s high.”

All of the process and most of the bud-
getary findings fall around an axis with 
control on one end and independence 
on the other. The idea of control in an 
organization via a process is a tempt-
ing one for managers, though at least 
one participant acknowledged he would 
instead like to change people’s mindset. 
From the interviews and from the inter-
nal document search it is clear there is 
a propensity for creating processes and 
programs which are usually manda-
tory. Making a certain way of working 
required puts constraints into a creative 
process.  Many participants clearly felt 
like they were being boxed into certain 
ways of working and they considered 
this detrimental to their output. The 
other effect that was clearly seen was 
that even when control measures are put 
into place then people will simply follow 
them in a way that will satisfy them.
The organizational perspective is con-
nected to the technology focus in that 
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a specific direction can be specified 
broadly from upper levels, leaving the 
details of research and execution to in-
novators themselves. This perspective is 
also very strongly connected to the con-
cept/idea focus because the processes 
and budgetary controls often figure into 
the idealized paths that are used in the 
concept/idea focus. As seen previously 
in figure 4, organizational is at the top, 
symbolizing how organizational aspects 
are decided from above.

disCussion & ConCLusion
The user/consumer perspective shows 
that there is some unity between the 
user-centered design perspective and 
that of the marketing and marketing re-
search. Surely there are large differences 
between these communities of practice, 
but they are still in the service of the 
same goals embedded into the same per-
spective. This is the kind unity that helps 
transcend boundaries in working as well 
as research that we propose below.
The innovator perspective has been 
treated to some extent in the project 
management literature, but coordinat-
ing kind of understanding with the oth-
er perspectives could yield additional 
insight. A more individual approach to 
the innovator perspective has appeared 
many times in the business press, but it 
does not appear to be a well developed 
scientific research community.
The perspectives presented here are 
fragmented, and none address the total-
ity of what innovation encompasses. If 
the reason for studying mental models 
is to understand how people understand 
a particular subject in order to improve 
that subject, then it stands to reason that 
having a unified perspective may be 
helpful, but that is beyond the scope of 
the present work. Some of the possible 
benefits to researech have already been 
explored and we argue that an improve-
ment in understanding how innovation 
works can be used in order to better 
guide one’s own innovation practice. In 
practice having further clarity on the 
way innovation works can help. We put 
forth two possible avenues where this 
may be of service: 
1.  Seeing past functional/disciplinary/

divisional boundaries
2.  Appropriate use of model given the 

situation
An open, explicit discussion of various 
perspectives of innovation could con-

ceivably help people working across 
boundaries if there were some organi-
zational acceptance of multiple perspec-
tives. If an innovator has no idea what 
the official processes are, it may not mat-
ter how well it meets a user/consumer 
need. If a decision maker is clearly in an 
organizational perspective it won’t help 
to talk about what the innovator herself 
must do at a decision point. From the 
organizational focus it may seem like 
just following the prescribed process is 
sufficient. In all of these cases there is a 
need for a shared understanding in or-
der to collaborate in the service of inno-
vation. In future work we plan to explore 
this communication further via a focus 
on the material artefacts that are used to 
communicate across boundaries. 
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