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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to contribute to the scarcely explored topic of innovation in management 

consultancies by offering a more holistic understanding of how it occurs. Specifically, we have sought 

develop a conceptual model of how consultancies develop new consulting practices, as well as a 

conceptual model of the organizational factors that impact their ability to do so. Both of these aspects 

are underresearched in current literature. 

 

Our research is based on an exploratory and abductive research strategy, as we have deemed this to be 

a suitable approaching for engaging with a research field that is characterized by sparse and scattered 

insights. We have collected, reviewed, and assembled current literature in a theoretical framework that 

serves as the basis for a multiple case study of five Danish management consultancies. By investigating 

our topic in several organizational contexts and interpreting the resulting empirical data in light of our 

theoretical framework, we arrive at the conceptual models mentioned above. 

 

Our core findings revolve around what we have identified as an informal and dispersed nature of 

innovation in consultancies, where practice development is up to the individual choices and efforts of 

consultants. We have labeled this the laissez-faire paradigm. Within this paradigm, we find that 

innovation is usually happened upon serendipitously, although it may also result from active ideation 

and prototyping. These two approaches are the foundation of our conceptual model of practice 

development. Moreover, due to the aforementioned informal and dispersed nature of innovation, we 

find that a range of different organizational factors must be considered in order to understand the 

organizational conditions that impact innovation either positively or negatively, including incentives, 

time for development, management support, strategy, and a host of different knowledge channels. 

These are the foundation for our conceptual model of organizational impact factors. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The management consulting industry has proven to be one of the most successful knowledge industries, 

having experienced tremendous growth over the past thirty years and becoming an influential part of 

modern economies (Kipping & Clark, 2012). Its influence stems not only from the size of the industry 

itself, but also the impact it has on the wider economy through its dissemination of management 

knowledge and the changes it effects in a large variety of client organizations. Although the growth trend 

continues, the industry’s ascent has been challenged by crises in recent years. The first followed the dot-

com crash in 2001, the second occurred in the wake of the 2007 financial crisis, both of which led to 

reduced demand for consulting services and widespread downsizing (O’Mahoney & Markham, 2013: pp. 

1-3). Today, it seems that a different kind of crisis might be looming over the industry. Barriers to entry 

are falling, competition is intensifying, and increasingly sophisticated clients subject consulting services 

to higher levels of scrutiny. This is reflected by decreasing margins and increasing difficulties in defending 

prices, and have led to suggestions that the industry is being haunted by the infamous ghost of disruption 

(Christensen, Wang & van Bever, 2013; Source For Consulting, 2012).  

 

The challenges faced by the industry have lead many consultants to call for an increased focus on 

innovation (O’Mahoney & Arkham, 2013: p. 279), and some report that innovation is in fact on the 

increase (O’Mahoney, 2011). Many of their clients disagree with such sentiments, however, and accuse 

the industry of being trapped in its success and lacking the ability to innovate (O’Mahoney & Arkham, 

2013: p. 279; Source For Consulting, 2012). These conflicting perspectives – and the possibility that the 

very firms who advise clients on how to change may not be masters of change themselves – spurred our 

interest, and prompted us to investigate how innovation occurs in the context of management 

consultancies. 

 

1.1. Management consultancies as a research context 

Barcus and Wilkinson (1994, as cited in Weidner & Kass, 2002) provide a comprehensive definition of 

management consulting services, as developed by directors from the industry: 
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“Management consulting is an independent and objective advisory service provided by qualified persons to 

clients in order to help them identify and analyze management problems or opportunities. Management 

consultants also recommend solutions or suggested actions with respect to those issues and help, when 

requested, in their implementation. In essence, management consultants help to effect constructive change in 

private or public sector organizations through the sound application of substantive and process skills”. (Barcus 

& Wilkinson, 1994, as cited in Weidner & Kass, 2002: pp. 173-174) 

  

Management consultancies are often described as a particular type of knowledge-intensive firm (KIF), as 

they rely on a substantial body of complex knowledge and an intellectually skilled workforce to deliver 

knowledge-intensive services (Ejler, Poulfelt & Czerniawska, 2011: p. 1-5). More specifically, they can be 

labeled as knowledge-intensive business services (KIBS), which refers to intermediaries that offer 

knowledge-intensive services to other organizations (Consoli & Elche-Hortelano, 2010; den Hertog, 

2000; Leiponen, 2005, 2006; Muller & Doloreux, 2009). Management consultancies are also 

representations of the professional service firm (PSF). Other than knowledge intensity, PSFs are identified 

by two additional characteristics. The first is low capital intensity, as their production does not require 

significant amounts of non-human assets. In other words, people are their primary assets. The second is 

a professionalized workforce of highly educated employees who enjoy considerable autonomy within 

the confines of professional standards and norms (Løwendahl, Revang & Fosstenløkken, 2001; von 

Nordenflycht, 2010). An additional feature of PSFs is the heterogeneous nature of their services, which 

stems from the need to customize service delivery in accordance with specific client needs (Løwendahl 

et al., 2001).  

 

1.2. Innovation in management consultancies: A scarcely explored topic 

Historically, innovation in knowledge-intensive service settings has received little attention from 

researchers as compared to the broader tertiary sector and the manufacturing sector. The rapid growth 

and aggregated economic impact of knowledge-intensive services have led to a growing interest from 

academic circles, but the topic is still scarcely explored for management consultancies in specific, as most 

of the existing research either includes knowledge-intensive service firms as a subset in studies on 

innovation in the tertiary industry (e.g., Gallouj & Weinstein, 1997; Sundbo, 1997; Sundbo & Gallouj, 
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2000), or investigates the topic in the broader contexts of KIBS (e.g., den Hertog, 2000; Leiponen, 2005, 

2006; Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009; Tuominen & Toivonen, 2011) and PSFs (e.g., Fischer, 2011; Gaudrey 

& Gallouj, 1998; Groysberg & Lee, 2009; Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2003; Smedlund, 2008). 

 

Since knowledge intensity and low capital intensity are defining characteristics of PSFs, it has long since 

been an established view that knowledge creation aimed at updating the firm’s knowledge base is a key 

aspect of acquiring and maintaining competitive advantages (e.g., Morris & Empson, 1998; Reihlen & 

Werr, 2012). As put by Morris and Empson (1998): “Not only can this create new revenue streams, but if 

the knowledge base is not updated, the firm runs the risk of offering yesterday’s solutions to new 

problems” (Morris & Empson, 1998: p. 614). It is not surprising, then, that similar insights have been 

found in studies on the management consultancies, or that knowledge creation has been placed at the 

core of how consultancies develop and change (e.g., Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002). A problem 

with many of these studies, however, is that they arguably are insufficient if one wants to understand 

how innovation occurs, since innovation at the level of the firm has traditionally been understood as 

something more than just the creation of new knowledge. According to Kaiser and Ringlstetter (2011: p. 

61) – who have investigated the relationship between knowledge and innovation in PSFs – innovation at 

the level of the firm has traditionally been defined as the generation of new ideas followed by their 

commercial exploitation. Going by this definition, innovation cannot be understood simply by 

investigating how new knowledge is created, since one must also understand how new knowledge come 

to be exploited. 

 

Other more recent studies on management consultancies live up to this definition – albeit not offering 

explicit definitions of innovation themselves – as they have described innovation as a matter of creating 

new knowledge and using it to render changes in the firm’s consulting practices (Anand, Gardner & 

Morris, 2007; Davenport & Prusak, 2010; Gardner, Anand & Morris, 2008; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003, 

2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld, Benders & van den Berg, 2009, 2012; Taminiau, Smets & de Lange, 2007). 

Despite the emergence of such studies, shortcomings remain. First of all, most of these studies do not 

go into detail on the development of new consulting practices, leaving only scattered and incomplete 
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insights on the topic (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; Gardner et al., 2008; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2005a; 

2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009; Taminiau et al., 2007). Second of all, the studies that provide a more 

detailed understanding of the development of new consulting practices have a rather narrow scope, as 

they only focus on certain forms of consulting practices in the firms they study. Moreover, each of them 

provide limited insights on the organizational factors that impact innovation, as they concentrate on 

specific aspects of the development processes that relate to the consulting practices they focus on 

(Anand et al., 2007; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; Heusinkveld et al., 2012). Another limitation of these 

studies is that fact that they predominantly focus on large, global consultancies. Hence, innovation in 

management consultancies remains a scarcely explored topic, which has led several authors to call for 

increased attention to it (Anand et al., 2007; Greiner & Poulfelt, 2010: p. 459; Werr, 2012). 

 

1.3. Research question and purpose of the study 

After we started reviewing the literature that deals with innovation in management consultancies, we 

were surprised to discover the sparse and scattered nature of current insights, particularly in in light of 

the ongoing public debate upon the topic. Although literature has emerged that go beyond general 

notions of knowledge creation by describing innovation as the development of new consulting practices, 

there is still a lack of proper understanding of how practice development occurs, as well as the 

organizational factors that impact it. This has prompted us to formulate the following research question: 

 

“How do management consultancies innovate their consulting practices,  

and how do organizational factors impact their ability to do so?” 

 

By addressing this research question, we seek to provide a more holistic understanding of innovation in 

management consultancies. Specifically, the purpose of this study is to develop a conceptual model of 

practice development that applies to management consultancies, as well as a conceptual model of the 

organizational factors that impact their innovative ability. We have done this by creating a theoretical 

framework that is based on current research on innovation in management consultancies and 

supplemented with relevant insights from broader research on service firms, KIBS, and PSFs, which in 
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turn has been used to collect and analyze data in an exploratory multiple case study of five Danish 

management consultancies in the SME segment. After an interpretive analysis of the theoretical 

framework in light of our empirical findings, we arrive at our final insights and address our research 

question.  

 

1.4. Significance of the study 

The academic relevance of our study stems from the fact that we contribute to a scarcely explored topic 

that other researchers have called for increasing attention to. Building on existing literature, we use 

empirical research to integrate and extend the currently fragmented insights on how practice 

development occurs in consultancies. The most significant part our study, however, is that we provide 

systematic insights on the organizational factors that impact consultancies’ innovative ability. Another 

contribution stems from the fact that our research is based on consultancies in the SME segment, which 

we believe to be a valuable addition to the focus on large, global consultancies in previous research. 

Moreover, we are to our knowledge the first to conduct a comprehensive study on innovation in 

consultancies in the Scandinavian market in general and the Danish market in specific.  

 

The practical relevance of our study stems from the potential for practitioners to use our conceptual 

models of practice development and organizational impact factors to aid their understanding of 

innovation in organizations similar to theirs. Most importantly, our insights on organizational impact 

factors outline central drivers of and barriers to practice development. While we believe our study should 

be of interest for practitioners in general, it will be of particular interest for practitioners in management 

consultancies in the SME segment. 
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1.5. Reading guide  

Our thesis proceeds as follows: 

 

1. Introduction 

Pages 6-11 

 Introduces our topic, identifies a research gap, specifies our research 

question and the purpose of our study, and clarifies the academic and 

practical relevance of our study. 

   

2. Methodology 

Pages 12-26 

 Describes our research strategy, design, and process, as well as 

criterion for evaluating the trustworthiness of our research. 

   

3. Theoretical framework                        

Pages 27-57 

 Presents the theoretical framework we have used as a basis for data 

collection and analysis. 

   

4. Empirical framework 

Pages 58-91 

 Presents an empirical framework on the basis of our exploratory 

multiple case study of five Danish management consultancies. 

   

5. Interpretive analysis 

Pages 92-111 

 Interprets our empirical framework in light of our theoretical 

framework, and arrives at our conceptual models of practice 

development and organizational impact factors.  

   

6. Conclusion 

Pages 112-115 

 Concludes our study by answering our research question, discusses 

the limitations of our research, and suggests avenues for further 

research. 

   

7. Reference list             

Pages 116-122 

 Provides an overview of the literature we have employed. 

   

8. Appendices  

Pages 123-140 

 Written appendices include references to our empirical data and 

supplemental information on our research process. Appendices 

attached on CD include our complete empirical database. 
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2. Methodology 

 

This part of our thesis provides a detailed description of our methodological considerations and research 

process. First, chapter 2.1 describes our research strategy and worldview. Second, chapter 2.2 describes 

our research design. Third, chapter 2.3 describes the different phases of our research process. Fourth, and 

last, chapter 2.4 describes criteria for the evaluation of our research.  

 

2.1. Research strategy and worldview 

There are two main branches of research strategy, known as quantitative and qualitative research. The 

difference between them lies in the collection and analysis of data. Quantitative research is based on 

quantifiable data, and is typically focused on testing existing theories. Qualitative research, on the other 

hand, “tends to be concerned with words rather than numbers” (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 386) where 

data is collected by exploring the views of individuals within a given setting. Furthermore, it is often 

employed when there is less emphasis on existing theories (Bryman & Bell, 2011: pp. 386-387). 

Innovation in management consultancies is a complex and rather sparsely investigated topic, involving 

an intricate web of human actors and actions. Therefore, we have chosen a qualitative approach, as it is 

well suited for scrutinizing thinly documented social phenomena and understanding social processes in 

context (Esterberg, 2002: p. 2). 

 

It should be noted that our research is founded on a social constructionist worldview. Social 

constructivism is an epistemological position springing from the notion that social reality – including what 

is considered common and scientific knowledge – is constructed by social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2011: 

pp. 21-22). This worldview has implications for the way we treat information. Our role as researchers 

within this paradigm is to examine the empirical world to understand how given social realities are 

constructed, and provide plausible insights to the objects under study by engaging in interpretive 

research (Esterberg, 2002: pp. 15-16). Consequently, we do not base our research on universal 

definitions of truth. Instead, we focus on interpreting the information that arises in the interaction 
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between empirical data, theoretical fields and us as researchers. The purpose is to identify the meanings 

that are ingrained in this information (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: pp. 19-20). 

 

2.1.1. Producing new insights through exploratory and abductive research 

Research can either be confirmatory or exploratory. Confirmatory research tests ‘a priori’ hypotheses, 

where outcome predictions are made before data collection. It has the advantage of striving to minimize 

the probability of falsely reporting a non-significant result as significant. Exploratory research seeks to 

generate ‘a posteriori’ hypotheses by examining data and looking for potential relations between 

variables, and permits the conception of a relation although there is uncertainty about its direction and 

strength. The advantage lies in the increased potential of making new discoveries due to less stringent 

methodological restrictions. When conducting exploratory research, the researcher aims to minimize the 

probability of rejecting potentially interesting relations (Jaeger & Halliday, 1998). Our goal is to make 

new discoveries, and for this reason we have not posited preliminary hypotheses for possible 

confirmation. As a result, we engage in exploratory research, with the intention of benefiting from its 

flexibility when collecting and analyzing data from the case studies. 

 

We have not sought to test existing theories; neither do we seek to develop new theory from the ground 

up. Instead, our ambition has been to extend existing research based on features of the empirical world 

that are not explainable by current theories. We use such theories when they can be employed to 

increase the robustness of empirical variables and relations. Hence, we connect empirical data to 

theoretical concepts that create a basis for understanding relevant phenomena and addressing our 

research questions. This has been pursued through means of abduction, where we move back and forth 

between inductive and deductive reasoning in effort to create a dialogue between empirical and 

theoretical evidence (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: p. 20-23). It has resulted in an iterative research 

process where we arrive at new insights by continuously interpreting and interpolating the information 

that emerges from literature studies and data collection. 
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2.2. Research design: Multiple case study 

As mentioned in the previous section, our research is characterized by an abductive approach to the 

interpretation of literature and empirical data. We have chosen to perform exploratory research based 

on a multiple case study. Case studies have been described as “a research strategy which focuses on 

understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (Eisenhardt, 1989: p. 534), and “an empirical 

inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, especially 

when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2009: p. 18). Due 

to the multi-faceted and situated characteristics of innovation in management consultancies, we found 

it fruitful to pursue a case study design. It is has also been chosen because it fits the intentions outlined 

by our research questions. Yin (2009) suggests case studies are suitable when the research aims to 

answer ‘how’ or ‘why’ questions, where the purpose is to examine contemporary procedures of which 

the researcher has limited or no control over (Yin, 2009: p. 18). Case study research can be based on 

either single or multiple cases. Multiple case studies may not provide the same detailed richness as a 

single case study, but have the advantage of additional empirical data that can provide more robust 

evidence (Yin, 2009: p. 53). We found it instrumental to choose a multiple case study since we aim to 

provide new insights to a sparsely explored field, as it allows us to increase the scope of our findings by 

investigating innovation in several organizational contexts. Consequently, our research focuses on five 

Danish management consulting firms. Due to an agreement of anonymization, they have been labeled 

as Alfa, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo. 

 

The establishment of evidence during case study research is typically done through data collection 

methods such as interviews, questionnaires and observations (Yin, 2009: p. 53).  We have primarily based 

our data collection on interviews, which were conducted with representatives from both the 

management level and lower levels of the case firms. Correspondingly, our research takes shape as a 

comparative analysis of multiple levels across multiple cases, where we seek to identify important 

similarities and differences. This is further expounded upon in our description of the research process, 

where we detail the selection of cases (cf. section 2.3.2.1.) and interview subjects (see section 2.3.2.2.), 
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as well as our analytical process (cf. section 2.3.3.). Interview data has been supplemented with 

additional primary data from websites, documents and press statements provided by the case firms. 

 

2.3. Research process 

Although our research process has been highly iterative, it can be separated into three main phases, as 

outlined in figure 1 below. The constituencies of the different phases are described in a similar order in 

the following three sections. 

 

 

Figure 1: Overview of our research process. Our own making. 

 

2.3.1. Phase 1: Pre-study 

Our Interest in the topic was kindled after reading the report from O’Mahoney’s (2011) survey and a 

variety of newspaper articles, all of which shed a critical light on innovation in the management 

consulting industry. We then sought to obtain relevant literature to provide further oversight of the 

topic. The main body of literature was acquired by conducting searches in the academic databases 

provided by Copenhagen Business School1. We also consulted our thesis supervisor Flemming Poulfelt 

and other researchers2 who recommended additional literature, and performed free internet searches 

                                                
1 Searches have primarily been conducted in EbscoHost, Business Source Complete, Sage Navigator and Libsearch.   
2 We consulted the following researchers: Dr. Joe O’Mahoney (Cardiff University), Dr. Yvette Taminiau (Vrije Universiteit 
Amsterdam), Dr. Stefan Heusinkveld (Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam), Professor Timothy Morris (Saïd Business School) and Faïz 
Gallouj (Université Lille 1). 

Pre-study 

1. Literature review 

2. Formulating research 

question 

3. Creating theoretical 

framework 

 

 

 

 

Data collection 
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5. Designing interview 

guides 
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9. Interview coding 

10. Interpretive analysis 

11. Discussing analytical 
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to find complementary secondary data such as newspaper articles and industry reports. Together, this 

formed the basis of the literature review that served to inform our research focus.  

 

Throughout our literature review, we observed that current research on innovation in management 

consultancies is fragmented, providing neither a holistic picture of innovation nor comprehensive 

insights into the organizational aspects that might impact it. This became the motivation for selecting 

our specific area of inquiry, and prompted the formulation of our research questions. Subsequently, we 

created a theoretical framework to help us address the research questions by guiding our data collection 

and analysis. Both the research questions and theoretical framework were revised as part of the iterative 

research process, but remained centered upon our original research focus. 

 

As far as possible, we have selected literature that examines innovation in the context of management 

consulting firms. This has been supplemented with literature on KIFs, KIBS, PSFs as well as innovation in 

traditional service industries. Supplementation was valuable for two reasons. First, the literature on our 

topic is limited in its precise context. Second, the supplementations elaborate on many of the same 

dimensions while providing enriching additions. All of the supplementary literature has been carefully 

selected according to its applicability, and we have given preference to those sources that incorporate 

consultancies as part of the research. In general, we have put emphasis on literature that is published in 

reputable peer-reviewed journals and focused on recent and well-cited sources. Newer literature was 

favored due to the many changes that have impacted the management consulting industry over the last 

decade. Well-cited literature was chosen to ensure a high degree of trustworthiness, and citations were 

assessed by employing Copenhagen Business School’s databases and Google Scholar. 

 

2.3.2. Phase 2: Data collection 

Following the creation of our theoretical framework, we proceeded to collect empirical data. We detail 

each step of this phase below, from the initial selection of case firms to the compilation of an empirical 

database at the end. 
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2.3.2.1. Selecting case firms 

The five firms in our case study are Danish management consultancies with a notable presence in the 

Scandinavian market. They were selected on the basis of four criteria. First, they should be operating in 

traditional management consulting domains. This means that we have excluded audit firms and 

technology-focused consultancies. Second, they should offer services to both the public and private 

sector, so as to avoid the limitations of restricting our research to firms that only do one or the other. 

Third, they should have demonstrated a certain level of success in recent years, meaning that they have 

a positive track record in terms of market performance and reputation. We checked this by reviewing 

their annual reports and news articles. All of the selected firms exhibited a level of success that suggests 

they are well-managed organizations with competitive advantages. Fourth, the firms should be small to 

medium sized. The selected firms span a range from 16 to 500 employees3, thereby falling roughly within 

the SME category. Although the firms are headquartered in Denmark, we have based these numbers on 

the tally of their Scandinavian presence. More detailed descriptions of each firm are included in section 

4.1.  

 

We have selected case firms on the basis of the criteria mentioned in order to ensure that they fit the 

focus of our research, and that they represent a scope of contexts that are diverse yet comparable. This 

was an important consideration, as we sought to identify patterns across all of the case firms. A notable 

consequence of the selection criteria is the exclusion of larger, global management consultancies. In 

addition to abiding by the selection criteria, we excluded them for three more reasons. First of all, it was 

easier to establish contact with domestic firms. Secondly, it improved our ability to get proper overview 

of the firms. An important part of that was the fact that these firms would give us access to members on 

the strategic decision-making levels, which was essential in order to provide a holistic picture of 

innovation. Finally, as mentioned in the introduction, existing research on innovation in management 

consultancies mostly focuses on large global actors. Therefore, we saw more opportunities for new 

insights in different contexts.  

                                                
3 In the case of Delta we have focused exclusively on the consulting branch. 
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2.3.2.2. Selecting interview subjects 

Interviews were conducted in two rounds. In the first round, we focused on representatives from the 

management level of the firms, consisting of partners and directors who are included in strategic 

decision-making and the overall management of the firm. This gave us access to people with 

comprehensive knowledge of their firms and the organizational aspects that impact innovation. In the 

second round, we sought to strengthen our data by interviewing lower-level consultants who had 

experiences with innovation. Other than extending our empirical data, this was motivated by our wish 

to investigate whether their opinions and experiences diverged from the managers, something that was 

also encouraged during the first round of interviews. 

 

We selected three interview subjects from each firm with the exception of Echo whose small scale led 

us to select only two. Due to the importance of our respondents having organization-wide knowledge, 

two out of three interview subjects were selected from the management level in the four firms where 

we conducted three interviews. In Echo, we selected one interview subject from the management level 

and one amongst lower-level consultants. In total, this sums up to 14 interview subjects across the five 

case firms. All of the participants approved of their involvement being mentioned in the foreword to our 

thesis, but we have agreed to anonymize their personal statements. This was necessary to allow 

uninhibited use of direct quotations, as well as ensuring frank responses and proper ethical conduct. A 

complete overview of our interview subjects is included in appendix C. 

 

2.3.2.3. Designing interview guides 

According to Kvale (1996: p. 27), the purpose of the qualitative research interview is to understand 

themes of the daily world from the interview subjects’ own perspectives. The structure of the interview 

comes close to an everyday conversation, but involves a specific approach. Kvale (1996) explains: 

“Technically, the qualitative research interview is semistructured: It is neither an open conversation nor 

a highly structured questionnaire. It is conducted according to an interview guide that focuses on certain 

themes and that may include suggested questions” (Kvale, 1996: p. 27). 
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We started designing a basic interview guide shortly after we had created our theoretical framework, 

and used the framework and our research questions to decide the main themes and questions to be 

covered. In line with Ghauri and Grønhaug (2002), the guide was given an informal test with one of our 

friends4 whom at the time worked as a consultant at the Swedish branch of one of the firm, after which 

we made necessary revisions (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2002: p. 102). We then used the basic interview 

guide to design two slightly different interview guides for the management level and lower-level 

consultants. Managers were given extra questions on strategic decision-making and management 

support of innovation, while lower-level consultant had extra questions on their perception on the 

organizational arrangement. The core of the interview guides was kept intact to create consistency 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 467). We based our interview guides on open-ended questions to permit the 

interview subjects to express their opinions freely and take the conversation in the direction they felt 

were most important. Leading questions were avoided, as they could taint the interviews with our 

possible biases. The topic under investigation is rather abstract, it was considered to adopt stricter 

interview-guides that encourage more structured responses. However, we preferred to maintain a 

flexible design to allow for richer data collection through open-ended conversations (Kvale, 1996: p. 27), 

and instead included prompts that could be used to steer the conversation in specific directions if we 

needed to probe something further or ensure coverage of the main themes (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 

467). 

 

2.3.2.4. Conducting interviews 

Interviews were conducted over a period of three months in the spring of 2013. The majority was held 

at the firms’ offices, but three were conducted via phone calls and one via video call. The interviews 

lasted between fifty minutes and two hours. Interview subjects were given the choice of speaking in 

English or their native tongue. Only interview subject A2 chose the latter, due to a strong preference for 

speaking in Danish. This was not problematic, as both researchers are Scandinavian and have lived in 

Denmark for several years. The selected quotations from the Danish interview have been translated to 

English to the best of our ability, and are included in their original language in appendix B. 

                                                
4 These interviews are not part of our empirical data. 
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The interviews were conducted in line with the interview guides. In addition, we asked the interview 

subjects to exemplify abstract statements and provide examples of concrete events related to innovation 

in order to provide greater clarity. The interview process benefited from the fact that we were two 

researchers, as it enabled us to take notes during the interviews while remaining alert to the subjects’ 

responses (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 478). Moreover, after each interview, we held a short debriefing 

session comparing notes and initial impressions. 

 

2.3.2.5. Transcribing interviews and compiling a database 

All of the interviews have subsequently been recorded and transcribed in a similar manner. Audio 

recordings were transcribed verbatim shortly after each interview to prevent any deficiencies of 

memory. This was done with the help of the software InqScribe. We first transcribed the interviews 

individually and included time references at every question to enable easy comparison with audio files. 

During the process of transcribing the interviews we followed Bryman and Bell’s (2011) suggestion of 

continuously making notes on emerging patterns and then reviewed the transcripts together to ensure 

that no errors were made and aid us in the analytical stages. To mitigate any misinterpretations, we sent 

the transcripts to our interview subjects for confirmation of accuracy. After receiving confirmation from 

the interview subjects, we compiled the transcriptions and audio recordings of their interviews in a 

collective database. Each interview were given a specific label, and included in the database on a case-

by-case basis. In addition, we supplemented the database with other sources of primary data throughout 

the collection phase. The complete database is included in the electronic version of the thesis. 

 

2.3.3. Phase 3: Analysis and conclusion 

We have analyzed the collected data in accordance with Yin’s (2011) cycle for qualitative analysis. This 

cycle includes five iterative stages: 1) Compiling the empirical data in a database; 2) disassembling the 

data and reorganizing into themes; 3) reassembling the data by establishing patterns and categories 

within and across cases; 4) interpreting findings in connection to established literature; and 5) providing 

a conclusion based on the analysis of the entire research study (Yin, 2011: pp. 177-179). The preceding 
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subsection explained how we transcribed the interviews, compiled a database and made preliminary 

notes of emerging patterns. This corresponds to the first stage of Yin’s (2011) cycle, and served as an 

introduction to the last phase of our research, which consisted of the remaining four analytical stages. 

 

2.3.3.1. Condensing the empirical data through open and focused coding  

Upon the completion of our database we started to code the interviews. Coding was done in two steps, 

where we started with open coding and ended with focused coding. Open coding is done by going 

through the data line by line, and identifying themes that seem to be of interest. This process is not 

based on predefined codes, but is meant to establish oversight of what is going on in the data (Esterberg, 

2002: pp. 158-159). We followed advice from Esterberg (2002: p. 159) and performed open coding by 

making highlights and notes in printed versions of the transcripts (cf. appendix E) as well as writing 

memos and creating mind maps. This was first done individually to allow for differing perspectives, and 

subsequently compared and discussed on a case-by-case basis. We also reviewed them in light of the 

emerging patterns we identified during the transcription process. After we agreed upon important 

themes, we imported them to the qualitative analysis software QDA Miner and disassembled them in 

different categories. This corresponds to the second stage of Yin’s (2011) analytical cycle. Next, we 

proceeded to do focused coding. Like open coding, focused coding is done by going through the data 

line by line, but concentrates on the key themes that are identified during open coding (Esterberg, 2002: 

p. 161). We went systematically through the categories we created after open coding, which provided a 

fundamental structure that made it easier to find recurring patterns and important differences. Themes 

were refined, and more detailed codes created within them. During both parts of the coding process, we 

made use of ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions to get a deeper analytical understanding of the data, and to avoid 

creating purely descriptive codes. Since there is an imminent risk of contextual distortions when coding 

fragments of qualitative data (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 443), we frequently returned to interview 

transcripts and audio recordings to confirm that our representations were accurate. At the end of this 

process, we had reassembled our data to represent patterns within and across cases. This corresponds 

to the third stage of Yin’s (2011) analytical cycle. Our complete coding scheme can be found in the 

empirical database that is included on the CD that is attached to our thesis (cf. appendix G). 
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2.3.3.2. Comparing findings with theory 

Comparisons with literature have been made throughout the whole analytical process. This was done in 

accordance with our abductive process, and Yin’s (2011) recommendation of constant comparisons 

between literature and empirical data (Yin, 2011: p. 197). Theoretical concepts were used as inspiration 

during the coding process, but we sought to create codes that remained true to our interview subjects’ 

articulations. Literature came to the forefront in the next part of our analytical process, where we did an 

interpretive analysis between our theoretical framework and empirical findings. This corresponds to the 

fourth stage of Yin’s (2011) analytical cycle, and brought us to our final analytical insights. 

 

We present our empirical findings in a stand-alone chapter (cf. chapter 4), which is followed by an 

interpretive analytical chapter where we compare our empirical findings with our theoretical framework 

(cf. chapter 5). The reason for this separation is two-fold. Firstly, it permitted an undistracted 

presentation of our empirical data. Secondly, it allowed us to delve deeper into theoretical concepts 

when presenting our interpretive analysis. The interpretive analysis brought us to the conclusive stage 

of our research process, where we answered our research question (cf. chapter 6). This corresponds to 

the fifth and last stage of Yin’s (2011) analytical cycle. 

 

2.4. Research evaluation 

Quantitative researchers evaluate their research in terms of reliability and validity. In short, the former 

relates to whether the research is based on measurements that give consistent results, while the latter 

relates to whether it measures what it is supposed to measure and if the results can be generalized 

beyond the specific research context. The adequacy of these criteria for qualitative research has been a 

subject of debate. Whether or not the criteria of reliability and validity are relevant for qualitative 

research has been a subject of debate. Some researchers argue that the grounding of these concepts in 

quantitative research makes them inappropriate, and that qualitative research should be evaluated 

differently (Bryman & Bell, 2011: pp. 41-43). Lincoln and Guba (as cited by Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 43; 

Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: p. 294-295; Shenton; 2004) have proposed an alternative approach based 
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on evaluations of trustworthiness and authenticity. Trustworthiness parallels reliability and validity, while 

authenticity refers to the ‘fairness’ of the research study in terms of its impact on potential stakeholders 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 43; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: p. 294-295; Shenton, 2004). We have chosen 

to follow this approach, as it is specifically devised for qualitative research while covering the same 

fundamental ideas as reliability and validity. It has been used to provide instructive guidelines throughout 

our research process. Trustworthiness is discussed in light of our research in the remainder of this 

section. 

 

2.4.1. Criteria of trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness rests on four criteria: 1) credibility; 2) transferability; 3) dependability; and 4) 

confirmability. The first criterion, credibility, relates to how believable the research findings are. Credible 

research is that which provides feasible and convincing accounts that are in congruence with reality 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 43, p. 396; Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: p. 294; Shenton, 2004). A fundamental 

aspect of establishing credibility is to conduct research in accordance with well-established methods and 

‘good practice’ (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 396; Shenton, 2004). We have sought to create a suitable 

research design and follow appropriate methods at every step of the research process. This chapter aims 

to make that transparent by describing our methodology and research process in detail.  

 

Another fundamental aspect is respondent validation, where findings are submitted to informants for 

confirmation of accuracy (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 396), for example by sending them interview 

transcripts so that they can consider whether their words means what they actually intended (Shenton, 

2004). Following the coding process, we provided our interview subjects with their transcribed 

statements in order of the key themes we had identified5, and encouraged them to review for 

inaccuracies and sensitive information. In addition, our codes and findings have been continuously 

revised to minimize potential misinterpretations and loss of contextual clarity. We have also strained to 

provide thick descriptions of our findings, which promote credibility by offering detailed accounts of the 

phenomenon under scrutiny and the surrounding contexts. Moreover, our findings have been analyzed 

                                                
5 Theme-based quotes sent to interview subjects are included in our database (see appendix G). 
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and discussed in light of previous research to examine congruencies and incongruences. Conveying our 

findings through thick descriptions and relating them to existing bodies of knowledge should assist 

readers of the final account in determining whether the overall results ring true (Shenton, 2004). 

 

Credibility can also be established through triangulation, which entails the use of more than one method 

or source of data to increase confidence in the findings by applying multiple reference points (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011: p. 397). Triangulation may be achieved by using several informants and comparing their 

viewpoints, or including informants from several organizations to reduce the impact of local factors 

peculiar to one institution. The former promotes credibility by allowing for verification of individual 

viewpoints against others, the latter by allowing for identification of similar results at different sites 

(Shenton, 2004). This was the primary motivation for our choice of a multiple case study with multiple 

interview subjects from different levels of the case firms, which enabled us to identify recurring patterns 

across a variety of informants and sites. In addition to the interviews, we originally intended to engage 

in observations to get an impression of actual behaviors. As our data collection progressed, we realized 

that innovation mostly occurs through dispersed and unpredictable ad-hoc activities, where the 

innovation processes can only be outlined in retrospect. Hence, it seemed unfeasible to synchronize 

observations with relevant events. Consequently, observations were dismissed. We also considered 

using a survey, which could have provided us with data from a larger pool of informants. This was 

determined to be an unfavorable tactic, however, as we considered the format to be a poor fit for our 

exploratory research approach. In the end, we opted to supplement the interviews with primary data 

from firm websites, documents and press statements. This was done in every instance where we could 

access relevant primary data outside of the interviews. 

 

The second criterion, transferability, relates to whether the findings and conclusions apply to other 

contexts. As the findings of qualitative studies are specific to rather small numbers of individuals and 

particular contexts, it is impossible to demonstrate transferability. Instead, in line with qualitative 

researchers are encouraged to produce thick descriptions, so that readers can make judgments about 
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the possible transferability of findings and conclusions based on the detailed accounts they are provided 

with (Bryman & Bell: p. 43, p. 398; Shenton, 2004).  

 

The third criterion, dependability, relates to whether the findings are likely to apply if our research were 

to be repeated in the same context with the same methods (Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 43; Shenton, 2004). 

Dependability requires inclusion of information to show “that the process of research has been logical, 

traceable and documented.” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008: p, 294). Detailed records of the research 

process enables other readers to assess the extent to which proper practices have been followed 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011: p. 398), and gives other researchers the opportunity to reproduce the study 

(Shenton, 2004). This chapter has provided in-depth descriptions of our research process and the choices 

we have made along the way. In addition, we have taken great care to document the collection of data. 

All of our empirical data is available in the electronic database (cf. appendix G). This includes interview 

transcriptions as well as audio recordings that allow readers to review the interviews in their original 

format. We have also added PDF-files with our additional primary data. 

 

The fourth criterion, confirmability, relates to whether steps have been taken to ensure as far as possible 

that findings are the result of the reality conveyed by empirical data rather than researcher bias (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011: p. 43, p. 398; Shenton, 2004). Although complete objectivity is impossible, it should be 

shown that the researchers have acted in ‘good faith’ (Byrman & Bell, 2011: p. 398). With respect to this, 

we once again draw attention to the detailed descriptions of our methodological considerations, our 

research process and our reasons for making specific choices, as well as the use of triangulation in order 

to the reduce the effect of potential biases (Shenton, 2004). We have also followed advice from Eriksson 

& Kovalainen (2008), and written our final account with the intention of “linking findings and 

interpretations to the data in ways that can be easily understood by others” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 

2008: p. 294). While we are well aware that there is no way to guarantee the absence of personal bias, 

we have done the utmost to be cautious of preconceived notions and subjective preferences that might 

distort our research. 
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2.5. Chapter summary. 

The first section explained the methodological considerations behind our decision to conduct a 

qualitative research strategy based on a multiple case design with the purpose of exploring how 

consultancies develop new consultancies practices and how organizational factors impacts their ability 

to do so.  

 

The second section described our iterative research process, which includes three focal phases: 1) pre-

study; 2) data collection and 3; analysis and conclusion. During pre-study, we defined the study topic and 

research questions, collected relevant literature, and established a preliminary theoretical framework in 

line with our research question and purpose. During data collection, we select our case firms and 

interview subjects within these firms, designed of a semi-structured interview guide, and proceeded to 

collect and transcribe empirical data. During analysis and conclusion, we coded the data through open 

and focused coding processes, analyzed the cases looking for within and cross-case patterns, and 

compared our findings with established literature, before arriving at a conclusion based on an 

interpretive analysis. 

 

The last section provided a reflection on the quality of our thesis in light of central criterion of 

trustworthiness. 
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3. Innovation in management consultancies: A theoretical framework 

 

This part of our thesis provides an in-depth exploration of its theoretical background. The purpose is to 

present a review of existing conceptions of innovation in management consultancies, and supplementing 

these insights from broader knowledge-intensive settings. The resulting framework has been our 

foundation for data collection and analysis, and will be used to arrive at our own conceptual models of 

practice development and organizational impact factors in management consultancies. We have divided 

the framework in four main chapters: First, chapter 3.1 introduces the organizational knowledge system 

in management consultancies. Second, chapter 3.2 describes innovation as an outcome. Third, chapter 

3.3 explores how innovation occurs. Fourth, chapter 3.4 outlines organizational factors that have been 

found to impact innovation. 

 

3.1. Management consultancies as organizational knowledge systems 

Before we explore theoretical perspectives on innovation, it is fruitful to prepare the ground with a 

description of the organizational knowledge resources that are available to management consultancies, 

and how they come to define the firm. General theories of organizational knowledge tend to describe it 

according to two dimensions: An epistemological dimension distinguishing between tacit and explicit 

knowledge, and an ontological dimension distinguishing between individual and collective knowledge. 

Tacit knowledge is rooted in experiences, values, and beliefs, and can be difficult to observe and 

communicate. Explicit knowledge, on the other hand, is articulated and abstracted, and can be 

transferred and stored more easily through the use of codified formats. Both tacit and explicit knowledge 

can exist at an individual or collective level (e.g., Nonaka, 1994; Nonaka, Toyama & Konno, 2000). In 

consultancies, at the individual level, tacit knowledge has been described as the indwelling experience-

based skills and beliefs of consultants, and explicit knowledge as their formal education and professional 

credentials. At the collective level, tacit knowledge has been characterized as joint routines, norms, and 

values, and explicit knowledge as codified consulting methods, tools, and business cases (Stjernberg & 

Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002). These knowledge resources represent the fundamental organizational 

knowledge base in consultancies, as summarized in figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Dimensions of the organizational knowledge base in management consultancies. 
 Our own adaptation based on Werr (2002: p. 95) and Stjernberg and Werr (2003). 

 

A key element in selling and delivering consulting services is the development of recognizable knowledge 

repertoires that facilitate operationalization and commercialization of the firm’s knowledge resources. 

The construction and delimitation of a knowledge repertoire is typically connected to the codification of 

management knowledge (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005b). Other than defining the knowledge 

repertoire, codified knowledge (i.e., abstracted methods, tools, and business cases) plays an important 

role in reducing uncertainty for both consultants and clients, as it provides rationalized formulae and 

common terminology that guide consultants’ work and influence expectations of service quality 

(Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002). Knowledge repertoires are usually constructed around different 

topics in the form of concepts. Concepts “[...] offer a more or less coherent set of prescriptions on 

organizing and are known by a particular label” (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003: p. 106) (e.g., the growth-

share matrix, total quality management, and business process re-engineering). They are used as a means 

of ‘productivizing’ management ideas, while retaining an interpretative quality that permits consultants 

to apply them in a variety of client contexts (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005b; Heusinkveld, Benders 

& van den Berg, 2012). 

 

Concepts, in turn, are connected to different communities of practice - or practice areas - that 

encompass the firm’s knowledge and capabilities within different domains. These broader knowledge 
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structures are the basic units of organizing in most PSFs, defining both their service areas and 

administrative setup (Kubr, 2002: p. 769). In consultancies, they “[…] are identifiable subunits within a 

firm, and consultants are attached to these units according to some common facet of their expertise, such 

as background, clientele served, or area of intervention” (Anand et al., 2007: p. 408). Since management 

consultancies primarily focus on developing functional managerial knowledge (e.g., strategy, corporate 

finance, and supply chain management) or knowledge that is specific to an industry (e.g., financial 

services, telecommunication, and transportation), practice areas are typically based on a functional 

specialization or an industry specialization, or a combination of these (Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010; Werr, 

2002; Werr & Greiner, 2008: p. 99). They function as formal networks of consultants, are an ongoing part 

of the organizational structure, and are typically measured by standard performance measurements 

such as revenue and profit margin (Anand et al., 2007). They can also function as ‘centers of excellence’ 

by serving as focal points for knowledge development within their specific areas of expertise (Moore & 

Birkinshaw, 1998). 

 

Taken together, the knowledge resources and structures described above make up the knowledge 

system that defines most consultancies. Practice areas organized according to different functional and 

industry specializations delineate the firm’s services and capabilities. Concepts are used to aid the 

operationalization of management knowledge by providing discernible knowledge repertoires made up 

of methods, tools, and business cases. During service delivery, these knowledge repertoires are 

interpreted and acted upon in light of individual experiences, skills, and beliefs, as well as collective 

routines, norms, and values. As we shall see in the following chapters, this organizational knowledge 

system is at the center of current interpretations of innovation in management consultancies. 

 

3.2. Innovation as an outcome 

As mentioned in the introduction to our thesis, innovation in management consultancies has been 

described as the act of creating new knowledge and using it to render changes in the firm’s consulting 

practices. In order to get a proper understanding of innovation in consultancies, however, we must 

explore more concrete features of the innovation outcomes that have been associated with new 
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knowledge. We do this in two steps, as inspired by Goffin & Mitchell (2010: pp. 8-16): First, section 3.2.1 

provides a description of the dimensions of innovation, or what is changed. Second, section 3.2.2 

provides a description of the possible degrees of innovation, or how much is changed. Following this, 

section 3.2.3 summarizes this chapter. 

 

3.2.1. Dimensions of innovation: What is changed? 

At a basic level, knowledge creation in consultancies revolves around the development of their 

fundamental knowledge base, as represented by their methods, tools, and cases, as well as their 

individual and collective know-how (Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010; Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002). 

Development of this knowledge base is also at the core of the literature that deals with innovation in 

consultancies. What separates this literature from that which deals with general organizational learning 

is that it not only explores the creation of new knowledge, but also how this knowledge is used to effect 

observable changes in the firm’s consulting practices (Anand et al., 2007; Davenport & Prusak, 2010; 

Gardner et al., 2008; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003, 2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009, 2012; 

Taminiau et al., 2007). In other words, this literature explicitly or implicitly frame innovation as a 

phenomenon that goes beyond knowledge creation, in the sense that new knowledge must be 

accompanied by its exploitation. 

 

Some authors frame innovation in consultancies as a process of service development, meaning that the 

innovative outcome of knowledge creation is seen as the implementation of new or improved consulting 

services (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; O’Mahoney, 2011; Taminiau et al., 2007). Other authors do not 

frame innovation in service terms, but choose to focus on the knowledge structures and repertoires that 

define the firm’s services, which is arguably a more informative approach. This perspective can be found 

in two streams of research: One focusing on practice area creation (PAC) (Anand et al., 2007; Gardner et 

al., 2008), and another on new concept development (NCD) (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005a; 2005b; 

Heusinkveld et al., 2009, 2012). The first describes the innovative outcome of knowledge creation as the 

embedding of new practice areas, while the latter describes it as the implementation of new concepts. 

Even though PAC relates to the development of a more comprehensive knowledge structure than NCD, 
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these literature streams are closely related, as they both pertain to the creation of new knowledge in 

order to establish new consulting practices that enhance the firm’s service offerings (Anand et al., 2007, 

Gardner et al., 2008; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009; 2012). From 

an outcome perspective, it should be noted that new practice areas and concepts have a broader and 

more intricate impact on the organization than that which is implied by traditional notions of service 

development. The outcome cannot simply be understood in terms of changes to specific services, but 

must also be understood as changes to the organizational knowledge system. In the case of PAC, it must 

even be understood as changes to the organizational setup. 

 

An activity that can be related to the development and implementation of new consulting practices is 

the production of thought leadership formats. Thought leadership is a widely applied term, but is 

generally used to describe to the pursuit of knowledge excellence and leading expertise. Thought 

leadership formats refers to the production of publications and events that are used to demonstrate this 

expertise, such as white papers, books, and conferences. These formats are a way of crystallizing 

knowledge in order to communicate its intangible qualities more clearly, and are often an important part 

of consultancies’ promotional activities (Czerniawska; 2007: pp. 117-119; Davenport & Prusak, 2010; 

O’Mahoney, 2011). According to Davenport and Prusak (2010), thought leadership formats can be used 

for more than marketing purposes, as they may be of value in documenting and promoting the new 

knowledge that is created as part of service development efforts. 

 

3.2.2. Degrees of innovation: How much is changed? 

Novelty is an integral part of innovation in any context it is discussed. The notion that innovation relates 

to the act of doing something ‘new’ is arguably the only opinion that has not been a regular issue of 

debate since Schumpeter (1934) first discussed the topic in light of economic theory. According to Goffin 

and Mitchell (2010: pp. 8-16), the prevailing consensus amongst researchers is that novelty is variable, 

or more precisely, that innovation may occur across a continuum ranging from radical to incremental 

change. Sundbo (1997) observes the same in his study of a broad range of service firms – including 

consultancies – but emphasizes that innovation in service contexts tends to be dominated by incremental 
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change. This, he proposes, is a natural consequence of the fact that many innovations arise from ongoing 

experiences during service encounters. Although he finds that small and gradual change is an important 

source of innovation, he argues that it should not be confused with general organizational learning, as: 

“[…] an innovation must be new – either a completely new element or a new combination of old elements 

– while the act of learning does not need to be new. The act of learning can be repeated (a large-scale 

activity) and it can be new, but if it is both new and repeated, it is an innovation” (Sundbo, 1997: p. 438). 

He continues by suggesting that innovation should be viewed as an act that creates jumps in terms of 

economic impact, while organizational learning follows a linear trajectory. These dynamics are illustrated 

in figure 3. At the same time, he concedes that it is difficult to make strict empirical demarcations 

between small incremental innovations and general acts of learning, as both are evolutionary 

phenomena.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: Innovation in service firms. Our own making after Sundbo (1997). 
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even require organizational unlearning. Leiponen (2005) adheres to this view, finding that more drastic 

departures from the knowledge base tend to lead to more radical innovations in KIBS.  

 

Other authors have discussed these notions according to whether consultancies employ an explorative 

or exploitative approach to knowledge development. Explorative approaches are associated with the 

pursuit of knowledge outside the firm’s existing knowledge base and more radical innovations, while 

exploitative approaches are associated with refinement of existing knowledge and incremental 

innovations (March, 1991; Van den Bosch, Baaij & Volberda, 2005). A different perspective is offered by 

Hargadon (2002), who argues that few ideas are completely new, and therefore questions the value of 

interpreting novelty according to a radical-incremental continuum. Instead, he proposes the term 

recombinant innovation. This refers to reconfigurations of existing knowledge and transfer of ideas from 

where they are known to where they are unknown. He suggests that is especially relevant for knowledge 

brokering firms such as consultancies, who serve as intermediaries between clients in multiple domains. 

He sums up the core of his argument in the following way: 

  

“For innovation, it is not what organizations already know that is important. It is how they use what they know 

to make sense of new situations and how they use new situations to make new sense of what they already 

know.” (Hargadon, 2002: p. 80) 

 

Although conceptualizations of innovations as being radical and substitutive or incremental and additive 

may be criticized for being overly dichotomous - and thereby failing to include more intricate aspects of 

novelty such as those proposed by Hargadon (2002) - they are an intuitive way of understanding the fact 

that novelty varies. It is important to keep this variability in mind, as different levels of novelty are 

associated with different levels of risk and potential rewards. The inherent uncertainty accompanying 

radical changes means that they carry more risk, but higher levels of novelty also increase the potential 

for innovations to contribute to market differentiation and competitive advantages. Conversely, 

incremental changes carry less risk, but do not offer the same potential for jumps in terms of economic 

performance (Kaiser & Ringlstetter, 2011: p. 62; Smedlund, 2008). Czerniawska (2002: pp. 41-42) 

connects this to consultancies’ choice between explorative and exploitative approaches to knowledge 
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development. She argues that exploitative approaches make economic sense in the short-term, as they 

facilitate low-risk incremental development that is more easily translated to immediate economic 

returns. On the other hand, she argues that a lack of exploration means that consultancies can miss out 

on more radical knowledge creation and truly innovative outcomes with potential for increased 

economic returns in the longer term. Jensen, Poulfelt and Kraus (2010) arrive at similar conclusions in 

their research on managerial routines in PSFs. They argue that PSFs inclination towards exploitation may 

eventually lead to erosion of their knowledge base and diminishing competitive advantages. Most 

authors on this topic agree that the fundamental challenge is to find a suitable balance between 

exploration and exploitation so as to benefit both from long-term and short-term opportunities, but also 

suggest that this is difficult, as these activities compete on scarce resources (March, 1991; Czerniawska, 

2002: pp. 41-42; Van den Bosch et al., 2005; Jensen et al., 2010). 

 

3.2.3. Chapter summary 

This chapter has covered innovation as a knowledge-based outcome. We started by highlighting that 

innovation is a matter of creating new knowledge and using it to render changes to the firm’s consulting 

practices, before describing more concrete features of innovation by exploring its dimensions and 

degrees. In terms of what is changed, section 3.2.1 described innovation as the development of new 

services, or framed differently, the development of new practice areas and concepts. We also highlighted 

how the production of various thought leadership formats can be a part of these outcomes. As for how 

much is changed, section 3.2.2 described how the novelty of innovation outcomes varies. This can be 

summed up as radical change associated with exploration and substitutive knowledge on one side of the 

spectrum, and incremental change associated with exploitation and additive knowledge on the other. 

These different degrees of change are connected to different risk-reward relationships. We also 

highlighted an alternative interpretation of novelty, where it is seen as the recombination of new and 

old elements rather than a dichotomous notion of new versus old. 
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3.3. The occurrence of innovation 

With the former chapter having established an overview of the outcomes associated with innovation in 

management consultancies, this chapter takes the next step and explores how such outcomes are 

produced. According to Davenport and Prusak (2010), there are two ways in which consultancies use 

their internal capabilities to develop their consulting practices. They may use an organic approach, where 

non-specialist consultants and practice area managers develop new ideas within their fields of expertize 

in addition to engaging in client work. Alternatively, consultancies can employ specialist researchers who 

conduct research on full time basis. These specialists are sometimes located in a separate part of the 

organization. An example of a consultancy that has a dedicated research unit is McKinsey, who 

established the McKinsey Global Institute in 1990 as the business and economics research arm of the 

firm (McKinsey & Company, 2014). Such arrangements are found to be exception to the norm, however, 

as KIBS and PSFs rarely employ formal structures (e.g., R&D departments) as part of their innovation 

approach (Leiponen, 2005, 2006; Reihlen & Werr, 2012; Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009, Tuominen & 

Toivonen, 2011) or use systematic innovation frameworks (e.g., stage-gate models6) to funnel 

development activities (Dolfsma, 2004). Instead, it has been argued that innovation in these contexts is 

better understood as a relatively anarchic phenomenon that typically occurs through haphazard 

activities that are closely related to ongoing work (Fischer, 2011; Gadrey & Gallouj, 1998; Leiponen, 

2005; Sundbo, 1997; Sundbo & Gallouj, 2000). 

 

Similar insights have been arrived at in the few studies that explicitly focus on consultancies. Instead of 

formal structures, the primary impetus of innovation has been found to be the efforts of individuals who 

pursue innovation on their own accord, or after they are tapped on the shoulder by senior management 

(Anand et al., 2007; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003, 2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009, 2012). 

Although centralized management decisions may play a role, it has also been found that innovation 

usually takes shape as a dispersed phenomenon, since the lack of formal arrangements and high levels 

                                                
6 A stage-gate model is a project management technique in which an innovation initiative is divided into stages that are 

separated by gates. The process is screened at each gate, typically by a manager or steering committee (Cooper, 2011: pp. 

98-102). 
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of professional autonomy means that innovation activities typically are self-organized by consultants 

acting as entrepreneurs on behalf of the firm (Taminiau et al., 2009). These findings are corroborated by 

O’Mahoney’s (2011) research on the UK consulting sector, which shows that a majority of consulting 

firms – especially smaller firms – relies on informal and individual arrangements, and that the use of 

formal arrangements is diminishing. 

 

In light of the prevailing views referenced above, it is necessary to gaze beyond formal entities such as 

R&D departments in order to understand how innovation occurs in consultancies. Specifically, it is 

necessary to understand how individuals arrive at new ideas and turn them into new consulting practices. 

This will be our focus for the remainder of this chapter. First, section 3.3.1 describes the emergence of 

innovation initiatives in knowledge-intensive firms. Second, section 3.3.2 outlines the development and 

implementation of new consulting practices. After this, we summarize the chapter in section 3.3.3. 

  

3.3.1. The emergence of innovation initiatives 

To understand how innovation initiatives emerge, it is necessary to understand how new ideas are 

identified and come to be acted upon. Fischer’s (2011) – who is one of the very few authors who have 

researched this topic in a knowledge-intensive context – finds that service innovation in PSFs is initiated 

as a result of opportunity recognition. This refers to individuals who make sense of signals in their 

environment and seize new opportunities that are related to these signals. Using Baron (2006), he 

presents three key factors that determine professionals’ ability to recognize and act upon new 

opportunities: 1) prior knowledge; 2) alertness; and 3) search. Fischer (2011) regards prior knowledge as 

the fundamental component of opportunity recognition, as it determines how professionals interpret 

their environment. In connection to this, he emphasizes that opportunity recognition benefits from 

professionals who tap into diverse knowledge sources. This is supported by studies that have found 

innovation in KIBS (Leiponen, 2005, 2006) and consultancies (O’Mahoney, 2011) to be stimulated by 

internal knowledge sharing between individuals with differing expertise and experiences, as individuals 

who tap into external knowledge sources, particularly clients and professional networks. Fischer (2011) 

continues by pointing out that prior knowledge is not sufficient for opportunity recognition, but must be 
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supplemented with either alertness or search. Alertness refers to the level of attention professionals give 

to their environment, which impacts their ability to notice changes in it. Search is an active approach 

where professionals purposefully seek to identify and create links between environmental changes. Once 

changes are recognized, professionals may capitalize on them to pursue new opportunities for service 

innovation. 

 

To understand how innovation initiatives proceed from the identification of new ideas to further 

development, we employ Toivonen and Tuominen’s (2009) study on the emergence of service innovation 

in KIBS. The authors identify three models: 1) an R&D model; 2) a rapid application model; and 3) a 

practice-driven model. In the R&D model, individuals identify and develop new ideas internally before 

they are introduced to the market. In the rapid application model, new ideas emerge internally but are 

quickly introduced to the market for testing in the client sphere. Further development is only undertaken 

if the idea is met with positive responses from clients, and the client sphere is used as the primary arena 

for development activities. The authors found this model to be more beneficial than the R&D model, as 

development via client work means that there is less need for internal funding, and thereby lower 

financial risk. In the practice-driven model, new ideas emerge as the result of novel experiences during 

service encounters. After an idea has been identified, it may be subjected to further development in a 

similar way as in the rapid application model. An overview of these models of emergence is included in 

figure 4. 

 

Figure 4: The emergence of service innovation in KIBS. Our own making after Toivonen and Tuominen (2009). 
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An interesting observation in relation to the rapid-application and practice-driven models is the crucial 

role of clients in the development of new ideas. This is noteworthy, as several authors have found clients 

to be the most important sources of new knowledge in consultancies (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; 

O’Mahoney, 2011; Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002), with Davenport and Prusak (2010) going so 

far as to claim that “consultancies actually derive most, if not all, of their knowledge from client firms” 

(Davenport & Prusak, 2010: p. 420). Moreover, it has been found that the heterogeneity that accompany 

customized service delivery creates a fertile climate for innovation, as this allows consultants to use client 

projects as a form of ‘laboratory’, where new ideas can be created, tested, and developed through 

iterative market application (Nikolova, 2012). Fischer (2011) arrives at similar conclusions, and identifies 

heterogeneous experiences in the client sphere as one of the most important catalysts of organizational 

change and growth in PSFs. 

 

Another interesting observation in relation to the practice-driven model is that it does not start with 

active ideation. Instead, ideation is a consequence of unplanned changes that occur during ongoing client 

work, with the innovative potential of these changes only being recognized in retrospect. This is typically 

referred to as an ad hoc mode of innovation, which has been found to be the dominant innovation mode 

in KIBS (Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009; Tuominen & Toivonen, 2011) and PSFs (Gadrey & Gallouj, 1998; 

Gallouj & Savona, 2008; Sundbo & Gallouj, 2000; Fischer, 2011) due to the                                                                                                                                                           

heterogeneous nature of their services. According to Gadrey and Gallouj (1998), ad hoc innovations lead 

to small-scale changes that often have limited life cycles and may be difficult to discern, wherefore they 

have been referred to as ‘invisible’ forms of innovation. They do find, however, that ad hoc innovations 

may act as catalysts for more substantial and enduring change if they are subjected to further 

development. 

 

While this section has provided a description of how new ideas can emerge through the identification of 

new opportunities, and how innovation initiatives can proceed from the idea stage to further 

development, it has not went into detail on the development of new consulting practices. This is the 

topic for the following sections. 
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3.3.2. Development and implementation of new consulting practices 

In section 3.2, we noted that the literature on innovation in management consultancies focus on the 

development of the firm’s consulting practices, and describes the outcome as implementation of new or 

improved consulting services (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; O’Mahoney, 2011; Taminiau et al., 2007), or 

alternatively, new concepts (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009; 2012) 

and practice areas (Anand et al., 2007, Gardner et al., 2008). The latter two literature streams treat the 

development of new consulting practices in most detail, and will therefore be used as the foundation for 

this section. We begin by exploring new concept development (NCD), followed by practice area creation 

(PAC), and subsequently tie these literature streams together. Lastly, we discuss the importance of 

legitimizing new consulting practices. 

 

3.3.2.1. New concept development 

Heusinkveld and Benders (2003) and Heusinkveld et al. (2012) describe NCD as a development process 

that is characterized by the following three stages: 1) Initiation; 2) formation of resources; and 3) 

realization, encompassing a) the construction and b) dissemination of the new concept. In addition, the 

authors separate between two archetypical approaches to NCD: The professional-driven approach, and 

the corporate-driven approach. For a complete overview, we refer to figure 5 (cf. page 40). 

 

In the professional-driven approach, NCD emerges bottom-up through the efforts of one or several 

consultants who wish to undertake development of a new idea. Hence, initiation is dependent on the 

entrepreneurship, enthusiasm and ambition of consultants who are motivated to act upon the idea as 

innovation champions. The formation of resources around the initiative has an organic character; rather 

than resources being allocated ex-ante by senior management, they accumulate as the innovators use 

their informal networks to cluster colleagues around the initiative and attempt to secure suitable client 

projects to be used in the line of development. An incremental, iterative process that is closely linked to 

the innovators’ ongoing work – and fueled by experiences they gain from client projects – characterizes 

the construction of the concept. Dissemination occurs as the innovators strive to enlarge the network of 
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colleagues and clients that are interested in the new concept. This is often achieved through promotional 

and educational events such as workshops or conferences (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; Heusinkveld 

et al. 2012). As this brief description shows, the professional-driven approach is comparable with the 

organic approach to knowledge development described by Davenport and Prusak (2010), as well as both 

the rapid application and practice-driven models of innovation emergence proposed by Toivonen and 

Tuominen (2009). The professional-driven approach also resembles findings from Sundbo’s (1997) study 

of innovation in broader service settings. He found that service development in knowledge-intensive 

settings follows a service-professional pattern, in which service development is a collective pursuit 

between several professionals who contribute either as direct members of development initiatives or as 

supportive feedback groups. 

 

In the corporate-driven approach, NCD is initiated by senior management and is the result of a 

centralized evaluation process, where new ideas are mapped out and selected based on their anticipated 

market potential. Resource formation occurs through the appointment of a unit of consultants who are 

provided ample ex-ante funding and allowed to withdraw from regular duties. Consequently, the 

initiative is seen as a strategic investment, thus becoming a more structured process under management 

supervision. In contrast to the professional-driven approach, the construction of the concept is not an 

incremental process linked to ongoing work; instead, a complete knowledge repertoire is developed 

before market launch. Dissemination is a large-scale effort that typically involves distribution of manuals 

and mandatory training of consultants (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; Heusinkveld et al. 2012). The 

corporate-driven approach is comparable to Davenport and Prusak’s (2010) specialist approach to 

knowledge development – in the sense that consultants do not have to balance development activities 

with ongoing work over the duration of the initiative – as well as Toivonen and Tuominen’s (2009) R&D 

model of innovation emergence. The corporate-driven approach can also be related to what Sundbo 

(2007) describes as a strategic innovation pattern found in larger, more mature service organizations. 

This refers to a more organized process that is at least partially controlled by management with the 

purpose of increasing the efficiency and replicability of development efforts. 
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Figure 5: Organizational approaches to new concept development. 
 Our own making after Heusinkveld and Benders (2003). 

 

The two approaches to NCD both have their benefits and drawbacks. The corporate-driven approach 

enables senior management to exert control over the development of new consulting practices, which 

means that they can ensure that valuable opportunities are pursued that might have else been missed 

by the coincidental efforts of consultants in the professional-driven approach. It may also facilitate larger 

scale innovations. On the other hand, tighter management control may impede the entrepreneurial drive 

of consultants, which runs the risk of homogenizing innovation efforts as compared to the professional-

driven approach. Moreover, the corporate-driven approach necessitates ex-ante investments that 

increase the financial risk associated with the development of new consulting practices, which means 

that failed initiatives have a greater negative impact (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; Heusinkveld et al. 

2012). 
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3.3.2.2. Practice area creation 

As described in section 3.2.1, practice areas are not only used to define consultancies’ service areas 

(Reihlen & Nikolova, 2010; Werr, 2002; Werr & Greiner, 2008: p. 99), but are also a part of the 

organizational structure since they function as communities for consultants (Anand et al., 2007). 

Therefore, Anand et al. (2007) frames PAC in terms of the generative elements that are required for the 

emergence and embedding of new practice areas. They identify four such elements: 1) Socialized agency, 

referring to alignment of individual and organizational interest in order to motivate consultants to 

become innovators on behalf of the firm, which is typically achieved through opportunities for career 

progression and cementation of their professional reputation; 2) differentiated expertise, relating to the 

creation of new knowledge or the extension of existing knowledge into distinctly new domains, which 

can be achieved by solving novel problems in the client sphere or ‘borrowing’ external research; 3) 

defensible turf, pertaining to the establishment of ’territory’ for the new practice area through 

promotional activities that aim to legitimize it; and 4) organizational support, referring to the internal 

support that is necessary for the new practice area to be successfully implemented, such as funding, 

management sponsorship, and consultant training. 

 

Anand et al. (2007) continues by presenting PAC as a process that evolves through the following three 

stages: 1) Initiation; 2) emergence; and 3) embedding. Initiation is a result of socialized agency, or in other 

words, the process begins when consultants decide to act upon an opportunity to develop a new practice 

area. In the following emergence stage, socialized agency is supplemented by one of the other generative 

elements. At this stage, the initiative becomes more visible as the innovators create differentiated 

expertise, establish defensible turf, or obtain organizational support. However, it is only after the two 

remaining generative elements come into place in the embedding step that the new practice area 

becomes successfully implemented. The development process follows one of three pathways, depending 

on the generative element that follows socialized agency, as illustrated in figure 6.  It is important to note 

that senior management initiates PAC in the support-based pathway, which is the reason that it can start 

with the acquisition of organizational support (Anand et al., 2007). 
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Figure 6: The emergence and embedding of new practice areas. Our own making after Anand et al. (2007). 

 

3.3.2.3. Comparing new concept development and practice area creation 

Anand et al.’s (2007) pathways are relatable to the professional-driven and corporate-driven approach 

to NCD described by Heusinkveld and Benders (2003) and Heusinkveld et al. (2012). The expertise-based 

and turf-based pathways can be compared to the professional-driven approach, as they are examples of 

processes where consultants undertake practice development before organizational support is obtained. 

Conversely, the support-driven pathway resembles the corporate-driven approach, as the early 

acquisition of organizational support is only possible if the initiative relates to consulting practices that 

senior management plans to develop. In this pathway, senior management typically generates the initial 

idea and subjects the development process to closer supervision (Anand et al., 2007). Nevertheless, 

Anand et al. (2007) emphasize that socialized agency is the crucial catalyst even for support-based 

pathways, since senior management remains dependent on individuals who wish to shoulder the 

responsibility for the initiative and mobilize it into a concrete effort. Because of this, they do not operate 

with a strict demarcation between top-down and bottom-up approaches to practice development. 

Instead, they provide a more nuanced picture, where practice development always relies on the agency 

of regular consultants, but may be subjected to varying degrees of management intervention. 
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3.3.2.4. Legitimizing new consulting practices: Overcoming criticism and disbelief 

The preceding sections omitted an important consideration by not mentioning that the development 

and implementation of new consulting practices seldom follows frictionless trajectories. According to 

Anand et al. (2007), “[...] emergent organizational knowledge cannot surface on its own but only through 

social recognition” (Anand et al., 2007: p. 425). Obtaining social recognition is not a straightforward 

matter, as internal stakeholders might find it difficult to understand new ideas, fail to believe in their 

potential, perceive them as incompatible with existing practices or even feel threatened by the change 

they represent. Consequently, the development of new consulting practices has been described as a 

highly political and contested process, where innovators need to overcome criticism and disbelief in 

order to acquire the support necessary for their implementation (Heusinkveld & Benders, 2005a, 2005b). 

This challenge is exacerbated by the knowledge-intensive nature of consulting practices, as the lack of 

tangible features makes it difficult to obtain evidence in support of their beneficial qualities, particularly 

if they represent a radical departure from existing practices (Anand et al., 2007; Gardner et al., 2008). 

 

The challenge of overcoming criticism and disbelief brings a prominent issue to the forefront, namely 

how new consulting practices and the knowledge underlying them can be legitimized. Gardner et al. 

(2008) provide in-depth insights to this topic. They argue that it is a matter of establishing cognitive and 

sociopolitical legitimacy both internally and in the market. Cognitive legitimacy is described as an 

adequate level of shared understanding about new ideas, and sociopolitical legitimacy as the acceptance 

of new consulting practices as beneficial and suitable for the firm. The authors suggest that cognitive 

legitimacy can be established by connecting new knowledge to existing knowledge, employing relatable 

terminology, presenting new knowledge in workshops or conferences, using concrete client needs to 

delineate new practices, and demonstrating third-party support by referring to academic research or 

having their own research published. Sociopolitical legitimacy, on the other hand, can be achieved by 

convincing colleagues that the new practice will benefit them and the firm, acquiring support from 

influential internal stakeholders, and building economic arguments through the generation of client 

demand. Amongst these different sources of cognitive and sociopolitical legitimacy, the authors identify 

clients as the most important one. 
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3.3.3. Chapter summary 

This chapter has dealt with how innovation occurs in consultancies as well as broader knowledge-

intensive contexts. We started by describing how consultancies rarely have formal structures or 

frameworks for innovation, and that it instead tends to occur through informal and dispersed efforts, 

where individual consultants develop new consulting practices on behalf of the firm. They usually do this 

on their own accord, but may also be prompted by senior management.  

 

Following this, section 3.3.1 described how innovation is initiated through opportunity recognition. This 

refers to individuals who combine their prior knowledge with alertness or search to detect changes and 

related opportunities in their environment. It also described three models of innovation emergence: One 

where new ideas emerge and are developed internally (the R&D model), one where new ideas emerge 

internally but are developed in the client sphere (the rapid-application model), and one where new ideas 

emerge and are developed in the client sphere (the practice-driven model). Lastly, it highlighted the 

importance of clients as sources of new knowledge, and how heterogeneous service delivery allows 

consultants to use client projects to develop new ideas. Small-scale changes that occur as a result of new 

experiences in the client sphere are typically referred to as ad-hoc innovations. These can be turned into 

more substantial innovations by subjecting them to further development. 

 

Section 3.3.2 continued by detailing how new consulting practices are developed and implemented. We 

did this by utilizing the literature on NCD and PAC. In section 3.3.2.1, NCD was described as a process 

that proceeds from initiation and formation of resources to the construction and dissemination of new 

concepts. Two modes of NCD were outlined: One is driven by the initiative of individual consultants (i.e., 

the professional-driven approach), with development occurring through informal collaboration and new 

experiences in the client sphere. The other is driven by consultants who are appointed by senior 

management (i.e., the corporate-driven approach), with development occurring internally and under 

closer management supervision. In section 3.3.2.2, PAC was described as a process where four 

generative elements are needed for new practice areas to emerge and become embedded. The process 
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is initiated by socialized agency, which refers to consultants who are motivated to become innovators 

on behalf of the firm. The process is complete after the innovators have developed differentiated 

expertise, established defensible turf, and obtained organizational support. Next, section 3.3.2.3 showed 

that the models of NCD and PAC are comparable to each other. It was highlighted, however, that the 

model of PAC does not operate with a separation between processes initiated by individuals as opposed 

to senior management, as this model finds socialized agency to be vital even when senior management 

suggests that an initiative should be undertaken. Lastly, section 3.3.2.4 described how it is crucial for 

innovators to legitimize new consulting practices in order to overcome criticism and disbelief. This is 

achieved by establishing a shared understanding of the knowledge underlying a new practice (i.e., 

cognitive legitimacy), as well as convincing internal stakeholders that the new practice will benefit them 

and the firm (i.e., sociopolitical legitimacy). 

 

3.4. Organizational impact factors 

The preceding chapters have described innovation as an outcome and how it may occur, with the 

previous chapter providing the theoretical foundation for our creation of a conceptual model of practice 

development in our interpretive analysis. Little has been said, however, in relation to the organizational 

factors that might impact innovation in consultancies. This is also something that is not covered 

systematically in any of the existing literature. One may suppose that this is a consequence of the general 

lack of formal structures and frameworks, which means that this topic cannot be effectively investigated 

by focusing on a separate part of the organization or clearly defined routines. To remedy this, we have 

compiled a selection of different organizational impact factors that have been implicated directly or 

indirectly in different parts of existing literature. It is important to note that we have not sought to create 

an exhaustive list of factors, but rather chosen to focus on those we have found to be most prominent. 

These will be the theoretical foundation for our creation of a conceptual model of organizational impact 

factors in our interpretive analysis. Our review of literature has resulted in the identification of five main 

factors: Strategy (cf. section 3.4.1); agency incentives (cf. section 3.4.2); time for development (cf. 

section 3.4.3); management support (cf. section 3.4.4); and knowledge channels (cf. section 3.4.5). After 

each of these factors has been described, section 3.4.6 summarizes the chapter. 
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3.4.1. Strategy 

When we reviewed the literature that deals with innovation in consultancies, it took us by surprise that 

we could not find any studies that touch upon the potential impact of the strategic dimension. It was 

particularly surprising that this was not done in relation to the use of more formal arrangements, 

whether it is specialist researchers (cf. section 3.3.), corporate-driven approaches to NCD (cf. section 

3.3.2.1.) or support-driven pathways of PAC (cf. section 3.3.2.2.). There are, however, some interesting 

perspectives to be found in research on KIBS. In their study of how new practice areas are developed 

within KIBS, Moore and Birkinshaw (1998) argue that the connection between strategy and practice 

development is often underestimated, and attribute this to the fact that new practices often develop 

haphazardly. Nevertheless, they find that strategy has a role to play, as senior management can set 

strategic directions that influence the development of new practices in their nascent stages, “[…] and 

even begin to set priorities on what sorts of knowledge areas should be developed in the first place” 

(Moore & Birkinshaw, 1998: p. 91). Amara, Landry and Doloreux (2009) also find that strategy can have 

a decisive impact on innovation in KIBS, and warn of the pitfalls of not having a clear strategy: 

  

“Developing a strategy helps the firm to understand what to do, what to become and how to plan to get there. 

A strategy defines the scope of a firm’s intentions, in particular in relation to how it will mobilise professional 

knowledge in order to develop its innovation capabilities. Firms without strategy react to short-term 

opportunities without achieving medium- and long-term goals.” (Amara, Landry and Doloreux, 2009: p. 414) 

 

Similar insights have been arrived at in studies on innovation in broader service contexts. De Brentani 

(2001) suggests that a clear vision of the firm’s direction is critical for successful innovation in service 

firms. She argues that it helps to ensure that new services are developed for markets that are important 

in the future, and assists innovators in aligning their initiatives with the overall development trajectory 

of the firm. Moreover, she finds that innovation benefits from senior managers who provide visionary 

leadership, as this nurtures a culture that encourages new ways of viewing the world. Edvardsson, 

Meiren, Schäfer and Witell (2013) go further, suggesting that innovation should be an explicit part of 

service firms’ strategic plans. Failing to create a strategic connection, they argue, may impede innovation 

performance and indicate that such initiatives are not prioritized.  
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Although the current literature on innovation in consultancies does not comment on the role of strategy, 

we choose to include it as a potential impact factor, as the studies cited above indicate that strategy can 

be used to set directions for innovation efforts – even in contexts where they often occur haphazardly – 

and contribute to the reinforcement of a culture of innovation. 

 

3.4.2. Agency incentives 

The second factor we have identified that may impact consultancies innovative capacity is whether there 

are incentives in place that motivate consultants to become agents of innovation on behalf of the firm. 

This is not a particularly relevant topic in the case of the formal approaches to innovation – such as the 

employment of specialist researchers (cf. section 3.3.) or the corporate-driven approach where senior 

management assigns consultants to practice development efforts (cf. section 3.3.2.1.) – as innovation 

activities are expected as part of their duties in these cases. However, due to the prevalence of informal 

innovation initiatives that emerge through dispersed, individual efforts, this becomes a crucial factor to 

consider.  

 

Individuals’ decision to act upon opportunities for innovation may stem from intrinsic motivation – for 

example when it is the result of a wish to engage with professional hobbies (Heusinkveld & Benders, 

2003) – or extrinsic incentives. The primary extrinsic incentives have been found in opportunities for 

career progression and cementation of a professional reputation (Anand et al., 2007; Czerniawska, 2007: 

p. 118; Smets, Morris & Malhotra, 2012). As previously mentioned (cf. section 3.3.2.2.), Anand et al. 

(2007) argue that such extrinsic incentives are the most important stimulants of socialized agency, which 

they find to be the primary catalyst of new consulting practices. Other authors are more skeptical to the 

existence of extrinsic incentives that motivate consultants to become innovators. Taminiau et al. (2009) 

find that both monetary incentives and prospects for career progression are geared toward the 

accumulation of billable hours in client projects and sales of new projects. In their own words: 

 

“The reward system (billable hours, the status of a consultant) is linked to the client base size and not to the 

amount of knowledge-sharing activities and does not stimulate innovation.” (Taminiau et al., 2009: p. 51) 
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These differing perspectives highlight an interesting aspect, namely the potential friction between 

exploitative activities and revenue accumulation on the one hand, and explorative activities and 

innovation on the other. 

 

3.4.3. Time for development 

Innovation does not only rely on motivated individuals, but also requires that they are given the 

opportunity to act upon new ideas. Since consultancies are characterized by low capital intensity 

(Løwendahl et al., 2001; von Nordenflycht, 2010), this is rarely a question of covering the cost of investing 

in new capital assets; instead, the cost primarily comes in form of the time that people spend on 

developing new consulting practices (O’Mahoney, 2011). Davenport and Prusak (2010) identifies three 

primary ways in which consultancies fund development: The most common way is for the firm to absorb 

the cost, and this is followed by co-funding either with multiple or individual clients7. 

 

A more interesting question than how consultancies fund innovation activities is whether they fund them 

at all, as it has been found that the level of such investments is low (Czerniawska, 2002: p. 120; Taminiau 

et al., 2009) and decreasing (Davenport & Prusak, 2010, O’Mahoney, 2011). Naturally, a low level of 

funding reduces the extent to which consultancies may pursue innovation by employing specialist 

researchers (cf. section 3.3.) or a corporate-driven approach to practice development (cf. section 

3.3.2.1.). Since consultancies mostly rely on informal initiatives, however, opinions vary amongst 

researchers as to the significance of whether or not they fund innovation activities. Leiponen (2006) 

argues that the level of formal investments in KIBS is not particularly significant, as innovation mostly 

occurs through ad hoc constellations and activities that are closely related to ongoing work. O’Mahoney 

(2011) touches upon similar aspects, but presents a more nuanced picture. On the one hand, he finds 

that consultancies increasingly focus on informal arrangements where consultants produce incremental 

innovations in close connection with client needs rather than investing in large-scale initiatives that seek 

                                                
7 Several of the most prominent ‘big ideas’ within management consulting – such as the balanced scorecard and business 

process re-engineering – have taken place through multiple client programs (Davenport & Prusak, 2010). 
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to develop ‘big ideas’. On the other hand, he also emphasizes that less time is being made available for 

internal innovation activities as a result of decreasing profit margins and increasing utilization levels, and 

identifies lack of time as one of the main constraints to innovation. Conversely, when time is set aside 

for development efforts, he finds it to be a potent enabler of innovation. 

 

Utilization levels - or the amount of time consultants spend accumulating billable hours in client projects 

- are central to the discussion. Smets et al. (2012) point out that the typical business model for PSFs 

assume that employees have high utilization rates, preferably to the extent that nearly all their time is 

spent accumulating billable hours. Therefore, in the absence of formal innovation structures, they argue 

that “[...] the challenge for innovation is to balance this pressure to sustain high utilization levels, which 

fosters the exploitation of existing knowledge, with the need to explore and develop new knowledge, 

which requires non-billable activities” (Smets et al., 2012: p. 131). Fischer (2011) touches upon the 

potential negative impact of high utilization rates in relation to the identification of new opportunities 

for innovation: 

 

“If professionals work long hours on specific detailed tasks to meet their billable hours targets and satisfy their 

clients, their alertness to possible opportunities may vanish.” (Fischer, 2011: p. 921)  

 

Taminiau et al. (2007) suggest that the problem lay not so much in a lack of new opportunities, but rather 

in a lacking capacity to follow up on them. They find that development of new ideas is usually limited to 

consultants’ spare time, and argue that this is a restrictive approach, as consultants rarely have much 

time to spare. Consequently, they identify lack of time as the main barrier to innovation in consultancies 

(Taminiau et al., 2007). 

 

3.4.4. Management support 

The continued emphasis on innovation as something that mostly relies on the actions of consultants may 

leave the reader with an impression that the role of managers is largely irrelevant, but this is not the 

case. To the contrary, the literature indicates that managers may play an instrumental role in supporting 

the efforts of consultants. As previously indicated (cf. section 3.3.2.2. and 3.3.2.4.), sponsorship from 
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managers may increase the likelihood of successful practice development, since consultants can leverage 

the acceptance from managers as part of their efforts to disseminate new practices (Anand et al., 2007), 

particularly with regard to the challenge of acquiring sociopolitical legitimacy within the organization 

(Gardner et al., 2008). Although Heusinkveld and Benders (2003) and Heusinkveld et al. (2012) warn that 

too much management intervention may clash with the autonomy and entrepreneurial drive of 

consultants (cf. section 3.3.2.1.), they too find that consultants benefit from supportive managers that 

increase the push behind new practices. In relation to the role of management support, O’Mahoney 

(2011) find that strong upward communication opportunities are one of the most significant enablers of 

innovation in consultancies. 

 

Management support can also have a positive effect in less direct ways. Heusinkveld et al. (2012) suggest 

that managers who are committed to encouraging consultants’ efforts demonstrate that such efforts are 

accepted and appreciated, and thereby foster a culture of innovation. In a similar vein, Bohorquez, Lopez 

and Esteves (2013) argue that managers should be tolerant of unsuccessful innovation attempts. If 

failures are castigated, they find that it not only may impede the growth of a culture of innovation. 

  

3.4.5. Knowledge channels 

Consultancies’ approach to organizational knowledge sharing has been found to have a direct impact on 

their ability to create new knowledge. Davenport and Prusak (2010) frame the relationship between 

knowledge sharing and knowledge creation in the following way: “Good knowledge creation provides 

new content for knowledge sharing, and good knowledge sharing points out specific needs for additional 

knowledge creation” (Davenport & Prusak, 2010: p. 419). Knowledge sharing has also been found to have 

a direct impact on innovation. As we pointed out in section 3.3.1, knowledge sharing between 

consultants with different experiences and perspectives has been connected to opportunity recognition, 

as it enhances their ability to recognize new opportunities in light of environmental changes. Moreover, 

section 3.3.2 described practice development as a collective effort, in which knowledge sharing is used 

to get inputs during the development process and to disseminate new consulting practices. Leiponen 

(2006) supports this view, as she finds that knowledge that is made collective serves as the basis for 
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innovation in KIBS. In addition to internal knowledge sharing, access to external knowledge sources other 

than clients has also been found to be beneficial for innovation. In section 3.3.1, we described how 

opportunity recognition is stimulated by knowledge sourcing from diverse external sources. Moreover, 

in section 3.3.2.2, we pointed out how new consulting practices can be developed by using external 

research. As a result of these perspectives on organizational knowledge sharing and external knowledge 

sourcing, we suggest that it is important to consider the knowledge channels that facilitate such 

knowledge flows. We have identified four potential knowledge channels: Formal training and meetings, 

informal knowledge sharing, ICT systems, and lastly, academia and professional networks. We describe 

them in a similar order in the following sections. 

 

3.4.5.1. Formal training and meetings 

Formal training is one of the fundamental knowledge channels in consultancies. Leiponen (2006) finds 

that training not only support the development of individual competences within KIBS, but that it also 

has a positive bi-effect on team building and knowledge sharing amongst organizational members. 

Furthermore, as we have previously alluded to, it has been found that formal training activities can be 

used to facilitate the implementation of new consulting practices. In this regard, training is not only 

useful because it is a way of instructing consultants in new service delivery proficiencies (Anand et al. 

2007; Davenport & Prusak, 2010), but also because it is a way of breaking down cognitive barriers 

associated with new knowledge (Gardner et al., 2008). In addition to training, formal meetings have been 

found to stimulate knowledge sharing and learning within consultancies, as they provide opportunities 

for collective exchanges (Taminiau et al., 2009).  

 

3.4.5.2. Informal knowledge sharing 

The preceding section described formal arrangements that support knowledge sharing. Several 

researchers also point to the importance of informal knowledge sharing between consultants (Stjernberg 

& Werr, 2003; Powell & Ambrosini, 2012). It has been found that this type of sharing is a particularly 

potent stimulant of knowledge creation and innovation, as it allows for rich exchanges of knowledge 

through direct and multifaceted peer-to-peer interactions (Taminiau et al. 2009; Seidler-de Alwis & 
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Hartmann, 2008). In relation to informal sharing, some authors have found that the physical frame of 

the organization can be used to increase peer-to-peer interaction. According to Stjernberg & Werr 

(2003), informal encounters in office spaces provide opportunities for consultants to verbalize their 

experiences and know-how: 

 

“Exchange of experience also took place in more informal arenas, such as spontaneous hallway meetings or 

over a cup of coffee. The experience gained by individuals in their practice was shared among colleagues as 

stories about concrete cases. This knowledge was to a large extent tacit, but transformed in part into articulate 

knowledge through the process of sharing. Extension of experiential knowledge to the organizational level was 

a question of creating arenas for interaction between consultants possessing, as well as needing, this type of 

knowledge.” (Stjernberg & Werr, 2003: p. 894) 

 

Other researchers have pointed out that physical office designs are not sufficient to stimulate informal 

sharing, having found that the most important stimulants are strong ties and collegial trust between 

organizational members (Petersen & Poulfelt, 2002).  

 

Although several researchers bring up the virtues of informal sharing, Hargadon (2002) finds that it 

increasingly difficult to rely on informal sharing as firms grow. The most noticeable challenge is the 

difficulty of retaining an overview of relevant knowledge sources. It has also been found that a strict 

reliance on informal sharing has drawbacks from an organizational perspective. Powell and Ambrosini 

(2012) provide three reasons for this: First, informal networks have limited reach, which means that 

valuable knowledge that exists outside of their boundaries may remain undetected. Second, knowledge 

that is not stored in the organizational repositories can easily erode and be forgotten. Third, access to 

relevant knowledge is highly dependent on the goodwill of the respondent.  

 

3.4.5.3. ICT systems 

Other training, meetings, and informal interactions, organizational knowledge sharing can also be 

supported by the use of ICT systems that permits storage and distribution of codified knowledge. This 

can allow knowledge to flow without relying on interaction between the creator and the receiver 

(Hansen, Norhia & Tierney, 1999; Kaiser & Ringlstetter, pp. 43-44). Furthermore, ICT systems can be used 

to facilitate transfers of knowledge from the individual to the organizational level, which reduces the risk 
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that knowledge is lost if individuals leave the company (Dunford, 2000). It has been proposed that firms 

must have careful procedures in place in order to reap the potential benefits of an ICT system. 

Specifically, it has been suggested that formal guidelines should be used to secure that the knowledge 

in the system is accurate (Fischer, 2011), and to ensure that the system is only updated with knowledge 

that it is in high demand or that has long-term relevance (Powell & Ambrosini, 2012: p. 212). Failing to 

have such procedures in place may leave the system underutilized, or worse, it can result in valuable 

knowledge being drowned out by irrelevant information. 

 

A disadvantage of the person-to-document approach described above is the fact that all knowledge does 

not lend itself to codification, since it may be tacit in nature and therefore hard to articulate. ICT systems 

can be used for other purposes than storing codified knowledge, however, as they may also be employed 

to provide an overview of whom to contact for specific inquiries, thereby making it easier to locate and 

access consultants if their expertise is needed (Hansen, Norhia & Tierney 1999; Davenport & Prusak, 

2010).  

 

3.4.5.4. Academia and professional networks 

As previously mentioned, Fischer (2011) finds that opportunity recognition benefits from the use of 

diverse external sources. Other than sourcing knowledge from clients, he suggests that PSFs should 

actively search for knowledge outside of their existing domains by engaging with academia and other 

professional organizations. This, he argues, prevents corporate inertia and increases the chance of 

absorbing new, leading-edge knowledge (Fischer, 2011). In a similar vein, O’Mahoney (2011) finds the 

innovative ability of consultancies to increase if consultants are provided the opportunity to attend 

external conferences, seminars, and workshops. Leiponen (2005) suggests that this type of external 

knowledge sourcing is important for KIBS if they wish to produce significant changes to their services or 

develop entirely new service lines, since internal knowledge sourcing usually results in incremental 

changes to existing services (Leiponen, 2005). 
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3.4.6. Chapter summary 

In this chapter, we have described different organizational factors that current literature has suggested 

to have an impact on innovation in knowledge-intensive settings in general and in consultancies in 

specific. The plurality of these factors is indicative of the fact that innovation rarely is restricted to a 

specific department, as well as the fact that innovation tends to occur through the efforts of regular 

consultants. Each of the factors described in this chapter is summarized in table 1 on the following page. 

In addition to summarizing the potential characteristics of each factor, we also list potential driver and 

barrier aspects that may be related to them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Factor Potential  
characteristics 

Potential  
driver aspects 

Potential 
barrier aspects 

 
Strategy 

 

 Strategic directions. 

 Priorities for innovation. 

 Explicit goals for 
innovation. 
 

 
Clear strategy: 
+ Stimulates reaction to 
medium- and long-term 
opportunities. 

 
No clear strategy: 
- Failure to follow up on medium- 
and  
long-term opportunities. 
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 + Ensures that new practices 
are developed for important 
future markets. 
+ Assists innovators in 
aligning initiatives with firm 
trajectory. 
+ Stimulates culture of 
innovation. 
 

- New practices developed for 
unimportant markets. 
- Innovators struggle to align 
initiatives with  
firm trajectory. 
- Impedes culture of innovation. 

 

 
Agency 

incentives 

 

 Monetary incentives. 

 Professional branding. 

 Career progression. 

 Professional hobbies. 
 

 
Extrinsic incentives for 
innovation: 
+ Motivates consultants to 
become  
agents of innovation. 
 

 
No extrinsic incentives for 
innovation: 
- Little motivation for consultants 
to become agents of innovation. 
Monetary incentives and career 
progression based on billable 
hours/sales: 
- Practice development down-
prioritized. 
 

 
Time for 

development 

 

 Using client projects. 

 Using spare time. 

 Firm funds 
development time.  

 Firm co-funds 
development 
time with clients. 
 

 
Time available for 
development: 
+ Stimulates opportunity 
recognition. 
+ Enables practice 
development. 
 

 
Time not available for 
development: 
- Decreased alertness to new 
opportunities.  
- Impedes practice development. 
 

 
Management 

support 

 

 Encouraging innovators. 

 Sponsoring innovators. 

 Accepting risk-taking 
and failure. 

 
High levels of management 
support: 
+ Encourages consultants to 
become  
agents of innovation. 
+ Helps legitimize new 
practices. 
+ Stimulates culture of 
innovation. 

 
Low levels of management 
support: 
- Little encouragement for 
consultants to become agents of 
innovation.  
- Innovators struggle to legitimize 
new practices. 
- Impedes culture of innovation. 
 

 
Kowledge 
channels 

   

 
Formal 
training 

 

 Providing consultants  
with training. 

 
Formal training available: 
+ Strengthens competences. 

 
Formal training not available: 
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and meetings  Arranging formal 
meetings. 
 

+ Stimulates knowledge 
sharing. 
+ Helps innovators 
implement  
new practices. 
Formal meetings arranged: 
+ Stimulates knowledge 
sharing. 
 

- Impedes development of 
competences. 
- Impedes knowledge sharing. 
- Innovators struggle to 
implement new practices. 
Formal meetings not arranged: 
- Impedes knowledge sharing. 
 

 
Informal  

knowledge 
sharing 

 
 

 

 Peer-to-peer 
interaction. 
 
 
 
 

 
Strong social ties / arenas for 
interaction: 
+ Effective informal sharing. 
+ Stimulates knowledge 
creation and innovation. 
 

 
- Weak social ties / lack of arenas 
for interaction / lack of overview 
over knowledge sources / limited 
reach of networks / knowledge 
erosion: 
- Ineffective informal sharing. 
- Impedes knowledge creation 
and innovation. 
 

 
ICT systems 

 

 Storage of codified 
knowledge. 

 Overview of 
consultants. 

 Procedures that ensure 
Accurate/relevant 
contents. 
 

 
Well-designed system: 
+ Provides constant access to  
codified knowledge. 
+ Knowledge is not lost with 
people. 
+ Stimulates knowledge 
sharing. 
 

 
Poorly designed system: 
- System is underutilized. 
- Valuable knowledge is drowned  
out by irrelevant information. 
- Impedes knowledge sharing. 

 
Academia 

and  
professional 

networks 
 

 

 Access to academic  
knowledge sources. 

 Access to external  
professional networks. 
 

 
Sourcing knowledge from 
academia / professional 
networks: 
+ Stimulates opportunity 
recognition. 
+ Stimulates innovation. 
 

 
Failing to source knowledge from 
academia / professional 
networks: 
- Impedes opportunity 
recognition. 
- Impedes innovation. 

Table 1: Potential organizational impact factors 
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4. Findings: An empirical framework 

 

This part of our thesis provides an overview of our empirical findings. The findings are primarily based on 

qualitative interviews, but are in a few cases supplemented by other primary sources from the case firms’ 

websites. We start by offering an introduction to each of the case firms in chapter 4.1, before our findings 

are presented in the remaining three chapters. In each of these three chapters, we present cross-case 

patterns on a theme-by-theme basis. Relevant differences are highlighted in the event that our findings 

diverge for one or several firms. Since our theoretical framework has been the foundation for data 

collection and analysis, the last three chapters presented here mirror the last three chapters of our 

theoretical framework. First, chapter 4.2 covers innovation as a knowledge-based outcome. Second, 

chapter 4.3 covers how innovation occurs. Third, chapter 4.4 covers organizational impact factors. 

 

4.1. Introducing the case firms 

As mentioned in the methodology chapter, our multiple case study covers five Danish management 

consultancies, which we have labeled as Alfa, Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo. Although the firms are 

based in Denmark, it should be noted that with the exception of Echo, all of them have non-domestic 

business units. Our study focuses on their Danish business units, as we have interviewed representatives 

from their headquarters in the Copenhagen region. Each firm is given a brief introduction below in 

alphabetical order. 

 

4.1.1. Alfa 

Alfa employs roughly 300 consultants across their offices in Denmark, Sweden, Norway, England, the 

Czech Republic, and India. Denmark remains the firm’s primary market, with only twenty percent of 

revenues deriving from non-domestic projects. Alfa’s service offerings are structured according to 

functional and industry specializations. The firm provides a wide range of functional services (e.g., 

strategy, change management, and industrial operations), and offers industry-specific solutions within 

different areas of the private and public sector [A-WEB]. 
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Alfa is organized as a corporation, meaning that it operates with a governing board and clearly defined 

executive positions throughout the organization. Our interview subjects include the firm’s chief 

operating officer (COO), the director of their strategy-focused practice area, and a line consultant from 

their innovation-focused practice area (cf. appendix C). 

 

4.1.2. Bravo 

Bravo is one of the largest management consultancies based in Scandinavia, with a total workforce of 

400 consultants divided between their offices in Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, 200 of which are 

situated at the firm’s headquarters in Copenhagen. Bravo provides five categories of functional services: 

Strategy and growth; operational excellence; service operational excellence; project management and 

leadership; and finally, IT and infrastructure. Industry-specific solutions are offered within the private 

and public sector, with the latter being accountable for a rather substantial 25 percent of the firm’s 

revenues [B-WEB]. 

  

Bravo employs a traditional partnership model of ownership and management, which means that the 

firm is owned and managed by constituent partners. Our interview subjects include the firm’s managing 

partner, the partner overseeing their innovation-focused practice area, and a line consultant from their 

innovation-focused practice area (cf. appendix C). 

 

4.1.3. Charlie 

Charlie has offices in the capitols of Denmark, Sweden, and Norway, as well as an office in India, with the 

entire group amounting to approximately 200 consultants. 118 of these are located at their Copenhagen 

headquarters. The firm’s functional services are divided in three overarching umbrellas – growth, 

operations, and transactions – each encompassing service solutions within different functional domains. 

The firm also provides industry-specific solutions within the private and public sector [C-WEB]. 
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Charlie, like Bravo, is organized as a partnership. Our interview subjects include one of the firm’s 

founding partners, a partner specializing in strategic management, and a line consultant that primarily 

works with private equity projects (cf. appendix C). 

 

4.1.4. Delta 

Delta employs more than 400 consultants across their offices in Northern Europe, with 250 being 

stationed at their headquarters in Copenhagen, making it the largest entity in our study in terms of 

employees. Just as in the cases of Alfa, Bravo, and Charlie, Delta provides a large variety of functional 

services, and offers industry-specific solutions within the private and public sector. It is distinguished, 

however, by the fact that it specializes in the public sector, having become one of the leading providers 

of consulting services to public organizations in Northern Europe [D-WEB].  

 

Even though we apply ‘firm’ as a collective term for the entities that have partaken in our study, it should 

be noted that Delta is the management consulting branch of a corporate group that also offers services 

within engineering and design. Although Delta exists as a subsidiary of the larger group, it operates as a 

rather autonomous business unit [D-WEB]. Our interview subjects include Delta’s executive director, the 

director of a subdivision within Delta that specializes in leadership and coaching, and a line consultant 

from their strategy-focused practice area (cf. appendix C). 

  

4.1.5. Echo 

Echo is a niche consultancy that specializes in strategic leadership, lean leadership, and innovation 

management, with clients stemming from both the public and private sector. Employing only 17 

consultants at their Copenhagen offices, it is by far the smallest entity in our study [E-WEB]. Echo is 

organized as a partnership. Our interview subjects include one of the firm’s partners and a line consultant 

from their innovation-focused practice area (cf. appendix C). 
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4.2. Innovation as an outcome 

When asked to describe innovation in the context of their firms, none of the respondents resorted to 

strict definitions, and many stated that it is challenging to provide a precise definition due to the 

intangible, knowledge-intensive nature of their work (1). This was also observed in the variety of their 

responses, as well as the frequent use of anecdotal evidence in order to concretize their perspectives. 

Nevertheless, we were able to identify two fundamental characteristics of innovation that are supported 

by all of our respondents. Firstly, they associated innovation with knowledge creation, or more 

specifically, the development of new management knowledge (2). The subdivision director from Delta 

framed this in a particularly interesting fashion: 

  

“I think understanding innovation in a consulting organization is quite difficult. We are not innovating 

products, in the sense that what comes from what we are doing when we apply what we learn and what we 

can do, it does not result in any products that can be measured or looked at as if we were producing a 

telephone. The innovations we are engaged in are better understood as 'narrative inventions' – that we 

develop new stories, new ways of understanding situations, offering different vocabularies to people – that 

are better at enabling people in doing what they have to do in the organization to meet their purpose.” – 

Subdivision director, Delta (p. 3) 

 

Secondly, innovation was related to manifested changes and improvements to the consulting practices 

of the firms (3). As expressed by managers from Echo and Charlie: 

  

“We define innovation as putting an idea into action. So, innovation is not just getting the idea, it is actually 

making that change or implementing that idea into action. […] Innovation is sometimes mixed up with just 

getting a lot of ideas and brainstorming, and we really think that innovation is very much about doing 

something and making a change.” – Partner, Echo (pp. 2-3) 

  

There is a traditional way of doing things, and then there are a lot of other ways, which to me is innovation. It 

is about finding ways to be effective and to ensure that you not only get to the right result, but also that you 

mobilize people around you to believe in it.” – Founding partner, Charlie (pp. 12-13) 

 

The respondents’ emphasis on the practical relevance and effect of new knowledge is also evident in 

their descriptions of concrete innovation outcomes, which we explore in the following two sections. As 

we did in our theoretical framework, we do this by first covering the dimensions of innovation (i.e., what 
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is changed) in section 4.2.1, followed by the degrees of innovation (i.e., how much is changed) in section 

4.2.2. These two sections are succeeded by a chapter summary in section 4.2.3. 

 

4.2.1. Dimensions of innovation: From new tools to new services 

In correspondence with the findings presented in the preceding section, the innovation outcomes 

described by our respondents relate to the development and implementation of new management 

knowledge in order to redefine and enhance the firms’ consulting practices. At a basic level, this was 

framed as a process of conceptualizing new knowledge (4). The precise outcome from conceptualization 

varies according to scale and novelty. At a smaller scale, the outcome may take shape as new or adapted 

conceptual elements, such as specific consulting tools and methodologies (5). At a larger scale, the 

outcome may take shape as an adaptation or recombination of broader consulting concepts and service 

lines (6), or the creation of entirely new consulting concepts and service lines (7). Representatives from 

Bravo and Alfa summed this up as follows: 

  

“[…] innovation can happen on many levels; it can happen from the way you conduct a workshop, and up to 

the creation of a completely new service.” – Managing partner, Bravo (p. 9) 

  

“[…] you have to take some challenges you see and then innovate on it at some level. It can be a totally new 

concept, or you could take an older concept and try to adapt it.” – Line consultant, Alfa (p. 21) 

 

When the respondents talked about new service lines, their descriptions made it clear that this is a 

matter of establishing practice areas with new functional or industry specializations. The focus on 

functional and industry expertise was a recurring aspect no matter the scale or novelty of knowledge 

conceptualization (8). In the words of the founding partner from Charlie: 

  

“We have the functional dimension, and we have the industry dimension. When we bring new knowledge or 

insights to the world, it is always through either one of the two, or a combination.” – Founding partner, Charlie 

(p. 16) 

 

Although the respondents made distinctions between the levels at which new knowledge may impact 

their consulting practices, these distinctions were not very stringent. Their descriptions give the 
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impression of fluid transitions between the possible manifestations of new knowledge, where 

conceptualization might start at a smaller scale but end up inducing larger scale change, or transcend 

the boundaries of the service line it was originally intended for. This indicates that innovation is of a 

rather fleeting nature, where new knowledge can manifest itself in a variety of ways, all of which may 

contribute to changing the firms’ practices within different functional and industry domains. 

 

4.2.1.1. The role of thought leadership formats 

Another aspect our respondents touched upon in connection to innovation outcomes is the potential of 

using thought leadership formats as part of developing and communicating new management 

knowledge. To exemplify what we mean by thought leadership formats, we found that the firms engage 

in the writing of books (9), white papers, and other types of articles (10), and also arrange conferences 

around particular topics of interest (11) (cf. appendix F).  The respondents explained that the purpose of 

such publications and events is two-fold. Firstly, they can be used to promote the firms’ professional 

expertise and viewpoints, irrespective of whether this relates to new or existing knowledge (12). 

Secondly, they can serve as supportive instruments in the process of conceptualizing new knowledge 

and implementing it as part of the firms’ consulting practices (13). Only when thought leadership formats 

had been used for the latter did the respondents talk about them in connection to innovation, but the 

two purposes are not mutually exclusive. The partner from Echo provided an example of how thought 

leadership formats may serve both purposes: 

  

“[name of book] is a very strategic book, because you can take the book and work with it in organizations. We 

can almost build a program on parts of that book. It was not quite intended that way; partly it was, but if I 

should write it all over again, I would focus on it even more. A book is really a concept. We think a lot more 

about that now, because we see the effect it has when we can give people a book. They say, ‘Wow, you wrote 

a book about it!’, and the sales ratings increase with a very high percentage.” – Partner, Echo (p. 25) 

  

The quote above shows how thought leadership formats can play a central role in creating new 

consulting practices and providing them with credibility. With that being said, it should be mentioned 

that the respondents’ descriptions show that they are often produced purely for marketing purposes. 

The director from Alfa and consultant from Delta were generally critical of the connection to innovation, 
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arguing that there is a general lack of new ideas in the thought leadership formats that are produced in 

their firms (14). According to the director from Alfa: 

  

“You could say that many of the thought leadership point-of-views we make have a very practical angle, so 

many of the things we write about are not related to new ways of thinking. […] It is more about execution, 

applicability and usability than ‘what if’. We have done very little of the latter.” – Director, Alfa (p. 25) 

 

4.2.2. Degrees of innovation: Incremental change 

On the subject of novelty – or the degree of change – we found that innovation was perceived to occur 

mostly as incremental change, with radical change being rare (15). This was seen as a natural state of 

affairs, and most of the respondents did not put any emphasis on attempting to achieve higher levels of 

novelty. The line consultant from Delta said: 

  

“To me, the premise for innovation is that you are utilizing knowledge in a new context. As such, a consultancy 

is a very good representative of that, because we very rarely invent something completely new; we are world 

champions in taking something from the top shelf and bringing it to the customer again with a different logo 

on it. In my opinion, innovation is a process – in [Delta] at least – where we merge and adapt some of our 

service ideas.” – Line consultant, Delta (p. 4) 

  

Rather than high levels of novelty, the goal of innovation is to ensure that evolving client needs can be 

met with suitable responses (16). As long as the changes that occur ultimately aim at increasing client 

satisfaction with services rendered, the respondents were largely indifferent to the novelty of these 

changes. In light of such sentiments, it was curious to simultaneously observe that many respondents 

believed their firms and the industry at large to be lacking in innovation (17). The following quotes 

exemplify such point of views: 

 

“Fundamentally, this is a conservative, old fashioned and retrospective industry, and we are not very 

innovative.” – Director, Alfa (p. 34) 

 

“So, innovation in [Bravo] of course is – you know in Danish you say that ‘Skomagerens børn have de dårligste 

sko.’ [Translation: ‘The cobbler’s children have no shoes.’].” - Partner, Bravo (p. 2) 

 

“We all do things in the way that we have done it before, and that kind of builds a pattern where you do not 

really develop and innovate.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 12) 
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“I think a lot of people in the industry have innovative moments, but it is my experience that people are more 

concerned with making money than being innovative. They are innovative once in a while, but then they get 

caught up in managing the organization and stop being innovative.” – Subdivision director, Delta (p. 18) 

                                                                                           

Managers from Alfa, Bravo, and Charlie were especially occupied with this subject, believing that the 

industry needs more focus on innovation in order to redefine its relevance. Increasing client 

sophistication and decreasing viability of traditional knowledge broker approaches were the foremost 

reasons they provided for this (18). Such sentiments were also reflected in what they perceived to be 

the industry’s main challenge, namely the replacement of conventional analysis and problem solving 

with tailored approaches that focus on actively creating change and impact in client organizations (19). 

 

4.2.3. Chapter summary 

The perception of what constitutes innovation varied among the respondents, but at a fundamental 

level it was associated with the creation of new management knowledge that is used to effect changes 

to the consulting practices of the firms. Concrete innovation outcomes range from new or adapted 

consulting tools and methods (the smaller scale) to broader consulting concepts and service lines (the 

larger scale), all within different domains of functional and industry expertise. Thought leadership 

formats such as books, articles, and conferences may also play a role in the development and promotion 

of such outcomes, but are often produced primarily for marketing purposes. Most of the innovations 

that occur represent incremental change, and are judged by their ability to meet evolving client needs 

rather than their potential for leading to breakthrough change. This was perceived to be the natural 

order of things, but ironically, many respondents also thought the industry to be conservative and 

lacking in innovation. 

 

4.3. The occurrence of innovation 

This chapter outlines our findings in relation to how innovation occurs within the case firms. We start 

by covering the only two examples of formal innovation arrangements we could identify in section 4.3.1., 

and then turn our attention towards the predominantly informal and dispersed nature of innovation in 

section 4.3.2. Lastly, we end with a chapter summary in section 4.3.3. 
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4.3.1. Formal arrangements 

When investigating how innovation occurs, we could only identify examples of formal arrangements in 

Delta and Echo. The subdivision in Delta that specializes in leadership and coaching – and whose director 

we have interviewed – has six industrial PhD placements8 The subdivision is founded upon strong 

theoretical foundations, and uses these placements to conduct research in fields that are related to 

existing areas of expertise, but which have yet to be taken into use. Engagement in client work is an 

important part of the industrial PhDs’ research approach. They also train consultants in the knowledge 

they develop. Both of these things are done in order to ease the implementation of the industrial PhDs’ 

research as part of the subdivision’s consulting practices. The subdivision plans to expand this initiative 

by establishing a small, permanent research unit (20; D-WEB, 2012; D-WEB, 2013; D-DOC, 2010: p. 10-

11). Similarly, Echo has one industrial PhD placement that conducts research to help develop the firm’s 

niche consulting practices (E-DOC, 2013). In both cases, the industrial PhDs are funded in collaboration 

between the firms and local universities. 

 

4.3.2. Innovation as an informal and dispersed phenomenon 

In light of our broader data set, the arrangements mentioned above stand out as atypical measures.  A 

shared finding across the firms is the general lack of formal arrangements such as R&D departments or 

systematic innovation frameworks. Moreover, practice development rarely occurs through structured 

processes that are carefully planned (21). The COO from Alfa made an illuminating comment in this 

regard: 

 

“We need to have new service lines, and this requires new thinking. It comes down to what we should focus 

on when it comes to innovation processes. I do not think we are very mature on that part, so we could be more 

formalistic. If you took our service line innovation, and took the concepts we tell [clients] to apply, we are not 

applying those concepts yet. So, we have a maturity journey on our own innovation processes, definitely.” – 

COO, Alfa (p. 6) 

                                                
8 The industrial PhD placements are part of a three-year program where PhD candidates are hired by a 

company and conduct research at a university at the same time. The industrial PhD program is managed 

by Innovation Fund Denmark (The Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2014).  



67 

 

Instead of being the product of formal arrangements, new consulting practices are developed through 

informal processes driven by motivated consultants, whether they are line consultants or in more senior 

positions. Accordingly, innovation relies on the dispersed efforts of individuals rather than centralized 

decision-making by senior management (22). Summed up shortly by representatives from Alfa, Bravo, 

Charlie, and Echo: 

  

“We do not have a structured approach [to innovation], it is more push from the consultants instead of pull 

from management. [...] It is seldom that [senior management] take out two consultants and say, ‘Okay, now 

you have to come up with a new tool for this or that.’” – Line consultant, Alfa (p. 6) 

 

“Formally [innovation] is not emphasized. It is growing from the bottom.” – Line consultant, Bravo (p. 22) 

 

“I would not be able to point to specific structures or processes or things that we put into place to drive 

innovation. […] I would say that we are relatively welcoming – or we are very welcoming, but maybe not very 

good at pushing it.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 9) 

  

“That is the way we like things to grow, with people’s own initiatives.” – Partner, Echo (p. 3) 

 

The respondents viewed the reliance on dispersed, individual efforts as favorable to more centralized 

approaches, as it caters to the consultants’ professional autonomy while increasing their enthusiasm 

about becoming innovators. Interestingly, the respondents did not make any strict demarcations 

between innovation initiatives undertaken by line consultants as compared to consultants in more 

senior positions. Because of that, we will not make any fundamental separation between them, and 

instead focus on the main phases that characterize the majority of practice development efforts within 

the case firms. We have identified three such phases: 1) Initiation; 2) development; and 3) 

dissemination. Due to the informal nature of innovation, few initiatives proceed in the exact same 

manner, and so these phases should not be interpreted as a systematic or strictly linear process, but 

rather as the overall sequence in which the main innovation activities tend to occur. Each phase is 

described in the following three sections. 
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4.3.2.1. Initiation triggered by client requests and needs 

The first phase – initiation – is the point at which new ideas arise and a decision is made to act upon 

them. The respondents explained that the majority of innovation initiatives emerge directly from the 

client sphere, where they are initiated in response to unsuspected circumstances (23). They described 

two primary scenarios that may lead to initiation. Firstly, it can happen if clients actively request novel 

solutions (24): 

  

“[…] [innovation] is almost always the result of a client request of some sort, where we have to be sharp and 

look like we have done it many times before, but [our consultants] have to innovate something.” – Partner, 

Charlie (p. 5) 

  

Secondly, it can happen if consultants discover new client needs during the sale or execution of projects 

(25): 

  

“Typically [innovation] happens when we are thinking of pitching something to a client and we see a need that 

is a bit different from another one – from the typical one – and we sit down and we talk about it, and we do a 

big board maneuver, and that is sort of where the magic happens creativity-wise.” – Line consultant, Delta (p. 

5) 

  

While unsuspected circumstances related to client projects are the main causes of initiation, it may 

occasionally happen as a result of broader market trends, promising academic research, or professional 

hobbies (26). Representatives from Bravo and Echo provided examples of the latter: 

  

“A young consultant we had - maybe seven or eight years ago - he was really into this pricing issue. And I 

thought, ‘So, pricing, how complicated can that be?’ But he was really preoccupied with the subject, and I said, 

‘Okay, well, go ahead.’” – Managing partner, Bravo (p. 8) 

 

“[Consultant] started to develop our new practice area by saying, ‘I really think innovation management 

expertise is important, that is the reason why I am here at [Echo], and to me it is what I want to do as a 

consultant.’” – Partner, Echo (p. 3) 

  

Not all initiatives make it past the initiation phase or survive the development phase that follows. Those 

that are inspired by client requests and needs might never become more than project-specific solutions, 

while those that are inspired by market trends, academic research, or professional hobbies may be 
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discarded. We found that new ideas are subjected to further development only if they show signs of 

being practically applicable and relevant for clients (27). 

 

4.3.2.2. Development through client projects, consultant collaboration, and use of existing knowledge 

The second phase – development – is the most intensive stage of conceptualization, where new ideas 

are fleshed out and turned into cohesive consulting practices. Just as for initiation, client projects are the 

primary vehicles for development. This entails the application of new ideas in client contexts to be tested 

and honed through new experiences. Development typically occurs over a series of client projects, 

allowing for iterative knowledge creation and gradual refinement of the original idea (28). Client projects 

are not only used for knowledge development, but also to ensure the practical applicability of new ideas 

and to validate client interest (29). In the case of innovation initiatives that emerge as a result of market 

trends, academic research, or professional hobbies (i.e., not as a result of unexpected circumstances 

related to client projects), development starts by creating conceptual prototypes, but these are quickly 

brought to the market for testing and fine-tuning in pilot projects (30). Accordingly, no initiative is 

developed internally without some form of client contact. Representatives from Charlie and Bravo 

exemplified the central role of client projects: 

 

“A couple of years ago we sort of played with the idea of moving into corporate finance and expanding into 

that line of work […] in many of those situations what we do is we re-use and re-package what we have from 

other sectors or already know of […] we typically start [client] engagement, and then we figure out if the client 

needs are something slightly different, and then we sort of tweak that a little bit and practice that tool a little 

bit, and then it becomes more and more refined, and then suddenly we have a new methodology so to speak.” 

– Partner, Charlie (p. 2) 

 

“We have been working with lean for many years. Three or four years ago we were looking upon what is 

actually happening within this field when it comes to innovation processes. We started working with that, and 

two guys really dug into it and made it their project to develop our lean innovation approach. They came out 

with a book on the subject that was internationally published, detailing our approach to lean innovation 

projects. At the same time, we did three or four projects with clients. All in all, that gave quite solid ground for 

what has become a new service for us. I think that is a quite good example of a piece of innovation we have 

made.” – Managing partner, Bravo (p. 4) 
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The last quote also exemplifies how thought leadership formats may take part in the development 

process. This requires innovators to find time outside of client projects to produce them, however, and 

they were not viewed as a necessity, although they can be valuable supportive instruments. 

 

Another essential part of the development process is collaboration, which refers to consultants who 

share ideas and experiences, and who draw upon the expertise of their colleagues. Client projects are 

the main collaborative arenas – where knowledge creation occurs through knowledge sharing between 

the team members – but the respondents explained how innovators typically also engage their informal 

networks to access colleagues with relevant expertise, and to arrange brainstorming sessions where their 

initiatives are discussed and evaluated (31). Representatives from Bravo, Delta, and Echo effectively 

summed up the importance of collaboration: 

 

“I involve my colleagues, even though it is colleagues of mine that are not on the assignment [...] I explain the 

situation and talk about what I have been thinking about. I just say, ‘Okay, what do you think? Are there any 

ideas from the top of your head?’ And, you know, these things matter. When you are dealing with a problem, 

even the act of just telling somebody about the problem can give you good ideas, even before the other person 

has said anything. […] this notion of how you actually reach out and explain to colleagues what problems or 

challenges you have, and getting good ideas on how you can solve them, that is part of our innovation process.” 

– Partner, Bravo (p. 5) 

 

“New ideas do not come from people. They come from collaboration. I think it is a misunderstanding to think 

that a good idea comes from within a person and then out. It is not an individual achievement to get an idea, 

it is a relational activity.” – Subdivision director, Delta (p. 5) 

 

“When you are together in an innovation process it works better. You say something, I say something, our idea 

grows together and we can make it into something very interesting.” – Line consultant, Echo (p. 5) 

 

The respondents also highlighted that it is common to use existing tools, methodologies, and concepts 

as a foundation for development by coupling them with new ideas and applying them in new contexts. 

Consequently, new consulting practices often take shape as recombined or adapted versions of 

preexisting practices (32). In addition to sourcing knowledge from clients and their own firms, innovators 

sometimes source knowledge from external parties such as competitors, partnership companies, 

academia, or prominent thought leaders. Only for Bravo and Delta did we find that this has occurred 
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through active collaboration with such parties (33). It is not uncommon, however, that external 

knowledge is used as inspiration in combination with firm knowledge. The COO from Alfa explained how 

this was done in the development of an innovative concept:  

 

“We basically took some elements from [competing consultancy’s] approach to BPR – business process re-

engineering - and we took some elements from [Alfa’s] industrial lean approach, and we merged these 

concepts for the first time ever at the client side, and that created new insights and new results.” – COO, Alfa 

(pp. 2-3) 

 

4.3.2.3. Dissemination throughout project teams, practice areas, and informal networks 

The last phase – dissemination – centers on the internal promotion of new knowledge in order to 

stimulate awareness and implementation beyond the local context of the innovators. This was believed 

to be a crucial part of having new knowledge lead to actual changes in the firms’ consulting practices. 

Dissemination is typically closely intertwined with development, meaning that a strict demarcation 

between these phases cannot and should not be made. Nevertheless, it is only when the development 

phase draws to an end that dissemination becomes the primary focus. Dissemination occurs as 

innovators promote their results to clients and throughout their project teams, practice areas, and 

broader informal networks (34), for example by arranging informal meetings and workshops. It can also 

be achieved by securing stage time at formal company meetings (35). The goal is to demonstrate the 

benefits of the knowledge that has been developed and instructing colleagues in its usage. 

Representatives from Bravo and Echo provided examples of dissemination efforts in both formal and 

informal settings:  

 

“We presented [a new concept for effective R&D processes] in an informal meeting where we invited 30-40 

people that we knew were interested to a couple of action sessions – just one hour – and they liked it so much, 

and we continued to work with it. Then we presented it in a larger meeting, and then did it again, and now 

many of our colleagues have already sold five or six projects based on this concept. We have not even been 

involved in installing it, but just by presenting the ideas, they have liked it so much. It can happen in 100 

different ways, but it is usually quite informal in the beginning, and if it is good you get more official stage 

time.” – Partner, Bravo (pp. 17-18) 

 

 “[At a company meeting] we spent two hours where [consultant] – one of my colleagues who just wrote a 

book about mindfulness in organizations – introduced her models. We worked with some of it, and had some 
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discussions about how can we use it, as well as what it is not good for. […] I would say that is the way we 

introduce something new.” – Partner, Echo (p. 12) 

 

In general, practice development efforts were characterized as highly iterative, with innovators who 

cycle back and forth between the use of different client projects, internal collaboration with colleagues, 

application of existing knowledge resources, and dissemination of new knowledge (36). 

 

4.3.3. Chapter summary 

The most striking finding in relation to how innovation occurs is the near complete lack of formal 

arrangements, with the industrial PhD placements in Delta and Echo being the only notable exceptions. 

Instead, we found that innovation occurs through informal, organic processes driven by the dispersed 

efforts of individuals, whether they be line consultants or consultants in more senior positions. 

 

Despite an absence of systematic processes, we were able to identify three main phases that 

characterize the majority of innovation initiatives. These should be interpreted as the overall sequence 

in which innovation activities occur, and not as a strictly linear process. The first phase – initiation – 

revolves around to the identification of new ideas and the decision to act upon them. Unexpected 

circumstances in relation to client projects (i.e., new requests or needs) are the primary catalysts of 

initiation, but it may occasionally be triggered by market trends, academic research, or professional 

hobbies. The early market potential exhibited by new ideas is the decisive factor when evaluating 

whether or not an initiative should proceed beyond the initiation phase. 

 

The second phase – development – revolves around the transformation of new ideas into cohesive 

consulting practices. Client projects are the primary development vehicles, as they are used to test and 

refine new ideas through practical application in different client contexts, as well as being used to 

validate client interest. Consequently, no initiative is developed without direct client contact. 

Collaboration and knowledge sharing between consultants is another critical part of the development 

phase. Client projects are the main collaborative arenas, but innovators often tap into their informal 

networks. Since it is common to found development on existing knowledge resources, new consulting 
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practices often take shape as recombined or adapted versions of established practices. Other than 

sourcing knowledge from clients and their firms, innovators sometimes source knowledge from external 

parties such as competitors, partnership companies, academia, or thought leaders. 

 

The last phase – dissemination – revolves around the internal promotion of new knowledge in order to 

implement it as part of the firms’ consulting practices. Dissemination occurs as innovators promote their 

results to clients and throughout their project teams, practice areas, and informal networks. A common 

way of doing this is by arranging informal meetings and workshops, or by securing stage time at formal 

company meetings. Although dissemination efforts intensify during the last phase of innovation 

initiatives, it is important to note that they are typically closely intertwined with development activities. 

In general, practice development efforts were described as highly iterative, with innovators who cycle 

back and forth between different activities. 

 

4.4. Organizational impact factors 

This chapter outlines our findings in relation to the organizational factors that may have an impact on 

innovation in the case firms. These factors mirror those we presented as part of our theoretical 

framework. First, we cover strategy in section 4.4.1. Second, we cover agency incentives in section 4.4.2. 

Third, we cover time for development in section 4.4.3. Fourth, we cover management support in section 

4.4.4. Fifth, we cover knowledge channels in section 4.4.5. Lastly, we provide a chapter summary in 

section 4.4.6. 

 

4.4.1. Strategy 

When respondents from the management level were asked about possible relations between strategy 

and innovation, they explained that very few innovation initiatives emerge directly from strategic 

processes, and that their firms do not operate with explicit innovation goals (37). The relation between 

strategy and innovation is less straightforward, and to understand it one must first get a rudimentary 

grasp of the firms’ overall approach to strategic planning. The most striking feature is that none of the 

firms operate with detailed strategy plans (38). In other words, little is written about their strategic 
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ambitions, and they do not work with very specific goals. Instead, strategic planning mainly takes shape 

as a flexible process, where long-term aspirations are continuously discussed in conversations between 

managers, as well as in firm-wide conversations that include lower-level consultants (39). The scope of 

the firms’ strategies is restricted to higher-level objectives in the form visions, values, and broad strategic 

themes that delineate primary areas of attention (40). These are used to provide overall long-term 

directions and prioritizations for different activities, including possible innovation initiatives (41). Hence, 

strategy was framed as a potential vector for innovation, in the sense that higher-level objectives may 

inspire new initiatives or provide focus for ongoing ones. According to the COO from Alfa: 

  

“I would say that the strategic ambition defines a space that requires innovation, but the process steps are not 

that well defined yet.” – COO, Alfa (p. 6) 

  

He continued to elaborate upon the topic at a later stage: 

  

“[…] what we do at least is that we have defined some strategic themes, some themes that we know are 

important [...] We are loyal to that. We say, ‘Okay, if [theme] is a fact, how are we actually approaching that 

theme in terms of how we set up [Alfa] and in terms of our deliveries?’ […] that theme is driving the idea 

creation […] So, we are trying to put up the most important levers or themes, and then work it down to the 

details.” – COO, Alfa (pp. 11-12) 

  

A common viewpoint among the managers was that this flexible approach enables their firms to remain 

agile and react to changes in the environment (42). At the same time, they also admitted that they find 

it challenging to undertake more systematic strategic planning or commit to exploration of new avenues 

of interest. First of all, they highlighted that their firms are subject to short revenue pipelines and that 

there is low long-term predictability in the market, making it difficult to plan beyond the shorter term 

(43). Second of all, and in relation to the former point, they emphasized that the constant pressure of 

delivering client projects and securing new sales results in a preoccupation with ongoing operational 

challenges. This distracts them from long-term planning, and leads to a general lack of reflection on 

future development (44). In the words of the managers from Charlie: 
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“I think many [consulting] organizations will find themselves struggling with allocating sufficient time and 

resources to the strategic, aspirational dimension, because they find themselves caught up with the 

operational challenges. I think that has also been the case for us.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 7) 

 

“We would like to think – I mean, the official attitude is, ‘Yes of course! We are strategists, so of course we 

could strategize our own company.’ I think the reality is that we actually do not. Once in a while we do sort of 

corporate strategies for this company, and we are always very relieved and happy when we have done it, but 

we do not seem to follow up on them. We do not seem to make them materialize, because in reality it is all 

really organic. It revolves around the clients who are contacting us.” – Partner, Charlie (p. 18) 

  

In summary, strategy can impact innovation through higher-level objectives that inspire and provide 

focus, but its potential for stimulating long-term thinking and change is hampered by the firms’ fixation 

on short-term challenges. This was seen as a fundamental barrier to innovation (45). As expressed by the 

director from Alfa: 

 

“We have such a short pipeline of client projects. We may be closed as a company in three months – that is 

what we have in the pipeline – and that means that 200 employees could be gone in three months. That gives 

you a certain level of constant anxiety, and even though you earn a lot of money, your inclination for innovation 

simply becomes limited. You say to yourself, ‘Innovation is fine and dandy, but now I just need to get going, I 

just need to sell this project!’” – Director, Alfa (p. 34) 

 

4.4.2. Agency incentives 

Since innovation occurs through dispersed, individual efforts, the respondents put great emphasis on 

the need for consultants that are motivated to become agents of innovation. They explained that this 

can be a matter of intrinsic motivation stemming from personal interests and curiosity (46) (i.e., 

professional hobbies), but that it also is vital for the firms to have incentives in place to provide extrinsic 

motivation. Despite the weight this was given, none of the firms have monetary rewards connected to 

practice development (47). The firms give their employees a basic salary, and supplement this with 

performance bonuses that are based on the amount of billable hours consultants register and their 

contributions to sales of new client projects (48). According to the line consultant from Alfa: 

  

“We have this system where your bonuses are dependent on how much you sell and how much you are in-

voicing to your customers. That is not a secret, and I guess that is a pretty normal standard for most consulting 

firms.” – Line consultant, Alfa (p. 9) 
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Only for Alfa and Bravo did we find that consultants’ performance goals are sometimes extended to 

cover other activities – for example related to practice development – but in those cases it is done on an 

unsystematic, case-by-case basis (49). 

 

In lieu of monetary remunerations, the firms rely on less palpable incentives in order to motivate 

consultants to become innovators. We have grouped these together and labeled them as recognition 

incentives. The respondents explained that innovators seek to receive recognition for their efforts in 

order to build their professional reputation and improve their prospects of career progression (50). 

Consequently, the respondents emphasized that it is important for managers to reward innovators with 

credit where credit’s due (51). The general perception was that managers are highly appreciative of 

individuals who undertake innovation initiatives, and mindful of recognizing their efforts. This is typically 

done through direct verbal feedback, and is also reflected by the fact that it does indeed have an impact 

on career progression (52). As summed up by the founding partner from Charlie and the partner from 

Echo: 

  

“[...] we do honor development – for example if you have improved our services or the way we go to market or 

have written white papers or tried to build a capability-base that we can sell - and we urge everybody to help 

build our structural capital. We call it ‘develop the company’.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 10) 

 

“[…] at the end of the day, [innovation] is up to the consultants. They are the ones who have the knowledge in 

their heads. If they do not really spend time on it, and we are not good enough at appraising and appreciating 

those things, not as much happens as what would be good for us.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 15) 

 

“You have to kind of find the energy and time [for innovation] on your own side of the table, but the benefit is 

huge when the results are there. Then you will be worth more as a consultant for us, and also for others – for 

the clients.” – Partner, Echo (p. 18) 

  

There was general agreement among line consultants across the firms that encouragement and 

recognition from managers has a significant effect on their motivation to become innovators. At the 

same time, they underscored that the primary expectation from managers is that they deliver billable 

hours and sales, wherefore practice development was viewed as a second-order priority (53). 
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Meanwhile, these activities do not necessarily have to be in opposition of each other. Line consultants 

from Delta and Echo explained that new consulting practices could be used to attract new clients, 

thereby placing them in a better position to fulfill their performance goals: 

  

“[...] considering the career ladder, what you need to bump up from consultant to senior consultant is to carry 

your own weight in sales. So, if I can figure out a concept that makes it possible to sell my own hours, I have a 

good opportunity of being promoted, and I have a better standpoint for negotiating wages with my boss.” – 

Line consultant, Delta (p. 13) 

  

“You show the world what you have learned in a process, you tell your colleagues about it. […] my customers 

will also see it, and they might hire me for a new task, which means that there are incentives to do it. […] You 

have to be motivated, it has to be meaningful, and you have to gain something […] you can get recognized – 

‘Ah, interesting!’ – but you can also get new customers.” – Line consultant, Echo (p. 15) 

  

Nevertheless, despite the existence of this potential balancing mechanism, the respondents said that the 

overwhelming focus on rewarding billable hours and sales is one of the main barriers to innovation, as it 

tends to result in practice development being down-prioritized (54). The executive director from Delta 

and the partner from Echo summed this up in the following ways: 

 

“It is also a challenge that at the end of the day, we do measure people on their billing ratio and how much 

they sell, and some of these [innovation] activities do not have an immediate payoff […] it is something that 

does not get the same priority as the day-by-day and making sure that you are billable and selling service 

hours. I think that this will always be a challenge in management consultancies – to make sure that you do 

prioritize those activities as well – because it is a business where we basically do not know what we are doing 

in half a year’s time, so we are working with very short horizons all the time. […] Therefore, there is at all times 

a real pressure of getting new assignments.” – Executive director, Delta (p. 7) 

 

"We know that [monetary incentives based on billable hours and sales] could be a limitation for innovation, 

because people have to sell, sell, sell. They will not get paid for something they might sell in a year. Some would 

say, ‘Instead of having coffee with my clients, I could just develop the world's greatest concept.’ Yes, maybe, 

but it is too dangerous for us." – Partner, Echo (p. 20) 

 

 

4.4.3. Time for development 

The respondents were univocal in stressing time as the primary resource that facilitates the development 

activities associated with innovation, and that the availability of time ultimately sets the boundaries of 
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the extent to which innovation may occur. Consultants’ time is neither infinite nor cheap, and so this was 

also framed as a question of money. We found that there are three ways in which development time 

might be secured: 1) By utilizing client projects; 2) by utilizing spare capacity; and 3) by allocating internal 

development time. Each approach is described in the following three sections. 

 

4.4.3.1. Utilizing client projects  

The principal way of acquiring time for innovation is to integrate development activities as part of client 

projects, thereby having clients indirectly ‘pay’ for the activities (55). High levels of professional 

autonomy among the consultants is a key aspect in this regard – and viewed as a fundamental part of 

the firms’ approach to innovation – as they are free to explore new ideas during daily work as long as 

their clients are satisfied and their performance goals are being fulfilled (56). Unless clients themselves 

ask for something new, the amount of time that can be acquired is largely up to innovators’ ability to 

identify suitable projects and ‘sell’ their ideas to clients. Projects that involve the application of new ideas 

are sometimes sold by offering a discount, leading to co-investment and risk sharing between the firms 

and their clients (57). As summed up by the line consultant from Alfa: 

  

“[…] innovation in [Alfa] tends to be very driven by what we can actually sell to our customers. It is seldom that 

we use a lot of resources just to innovate. Most of the time, the innovation has to be directly applicable for a 

certain project or a certain customer, and most of our inflows go into projects where the customer is sort of 

paying for the innovation. Sometimes, we will also say […] ‘Would you be okay to pay a smaller fee, and then 

be part of this innovative project?’” – Line consultant, Alfa (p. 2) 

 

4.4.3.2. Utilizing spare capacity 

It is possible to find time for development activities outside of the client sphere by utilizing spare 

capacity. Spare capacity refers to any leftover time consultants may have after completing duties on 

client projects and reaching their performance goals. If innovators find themselves having leftover time, 

they are free to use it to pursue any initiative they please (58). Once again, this is a consequence of the 

high levels of autonomy enjoyed by the firms’ consultants. Despite such freedom, the actual impact on 

innovation seems to be limited. There are two reasons for this. Firstly, leftover time is exceedingly scarce. 

Only the line consultant from Echo reported that there is significant leftover time available (59). Secondly 
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– once again with the exception of Echo – consultants tend to use their leftover time to sell new client 

projects rather than engaging in innovation activities (60). 

 

4.4.3.3. Allocating internal development time 

In rare instances, the firms will fund an allocation of internal development time, meaning that managers 

allow innovators to withdraw from regular duties to spend some portion of their working hours on their 

initiatives. This approach can be used for any type of development activity, but is especially relevant for 

those that cannot be done in client projects, such as the production of thought leadership formats (61). 

According to the partner from Bravo: 

 

“I think about 14 or 15 books have been written and published by consultants from [Bravo], so if somebody 

wants to take some new knowledge and create a book out of it that can actually be sold to real people, that is 

being supported by the company. I actually got time off, where I was given two days a week for a period of 

twelve weeks to write this book. I would not have been able to do that if I had to do it just in my spare time. 

So, if you have an idea of something new you want to do that helps [Bravo], you can get support for doing it.” 

– Partner, Bravo (p. 16) 

 

The only firm where this does not happen is Echo, where they have stopped allocating internal 

development time altogether, having found that their small scale and limited capacity simply does not 

allow it (62). In the other firms, internal development time is allocated on an ad-hoc basis (63). This 

requires innovators to convince their managers that the initiatives have potential, which means that they 

must showcase some form of value (64). Sometimes, this may be a question of evaluating initiatives in 

light of overall strategic directions and priorities. The most common way of demonstrating value, 

however, is to document emerging client interest and proof from practice (65). As expressed by the 

founding partner from Charlie:  

 

“I do not know if it is kind of dogmatic, but I would say that we have a golden rule that it needs to be relevant 

to a specific client of ours, so that we do not spend a lot of resources on building intellectual property that 

might be relevant for someone or may be a good way to position ourselves. […] It should be relevant for the 

market, and we should see the direct link – otherwise, we spend our time elsewhere. It is a commercial 

approach of investing where you can get a return, as well as an acid test of whether something is relevant or 

not.” – Founding partner, Charlie (p. 15) 
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As mentioned above, the firms rarely allocate internal development time. It is also not something that is 

formally budgeted. It was seen as an unviable option to operate with extensive funding for innovation, 

since the firms’ dependence on constant revenue from clients leaves few funds available for other 

activities than client-focused work (66). In addition, the respondents reiterated their preference for using 

client projects as development vehicles. These perspectives are exemplified by the following quotes: 

 

“There would be little very little understanding if I tell [managing partner] that I just want to sit around with a 

little team over here in the corner and invent new services. He is going to tell me, ‘You can do anything you like 

in your spare time, but make sure you send some bills to our customers so we can give you a salary, because 

we do not have an R&D budget, we do not have an innovation budget.’” – Partner, Bravo (pp. 3-4) 

 

“The challenge in many consulting firms is the financing model; we do not have that much money to invest in 

potential new areas. We need to go on black figures all the way. We need to move from certain areas that are 

really good and comfortable, and then slightly drift into new areas while maintaining black figures. […] If you 

had the funding to take more risks, you would probably also have a higher degree of radical development.” – 

COO, Alfa (p. 15) 

 

”Most of our cases – our good innovation cases – come from projects where we work together with the 

customers. That is mostly how it works in [Alfa], and the upside is that you adapt your innovation, so you are 

sure that it is actually what the customer needs and wants. But, on the other hand, it is difficult to put a lot of 

internal resources into back-office innovation. […] It is difficult because, in our world – as in many others – you 

have to in-voice to customers. If you cannot in-voice, [Alfa] has to pay for you to innovate. You can see this as 

a weakness in consulting firms, I guess, but there are pros and cons to doing it this way.” – Line consultant, 

Alfa (p. 2) 

 

The quote from the COO of Alfa is particularly noteworthy, as he suggested that there would be higher 

levels of innovation if there were higher levels of investment. Although the respondents highlighted the 

virtues of using client projects as development vehicles, there is indeed support for that statement, as 

they also emphasized that a lack of time for development is the primary barrier to innovation. Once 

again, they stated that this is a result of the constant focus on generating billable hours and sales (67). 

The line consultant from Delta had an interesting take on the lack of time: 

 

“[...] we are busier talking about innovation than doing innovation. This is perhaps a harsh point, but I have 

actually been quite involved with groups inside the company that have tried to promote an innovation agenda, 

and the drawback is that you often hear management accepting it and saying, ‘Well, that is a brilliant idea!’, 
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but then when I have my yearly development conversation with my manager, the requirements for me to 

perform in the marketplace are not reduced. I still have to have a billing ratio at around 80-90 per cent for me 

to be successful. I think that is a very interesting angle on it: What kind of resources are the company actually 

making available?“ – Line consultant, Delta (pp. 3-4) 

 

4.4.4. Management support  

Because innovation occurs through dispersed, individual efforts, the respondents viewed management 

support as an important and sometimes crucial part of ensuring a successful outcome. Management 

support can express itself in different ways. Most emphasized was their assistance in evaluating and 

providing direction for innovation initiatives, as well as assisting innovators in prioritizing between 

activities. In addition, managers were viewed as knowledgeable and resourceful people who can give 

innovators access to relevant expertise within large professional networks (68). Management support 

was also considered to have a beneficial effect beyond each specific initiative, as the respondents 

believed that it promotes a firm culture were new ideas and initiatives are viewed in a favorable light, 

and where it is accepted to experiment and take risks (69). The partner and line consultant from Bravo 

shed light on the significance of management support: 

   

“Sometime if I think, ‘This is so big and interesting that I might actually present it to [managing partner] or 

some of the leading partners’, I would say to them, ‘I think we should do something more fundamental about 

this’, and they might say, ‘You are right. This needs to be the core process in that whole part of [Bravo] over 

there, and we need to find a way of doing it. Can you think about how it can be done?’ I would then think to 

myself, ‘Okay great! They like what I am doing, and they want me to spread it out to the whole company!’ 

After that I become even more motivated, and I start talking to other people about how it could be done.” – 

Partner, Bravo (p. 17) 

  

“If I had a great idea, I would usually go directly to my manager and rely on him to make sure that it actually 

is a great idea. […] Without any formal procedures, you are really dependent on the manager you have to 

support you. […] I think my managers are open to new ideas – and they usually get a lot of ideas themselves 

that they try to develop – so if I had a new idea I could go to them and discuss it, and then bring out initiatives.” 

– Line consultant, Bravo (p. 23) 

 

As in the case of acquiring internal development time, innovators have to push their initiatives in order 

to secure management support (70). Most of the respondents described their firms as relatively flat 
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organizations with easy access to managers, and perceived managers to be open to new ideas and 

supportive of new initiatives, often urging innovators to persevere in their efforts and suggesting 

further courses of action. The only exception is the line consultant from Delta, who described the firm’s 

managers as conservative and relatively inhospitable to new ways of thinking, something he saw as a 

great impediment to innovation (71). While managers were generally perceived to be open and 

supportive, the respondents explained that innovators must showcase market interest in order to 

acquire active sponsorship of their initiatives, just as in the case of acquiring internal time for 

development (72). 

 

4.4.5. Knowledge channels 

When asking the respondents about the channels that enable knowledge to flow within the boundaries 

of their firms, as well as those that provide them access to other external knowledge sources than their 

clients, we found a presence of similar channels as those outlined in our theoretical framework. In the 

following five sections, we describe how they may impact knowledge sharing, knowledge creation, and 

innovation. The five sections cover formal training, formal meetings, informal knowledge sharing, ICT 

systems, and lastly, academia, partnership companies, thought leaders, and learning excursions. 

 

4.4.5.1. Formal training 

Training is a prioritized area of investment in the firms, and a fixed part of their budgets. With the 

exception of Echo, all of the firms have internal training structures that offer courses in basic consulting 

skills and professional conducts, as well as progressive courses in different areas of functional expertise. 

Due to its small size, Echo relies on collective training sessions for the whole organization (73). These 

formal training activities were not only seen as a way of continuously strengthening consultants’ 

competences, but also as a way of ensuring interaction between consultants with different skills and 

experiences, as well as creating stronger links between organizational members. Therefore, by 

extension, formal training was seen as a way of stimulating knowledge sharing conducive to knowledge 

creation (74). According to the partner from Bravo: 
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“We have internal training sessions for the whole company, and we have it running where everybody at every 

level is blended together to receive the same training, but also to ensure that young meets old. Often times, 

innovation happens in the meeting between the unfamiliar.” – Partner, Bravo (p. 5) 

 

Although formal training was perceived to be beneficial, the respondents emphasized that the most 

valuable form of learning and interaction occurs through on-the-job training, where consultants are given 

the opportunity to observe more experienced colleagues, acquire their own experiences, and receive real-

time feedback on their performance (75). 

 

4.4.5.2. Formal meetings 

Formal meetings were seen as another way of stimulating knowledge sharing. All of the firms arrange 

meetings for their whole organization and in their different practice areas on a monthly or quarterly basis 

(76). The respondents explained that these meetings are used for strategic discussions and alignment of 

different activities within their firms, but that they also play a central role in the dissemination of new 

knowledge. Specifically, meetings were seen as important arenas for presenting new ideas, thought 

leadership formats, and consulting practices. Hence, meetings can help innovators promote their 

initiatives, and may be a source of inspiration for their colleagues (77). As told by the line consultant from 

Bravo: 

 

“When you have developed something new, you have to give it some kind of internal branding, and we try to 

do that now. When someone has come up with some great new stuff that they test out with clients, we usually 

bring it up in internal meetings for the whole company – in the big meetings – to demonstrate that we now 

have this cool stuff. Maybe others can learn from it, and at the very least they will know what has been done. 

I think that this is also a key way of showing that it is prioritized.” – Line consultant, Bravo (p. 12) 

 

The last sentence of this quote touches upon an interesting aspect that was also brought up by 

respondents from Charlie and Echo, which is that innovators are motivated by opportunities to present 

their initiatives in company meetings, as it demonstrates that their efforts are being recognized and 

supported (78). 

 



84 

4.4.5.3. Informal knowledge sharing 

While formal training and meetings were believed to play an important role, the respondents 

emphasized that most knowledge sharing activities within the boundaries of their firms occur informally 

through peer-to-peer interaction, which was seen as the most effective form of knowledge sharing. The 

reason given for this is that peer-to-peer interaction allows for richer, more direct exchanges of 

knowledge through the use of phone calls, e-mails, or meetings in person (79). Informal knowledge 

sharing was not only perceived to be beneficial for general knowledge creation, but also to be of direct 

relevance for innovation. As we alluded to in our description of how innovation occurs, the respondents 

said that is common for innovators to engage their informal networks to acquire or disseminate new 

knowledge (80). For example, they explained that if they had developed new knowledge that they felt 

should be implemented as part of the firms’ consulting practices, they would first reach out to people in 

their networks that they believe would be interested. Informal networks were also seen as useful source 

of feedback on innovation initiatives, as noted by the partner from Bravo: 

 

“You need to bounce new ideas off of somebody, and you have your friends who are interested in the same 

subjects, and you know who these people are. If I had a new idea, I would for example hook up with [consultant] 

in the cantina and ask him, 'Hey, do you have ten minutes? I just want to show you something. What if we did 

like this or this, or maybe like this, what do you think of that?’ He is used to giving feedback, so he would 

probably say, ‘That is a fantastic idea, but have you thought about doing it like this? By the way, remember to 

talk to [consultant] about this, because she has done something similar.’ Then I go to her next!” – Partner, 

Bravo (p. 17) 

 

Managers from Alfa, Bravo, Charlie, and Delta said that they try to stimulate informal knowledge sharing 

through the physical design of their offices. They explained that they use open office spaces to allow for 

unplanned interactions, to make knowledge sources transparent, and to promote a collaborative culture, 

and that these open spaces are supplemented with breakaway rooms for more focused work (81). The 

founding partner from Charlie also pointed out that they try to encourage diverse interactions by not 

having fixed desks for their consultants (82). While these managers considered such office arrangements 

to be beneficial, the general perception among the respondents was that culture is the key stimulant of 

informal sharing. They described their firms’ cultures as being characterized by a high willingness to share 
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knowledge and collaborate (83). These cultural traits, in turn, were believed to be a product of strong 

social relations (84). 

 

4.4.5.4. ICT systems 

All of the firms have some form of ICT system that is meant to enhance knowledge sharing. In Bravo, 

Charlie, and Echo, the systems consists of simple databases where documents can be stored in either 

theme-based or project-based share drives (85). Alfa and Delta have more comprehensive systems. In 

both firms, share drives for documents are supplemented with consultant profiles that inform about 

their expertise and past experience. In Alfa – where they had recently launched a new system – they also 

have an encyclopedia of important topics that can be edited by anybody, as well as an information stream 

that can be likened to the social media platform Twitter, where consultants can post interesting updates 

as soon as they occur (86). The purpose of the firms’ share drives is to provide quick and constant access 

to codified knowledge. The more comprehensive systems in Alfa and Delta are also intended to provide 

consultants with an overview of the firms’ employees and help them connect with each other (87).  

 

Despite noble intentions, the overall perception among the respondents was that these systems are not 

actively used. They explained that this is partly due to a lack of time and routines for updating the systems 

(88), which results in a lack of contributions and disorganized information. The most important reason, 

however, were said to be a general lack of engagement with the systems, as peer-to-peer interaction is 

the dominant and preferred way sharing knowledge, and believed to be the most effective (89). This was 

also the case for Alfa and Delta, even though they have sought to leverage peer-to-peer interaction by 

supplementing their systems with consultant profiles. As such, we found that ICT systems were believed 

to have a limited impact on knowledge sharing (90). With that being said, it should be noted that the 

respondents also mentioned that it can be challenging to locate knowledge resources without having a 

systematic overview, and suggested that this could be alleviated through improved system design and 

efforts at increasing engagement with the systems (91). The respondents from Alfa noted that this is 

exactly what they seek to achieve with their augmented system, but that the system is still too new to 

know whether or not it will have the intended effect. 
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4.4.5.5. Academia, partnership companies, thought leaders, and learning excursions 

When we outlined our findings pertaining to how innovation occurs, we noted how experiences in the 

client sphere are the primary external sources of new knowledge, but also mentioned that innovators 

sometimes acquire knowledge from other external sources. In this section, we outline those we have 

identified to be the most important among these. They include academia, partnership companies, 

thought leaders, and learning excursions, and are described in a similar order below. 

 

As mentioned in our description of formal arrangements for innovation, Delta and Echo have links to 

academia through their co-funded industrial PhD placements. Apart from these formal arrangements, 

the respondents emphasized that it is mostly individual interests and needs that determine whether 

consultants engage with academic sources of knowledge (92). Respondents from Bravo, Delta, and Echo 

said that the use of academic knowledge is widespread within their organizations (93). Respondents from 

the two latter firms also mentioned that consultants are often given opportunities to attend academic 

courses and conferences, and sometimes even given the funding to attend a full MBA program (94). In 

these three firms, the respondents claimed that engagement with academia is seen as a way to acquire 

complementary expertise, as well as a way of staying updated on new knowledge that could potentially 

be used in the development of their consulting practices (95). The line consultant from Echo was 

particularly resolute about the benefits of engaging with academia: 

 

"I go to academic conferences and courses where I can get new knowledge and new ideas. It is very important 

to prioritize time for that; otherwise, you just stay in your own lane." – Line consultant, Echo (p. 10) 

 

The attitude towards academia was markedly different among respondents from Alfa and Charlie, who 

said that there is a very limited use of academic knowledge within their organizations (96). The reason 

for this, they explained, is that practical, experience-based knowledge is believed to be of higher 

relevance in their work with clients, and that academic knowledge can be difficult to translate into 

concrete consulting practices (97). Interestingly, the partners from Alfa and Charlie also said that such 
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attitudes are limiting, and suggested that their engagement with academia should increase (98). The 

partner from Charlie summarized these points of views: 

 

“We are not very academic, we are quite client-focused. […] It is just not in our DNA – the company is different 

– and I think that is one of the reasons why we are not very pro on utilizing academia. It is probably also 

because our clients do not understand it in many situations.  But it is a shame! I think we could do a lot more, 

and we should do more. I think it could challenge our thinking and our frameworks. We are very practical; ‘This 

framework worked the last time I was a in a similar situation, so let me see if I can apply it again. Let me tweak 

it a little bit and then try it again.’ That is how we think. If we did more foundational work with academia, 

maybe we would have more new knowledge pieces.” – Partner, Charlie (pp. 13-14) 

 

According to managers from Bravo, Charlie, and Echo, their firms have ongoing partnerships with 

companies that specialize in different areas of functional and industry expertise. They explained that 

these companies provide capabilities that do not exist internally, as well as expert knowledge that can 

be used in the development of their own consulting practices (99). Managers from Bravo and Echo 

exemplified the function of such partnerships: 

 

“We have a partnership with [company], and these guys are really strong within leadership. They develop a lot 

of material, and we continue that development and create our own concepts from that.” – Managing partner, 

Bravo (p. 15) 

 

“This [company] does in-depth analysis and different research studies, and then we make processes around 

that. We used to do that in-house, but it is too complicated for us, so we outsourced it. We cannot be good 

both at that and the things we do, so we use them instead of trying to be good at everything.” – Partner, Echo 

(p. 28) 

 

Respondents from Bravo and Delta noted that their firms regularly arrange conferences and workshops 

with prominent thought leaders (100). For example, the partner from Bravo explained how they had 

recently invited a thought leader and a selection of key clients to a workshop where they experimented 

with co-creative consulting methods. The purpose of this was not only to develop new strategies for the 

clients, but also to get new ideas on how they could develop their consulting practices (101). 

Respondents from Bravo, Charlie, and Echo explained that their firms arrange yearly learning excursions, 

where they either visit interesting organizations or simply want their consultants to interact outside of 
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their normal habitats (102). Working with thought leaders and going on learning excursions were 

believed to stimulate change by supplying new sources of inspiration (103). 

 

4.4.6. Chapter summary 

This chapter has shed light on the organizational factors that impact innovation in the case firms. With 

the exception of ICT systems, all of the factors included in our theoretical framework were found to have 

some sort of impact on knowledge creation and innovation. Agency incentives, time for development, 

and management support are the most significant factors. Agency incentives are crucial in order to 

motivate consultants to become innovators. These do not take shape as monetary incentives, but rather 

as recognition incentives, which refers to the opportunity for consultants to strengthen their professional 

brand and improve their career opportunities through practice development efforts. Although 

recognition incentives are in place, they are largely offset by monetary incentives and performance goals 

linked to billable hours and sales. Time for development is the most important resource for practice 

development. Time is usually acquired indirectly through client projects, since consultants have limited 

spare capacity and internal time is rarely allocated. Even though consultants may use client projects, we 

found that a lack of time is the primary barrier to innovation. Management support is another important 

resource, since managers are used to provide evaluation and direction for innovation initiatives, as well 

as access to professional networks. A complete summary of the different organizational factors is 

provided in table 2 on the following page. Other than listing the characteristics of each factor, this table 

also summarizes different aspects that function either as drivers of or barriers to innovation.  

Factor Characteristics Driver aspects Barrier aspects 
 

Strategy 
 

All firms: 

 Visions and values. 

 Long-term aspirations. 

 Strategic themes. 
 
 

 

All firms: 
+ Provides directions that 
inspire innovators and 
help them focus their 
efforts. 
 
+ Leaves room for agile 
development. 

 

All firms: 
- Lack of long-term planning due 
to short-term orientation (low 
market predictability/short 
pipelines/pressure of generating 
revenue from clients). 

 

 

Agency 
incentives 

 

All firms: 
 

All firms: 
 

All firms: 



89 

 Recognition incentives 
(professional  
reputation and career 
progression). 

 Personal interests. 

 No monetary incentives. 
 

+ Managers recognize 
practice development 
efforts. 
+ Professional reputation 
and career progression 
improves for innovators. 

- Monetary incentives geared 
towards billable hours/sales. 
- Consultants expected to 
prioritize billable hours/sales. 

 

Time for 
development 

 

All firms: 

 Utilizing client projects. 

 Utilizing spare capacity 
(leftover time after duties on 
client projects). 
 
 
 
Alfa/Bravo/Charlie/Delta: 

 Allocating internal time. 
 

 

All firms:  
+ Innovators have 
autonomy to experiment 
with new ideas. 
+ Innovators can ‘sell’ new 
ideas to clients 
(sometimes through co-
investment). 
 
Echo: 
+ Innovators can find 
significant spare capacity. 
 
 
 
 
Alfa/Bravo/Charlie/Delta: 
+ Innovators can acquire 
internal time if they 
demonstrate market 
potential. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

All firms: 
- General lack of time for 
development due to 
prioritization of billable 
hours/sales (primary barrier). 
 
 
 
Alfa/Bravo/Charlie/Delta: 
- Limited spare capacity. 
- Consultants prioritize sales 
when they have spare capacity. 
- Limited allocation of internal 
time due to lack of funds. 
 
Echo: 
- No allocation of internal time. 
 
 
 
 

 

Management 
support 

 

All firms: 

 Evaluation and direction 
for practice development 
efforts. 

 Access to professional 
networks. 

 Active sponsorship. 

 

Alfa/Bravo/Charlie/Echo: 
+ Easy access to managers. 
+ Managers are open to 
new ideas and willing to 
support practice 
development efforts. 
+ Innovators can acquire 
active sponsorship if they 

 

Delta: 
- Managers are not open to new 
ideas. 
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demonstrate market 
potential. 
+ Managers stimulate a 
culture of innovation. 
 

 

Knowledge 
channels 

   

 
Formal 
training 

 
Alfa/Bravo/Charlie/Delta: 

 Internal training 
structures. 
 
Echo: 

 Collective training 
sessions. 
 

 
All firms: 
+ Strengthens 
competences. 
+ Stimulates knowledge 
sharing. 

 

 

Formal 
meetings 

 

All firms: 

 Monthly/quarterly 
meetings for the whole 
organization and in practice 
areas. 

 

All firms: 
+ Stimulates knowledge 
sharing. 
+ Used to provide 
inspiration. 
+ Used to disseminate new 
practices. 
 

 

 

Informal  
knowledge 

sharing 
 
 

 

All firms 

 Peer-to-peer interaction 
(phone calls/e-
mails/meetings in person). 

 Planned interactions in 
informal networks. 

 Unplanned interactions in 
open office spaces. 
 
 
 

 

All firms: 
+ Strong social relations 
stimulate culture for 
informal sharing.  
+ Most effective form of 
knowledge sharing (richer 
exchanges peer-to-peer). 
+ Used to get feedback on 
practice development 
efforts. 
+ Used to disseminate new 
practices. 
 

 

All firms: 
- Can be challenging to locate 
knowledge resources without 
systematic overview. 
 
 
 

 

ICT systems 
 

All firms: 

 Share drives for 
documents. 
 
Delta/Alfa: 

 Consultant profiles. 

  

All firms: 
- ICT systems are not used 
effectively to stimulate 
knowledge sharing due to a lack 
of time and routines for updating 
the systems, as well as a lack of 
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Alfa: 

 Topical encyclopedia. 

 Information stream. 
 

engagement (preference for 
peer-to-peer interaction). 

 

 

Academia 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Partnership 
companies 

 
 

 
Thought 
leaders / 
learning 

excursions 

 

Delta/Echo: 

 Links to academia through 
industrial PhD placements. 

 Consultants attend 
academic courses, 
conferences, and MBAs. 
 

Bravo/Delta/Echo: 

 Widespread use of 
academic knowledge by 
consultants. 
 
Alfa/Charlie: 

 Limited use of academic 
knowledge by consultants. 
 
Bravo/Charlie/Echo: 

 Partnerships with 
specialized companies. 
 
 
Bravo/Delta: 

 Regular conferences with 
thought leaders. 
 
Bravo/Charlie/Echo: 

 Yearly learning excursions. 
 

 

Bravo/Delta/Echo: 
+ Academic sources of 
knowledge used to acquire 
complementary expertise. 
+ Academic sources of 
knowledge used to stay 
updated on new 
knowledge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Bravo/Charlie/Echo: 
+ Partnership companies 
provide new knowledge 
for practice development. 
 
Bravo/Charlie/Delta/Echo: 
+ Thought leaders and 
learning excursions 
provide new inspiration. 
 

 

Alfa/Charlie: 
- Lack of engagement with 
academia limits knowledge 
inputs. 

Table 2: Organizational impact factors 
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5. Interpretive analysis 

 

In this part of our thesis, we proceed to interpret our empirical findings in light of our theoretical 

framework, thereby arriving at the final insights that lead us to our conclusion. It is divided in three 

chapters. Chapter 5.1 discusses innovation as the transformation of new knowledge into new consulting 

practices. Chapter 5.2 discusses how new knowledge is transformed into new consulting practices and 

arrives at our conceptual model of concept development. Chapter 5.3 discusses how organizational 

factors impact innovation and arrives at our conceptual model of organizational impact factors. 

 

5.1. Innovation as the transformation of new knowledge into new consulting practices 

Both our theoretical and empirical frameworks started with a description of innovation as an outcome, 

in order to create a foundation for understanding how innovation occurs and the organizational factors 

that might impact it. In relation to this topic, it is striking to observe a near complete overlap between 

our theory and empirics. 

 

First, this overlap can be observed in relation to the general characteristics of innovation. Our findings 

show that innovation was perceived as a combination of new management knowledge and the use of 

such knowledge to manifest changes in the firms’ consulting practices. This corresponds to explicit and 

implicit conceptions of innovation in the literature that deals with it in a management consulting context 

(Anand et al., 2007; Davenport & Prusak, 2010; Gardner et al., 2008; Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003, 

2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009, 2012; Kaiser & Ringlstetter 2011: p. 61; Taminiau et al., 2007), 

as well as the general definition of innovation presented in the introduction to our thesis, which defines 

it as the creation of new knowledge followed by its implementation, exploitation, or commercialization 

(Kaiser & Ringlstetter, 2011: p. 61). As a result, our thesis is firmly grounded upon the notion that new 

knowledge is not innovation in and of itself, but must be transformed into new or improved consulting 

practices for innovation to have occurred. 
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Second, the overlap between theory and findings can be observed in relation to concrete innovation 

outcomes. In our theoretical framework, knowledge creation was described to revolve around the 

development of tools, methodologies, and cases, as well as individual and collective know-how (Reihlen 

& Nikolova, 2010; Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002), with innovation being described as the act of 

using such knowledge to establish new or improved services (Davenport & Prusak, 2010; Gadrey & 

Gallouj, 1998; Kaiser & Ringlstetter, 2011: p. 61; Leiponen, 2005, 2006; O’Mahoney, 2011; Taminiau et 

al., 2007), or alternatively, new concepts and practice areas (Anand et al., 2007; Gardner et al., 2008; 

Heusinkveld & Benders, 2003; 2005a; 2005b; Heusinkveld et al., 2009, 2012). Our findings reflect such 

notions, but add a bit more nuance, since they show that innovation outcomes range anywhere from 

tools and methodologies to concepts and service lines, with new service lines being described as practice 

areas based on new functional or industry specializations, as in the case of PAC (Anand et al., 2007; 

Gardner et al., 2008). In addition, both our theory and findings show that thought leadership formats 

can be a part of innovation outcomes, as we found that the case firms sometimes use books, white 

papers, or conferences to crystallize and promote new consulting practices, which corresponds to the 

insights presented by Davenport and Prusak (2010). The most interesting aspect of our empirical findings 

on innovation outcomes is the fact that it can be hard to separate between them, as they are very fluid 

and often spill over into each other. This fleeting nature of innovation is something that has not been 

treated explicitly in existing literature, but that helps to understand why innovation can be difficult to 

pinpoint in knowledge-intensive settings in general and in consultancies in specific. 

 

Third, and last, the overlap between theory and findings can be observed in the level of novelty 

associated with innovations. In our theoretical framework, we referenced Sundbo’s (1997) insights on 

how innovation in services contexts usually takes shape as incremental change since they usually arise 

from ongoing experiences during service encounters. Our empirical findings indicate that this is also the 

case for the firms under study. Other than the fact that innovation in these firms typically arise from 

experiences in the client sphere, they also tend to be based on existing knowledge. The use of existing 

knowledge has been connected to additive innovations (Hall & Andriani, 2003) and exploitative 

approaches (March, 1991; Van den Bosch et al., 2005), both of which are associated with incremental 
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change. On the one hand, the dominance of incrementalism and lack of radical innovations could be 

levied as a criticism against the case firms’ ability to innovate, which is interesting in light of the broader 

debate on this issue. On the other hand, it could be seen as a natural consequence of their close 

orientation towards evolving client needs rather than breakthrough change. In that regard, we find 

Hargadon’s (2002) notion of recombinant innovation as more informative than the radical-incremental 

continuum, as it suggests that innovation is the act of using existing knowledge to interpret new 

situations, which in turn leads to a continuous reconfiguration of the firm’s knowledge resources and 

practices. Nevertheless, one cannot discount Czerniawska’s (2002: pp. 41-42) warning that a lack of 

exploration and radical change can result in missed opportunities for increased economic returns in the 

longer term. While we do not attempt to make a judgement on different approaches in this thesis, it 

might seem that consultancies would do well to consider whether they have a balance between 

exploitation of short-term opportunities and exploration towards long-term opportunities, as has been 

recommended by several authors (March, 1991; Czerniawska, 2002: pp. 41-42; Van den Bosch et al., 

2005; Jensen et al., 2010). 

 

5.2. The art of transforming new knowledge into new consulting practices 

In the preceding chapter, we arrived at our final perspective on innovation as an outcome, which can be 

summed up as the creation and application of new knowledge in order to establish new or improved 

consulting practices, which may take shape as tools, methodologies, concepts, or practice areas. This 

chapter continues by discussing theoretical and empirical perspectives on how this occurs. The chapter 

starts by describing what we have termed as a laissez-faire paradigm of innovation in section 5.2.1. 

Following this, the succeeding three sections center upon the key aspects of practice development we 

have found through our empirical research, and interprets these in light of theoretical perspectives on 

the emergence, development, and implementation of new consulting practices. First, section 5.2.2 

centers upon the crucial role of clients. Second, section 5.2.3 centers upon consultant collaboration and 

the use of existing knowledge. Third, section 5.2.4 centers upon the dissemination and legitimization of 

new knowledge. In the end, we draw upon the preceding three sections to arrive at our own conceptual 

model of practice development in section 5.2.5. 



95 

 

5.2.1. The laissez-faire paradigm 

In our theoretical framework, we highlighted how previous research have found that formal structures 

or frameworks for innovation are seldomly applied in KIBS and PSFs (Leiponen, 2005, 2006; Reihlen & 

Werr, 2012; Toivonen & Tuominen, 2009, Tuominen & Toivonen, 2011; Dolfsma, 2004), and that 

innovation instead tends to occur haphazardly in close relation to ongoing work (Fischer, 2011; Gadrey 

& Gallouj, 1998; Leiponen, 2005; 2006; Sundbo, 1997; Sundbo & Gallouj, 2000). Our findings adhere to 

this view, as they show that innovation does not occur in dedicated structures or through systematic 

frameworks, but as a result of the efforts of regular consultants. This corresponds to the organic 

approach described by Davenport and Prusak (2010), where consultants have a dual role as producers 

and innovators. The only exceptions we found to this approach are the industrial PhD placements in 

Delta and Echo, who have formal roles that focus on conducting research that can be used for practice 

development. This can be interpreted as examples of the specialist approach described by Davenport 

and Prusak (2010), although the industrial PhDs do not conduct research on a full time basis, but also 

engage in client work. Since the industrial PhDs represent outlier findings that only are relevant for two 

of our five case firms - and since we do not have detailed information about how they are used - we will 

not go into more depth on this arrangement. 

 

Our findings also show that innovation takes shape as a dispersed phenomenon, since consultants launch 

innovation initiatives on their own accord. This is supported by Taminiau et al. (2009), who finds that 

innovation activities are self-organized by consultants who act as entrepreneurs on behalf of their firms. 

It also means that our findings do not fall in line with Heusinkveld and Bender’s (2003) corporate-driven 

approach of NCD or Anand et al.’s (2007) support-based pathway of PAC, in which practice development 

efforts are initiated by senior management. Conversely, they do mostly fall in line with Heusinkveld and 

Bender’s (2003) professional-driven approach, where practice development is initiated by consultants 

who act as innovation champions. Yet, in contrast to this approach, we find that practice development 

rarely occurs completely bottom-up since innovators usually seek out management support. Because of 

that, our conceptual model of practice development will not be a direct extension of Heusinkveld and 
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Bender’s (2003) model of NCD. Our findings also mostly fall in line with Anand et al.’s (2007) expertise-

based and turf-based pathways of PAC, in which practice development is initiated by consultants who 

are motivated to become agents of innovation. There are two reasons, however, why our conceptual 

model of practice development will not be a direct extension of Anand et al.’s (2007) model of PAC. 

Firstly, while broad organizational support is an absolute necessity within this model due to the need for 

institutionalization of new practice areas, we find that practice development can occur without such 

support, since our conception of practice development includes smaller-scale outcomes that do not 

require the same degree of institutionalization. Secondly, our findings revolve around the main phases 

that characterize most practice development efforts rather than the generative elements that constitute 

a new practice area. Hence, instead of arriving at a conceptual model of practice development by 

extending either of the two models mentioned above, we do it by interpreting the key aspects of practice 

development outlined in our empirical framework in light of different elements of the two models, as 

well as other relevant insights from our theoretical framework. 

 

Although we found that practice development in our case firms is dominated by dispersed, individual 

efforts, we do of course not suggest that this is representative of all consultancies, as some of the existing 

literature clearly suggests otherwise. Therefore, our research must be interpreted as a contribution to 

the understanding of practice development in consultancies that are characterized by a lack of formal 

arrangements and centralized decision-making. We have labeled this as the laissez-faire paradigm, which 

refers to contexts where it is up to individual consultants to choose to follow up on new opportunities. 

Interestingly, our respondents believed this paradigm to be beneficial, as the absence of centralized 

control increases their enthusiasm about becoming innovators, and does not interfere with their 

professional autonomy. This can be related to one of Heusinkveld and Bender’s (2003) criticisms of 

corporate-driven approaches, namely that centralized control may impede the entrepreneurial drive of 

consultants. With that being said, it should be mentioned that we cannot rule out the possibility that the 

relatively haphazard and anarchic nature of innovation within this paradigm may lead to valuable 

opportunities being overlooked, as has been suggested by Heusinkveld and Bender’s (2003) in one of 

their criticisms of professional-driven approaches. 
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In the following sections, we begin the end of our journey towards our conceptual model of practice 

development by elucidating its key aspects. 

 

5.2.2. In the land of consultants, the client is king 

As mentioned in the introduction to our thesis, one of the defining characteristics of PSFs is that they 

abide to professional standards and norms (Løwendahl et al., 2001; von Nordenflycht, 2010). One of the 

strongest norms in our case firms is the principle of ‘clients first’. The respondents repeatedly 

emphasized the importance of always prioritizing activities that help create a satisfied customer, since 

clients are their bread and butter. As a result of this, the client sphere is at the very center of how practice 

development occurs in the case firms. First of all, we found that practice development is primarily 

initiated either as a response to clients who request novel solutions, or as a result of discovering new 

client needs during the sale or execution of projects, although it may occasionally happen as a result of 

market trends, promising academic research, or professional hobbies. If we interpret this in light of 

Fischer (2011), this means that clients are the most significant sources of environmental signals, with 

opportunity recognition usually occurring as a result of alertness towards changes in client situations, 

and seldom as a result of active search. Consequently, we find that innovation tends to occur reactively. 

 

Secondly, we found that experiences in the client sphere are the main inputs to knowledge creation and 

practice development. This corresponds to the prevailing view in existing research on consultancies 

(Davenport & Prusak, 2010; O’Mahoney, 2011; Stjernberg & Werr, 2003; Werr, 2002). Thirdly, we found 

that new ideas are subjected to further development only if there is an observable market potential, 

meaning that practical applicability and client interest must be proved. For these reasons, our 

respondents explained that they use client projects as development vehicles that fuel practice 

development through iterative market applications of new ideas, and emphasized that no initiative is 

developed without some form of client contact. Consequently, we do not find support for Toivonen and 

Tuominen’s (2009) R&D model of innovation emergence, where new services are developed without 

connection to the market. Not even the industrial PhDs in Delta and Echo can be viewed as an example 



98 

of this model, since engagement in client work is part of their research approach. We do, however, find 

support for Toivonen and Tuominen’s (2009) practice-driven and rapid-application models of innovation 

emergence. When innovation is initiated as a result of client requests or needs, the process can be 

likened to the practice-driven model, where novel experiences during service encounters leads to the 

identification of an idea, which in turn is developed through continued market application. Alternatively, 

when innovation is initiated as a result of broader market trends, academic research, or professional 

hobbies, the process can be likened to the rapid-application model, as this leads to the creation of 

conceptual prototypes that are quickly brought to the market for testing and further development. This 

integral role of the client sphere in the emergence and development of new consulting practices is 

supported by Nikolova’s (2012) description of client projects as ‘laboratories’ for innovation in 

consultancies, as well as Fischer’s (2011) suggestion that heterogeneous experiences in the client sphere 

are one the most important catalysts of change in PSFs. 

 

5.2.3. Collaboration is a virtue, existing knowledge is a lever 

In addition to the use of client projects as development vehicles, our findings show that collaboration 

between consultants is another critical aspect of practice development, since it fuels knowledge creation 

through knowledge sharing and the merging of different perspectives. This is supported by Heusinkveld 

and Bender’s (2003) description of the professional-driven approach, in which the construction of a new 

practice is not only fueled by experiences on client projects, but also driven forward by colleagues who 

cluster around the initiative. Although we found that project teams are the primary collaborative arenas, 

we also found that informal brainstorming sessions throughout broader personal networks is a common 

development technique. This corresponds well with Sundbo’s (1997) service-professional pattern, which 

describes service development in knowledge-intensive settings as a collective pursuit within loose 

boundaries, with professionals contributing either as direct members of development efforts or as 

supportive feedback groups. 

 

Another aspect that we found is often a key part of practice development is the application of existing 

tools, methodologies, or concepts as a foundation for development. This entails the coupling of such 
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knowledge resources with new ideas, as well as their application in new client contexts. Moreover, we 

found that innovators sometime source knowledge from other external parties than their clients. These 

findings are supported by Anand et al. (2007), who find that the differentiated expertise that underlie 

new practices not only may be developed by creating entirely new knowledge, but also by using novel 

experiences in the client sphere or external research to extend existing knowledge frameworks. Since 

this is a common approach, we found that new consulting practices often take shape as adapted or 

recombined versions of preexisting practices. Consequently, it can be argued that the case firms mostly 

produce additive (Hall & Andriani, 2003) or recombinant (Hargadon’s (2002) innovations, which helps to 

explain why innovation usually takes shape as incremental change, as highlighted in our previous 

discussion of innovation outcomes (cf. chapter 5.1). 

 

5.2.4. Carving out territory through dissemination and legitimization 

The last key aspect we found in relation to practice development is the importance of disseminating new 

knowledge in order to facilitate its implementation. This was described as a process where innovators 

promote their results to clients and throughout their project teams, practice areas, and informal 

networks. Heusinkveld and Benders (2003) provide support for these findings, as they identify 

dissemination as the critical last stage of practice development. Moreover, they find that dissemination 

in the professional-driven approach occurs as the consultants strive to enlarge the network of clients 

and colleagues that are interested in the new practice, often by using workshops and conferences. 

Likewise, we found that innovators often use informal meetings and workshops to promote their results. 

In addition, we found that formal company meetings are important arenas for dissemination, as it gives 

innovators the opportunity to promote their results in a larger setting. 

 

In our theoretical framework, we noted how several authors have emphasized the importance of 

legitimizing new consulting practices in order to overcome criticism and disbelief from internal 

stakeholders that might not believe in their potential (Anand et al., 2007; Gardner et al., 2008, 

Heusinkveld & Benders, 2005a, 2005b). Anand et al. (2007) frame this as the necessity of establishing 

defensible turf. Although our respondents worded it differently, our findings show that they were of a 
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similar conviction. Firstly, they emphasized that new ideas are only pursued if they show signs of being 

practically applicable and relevant for clients. Secondly, they explained that the use of client projects as 

development vehicles is important to validate practical applicability and client interest. Thirdly, they said 

that innovators must demonstrate client interest and proof from practice if they wish to acquire internal 

development time and active sponsorship from managers. These requirements and criteria correspond 

to the most important sources of cognitive and sociopolitical legitimacy presented by Gardner et al. 

(2008). The use of existing knowledge as a foundation for development, the use of informal meetings 

and workshops to demonstrate new knowledge, and the production of thought leadership formats to 

crystallize new knowledge also correspond to important sources of legitimacy (Gardner et al., 2008). As 

such, we would argue that legitimization is indeed a vital concern for innovators in the laissez-faire 

paradigm, and an essential part of ensuring a successful outcome from practice development efforts. 

 

5.2.5. Arriving at a conceptual model of practice development 

This chapter started by describing how innovation occurs in the laissez-faire paradigm, in which 

innovation takes shape as an informal and dispersed phenomenon that is dependent on the agency of 

consultants on behalf of their firms. In the preceding three sections, we have used our theoretical and 

empirical frameworks to interpret key aspects of the emergence, development, and dissemination of 

new consulting practices within this paradigm. From these key aspects we have arrived at a conceptual 

model of innovation occurrence that consists of two primary approaches to practice development: The 

serendipitous approach and the prototyping approach. These two approaches are separated on the basis 

of how new consulting practices emerge. Each approach is described and modeled in the following two 

sections. 

 

5.2.5.1. The serendipitous approach 

The serendipitous approach is the most common form of practice development in the laissez-faire 

paradigm. In this approach, practice development is catalyzed by practice-based changes, which refers 

to clients who request novel solutions or consultants who discover new client needs during the sale or 

execution of projects. Hence, the serendipitous approach is reactive. Initiation occurs after consultants 
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identify a new idea on the basis of such changes and decide to become agents of innovation. The 

initiative proceeds to the development phase if there is indication of a market potential. Iterative market 

application in client projects and collaboration between consultants are critical aspects of this phase. 

Adapting or recombining existing knowledge is a typical aspect, while the production of thought 

leadership formats is a potential aspect. When a coherent consulting practice starts to take form, the 

initiative proceeds to the dissemination phase. Promoting new knowledge to clients and internal 

stakeholders - and striving to legitimize such knowledge - are critical aspects of the dissemination phase. 

Presenting results in informal meetings, informal workshops, and formal meetings are typical aspects, 

and the production of thought leadership formats is a potential aspect. Successful dissemination and 

legitimization leads to implementation of the new consulting practice. 

 

 
The Serendipitous approach 

 

 
Phase 

 
Critical  
aspects 

 
Typical / potential  

aspects 
 

 
Practice- based 

change 
 

 
Unexpected client  
needs/requests. 

 
 

 
Ideation 

 
Identification of new idea. 

+ 
Agency. 

 
 

 
Development 

 
Identification of market 

potential. 
Iterative market application. 

Collaboration. 

 
Typical aspect: 

Adaptation/recombination 
of existing knowledge. 

 
Potential aspect: 

Producing thought leadership 
formats 
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Dissemination Promotion 
to clients and internal  

stakeholders. 
Internal  

legitimization. 
 

Typical aspect 
Presenting results  

in Informal meetings / workshops 
Formal meetings 

  
Potential aspect 

Producing  
thought leadership format 

 
 

Figure 7: The serendipitous approach 

 

5.2.5.2. The prototyping approach 

The prototyping approach is considerably less common than the serendipitous approach in the laissez-

faire paradigm. In this approach, practice development is initiated by consultants who decide to become 

agents of innovation as a result of a new idea in connection to market trends, external research, or 

professional hobbies. As such, the prototyping approach can either be reactive or proactive. Initiation is 

followed by the prototyping phase. The creation of a conceptual prototype on the basis of the new idea 

is a critical aspect of this phase. Adapting or recombining existing knowledge is a typical aspect, while 

the production of thought leadership formats is a potential aspect. The initiative proceeds to further 

development of the conceptual prototype if there is indication of a market potential. The development 

phase and the succeeding dissemination phase occur in a similar manner as for the serendipitous 

approach. 

 

  
The prototyping approach 

 

 
Phase 

 
Critical  
aspects 

 
Typical / potential  

aspects 
 

 
Ideation 

 
New idea from 
market trends / 
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academic research / 
professional hobbies. 

+  
Agency. 

 
Prototyping 

 
Creating conceptual  

prototype. 
 

 
Typical aspect: 

Adaptation/recombination 
of existing knowledge. 

 
Potential aspect: 

Producing thought leadership 
formats. 

 

 
Further 

development 

 
Identification of market potential 

Iterative market application 
Collaboration 

 
Typical aspect: 

Adaptation/recombination 
of existing knowledge 

 
Potential aspect: 

Producing thought leadership 
formats. 

 

 
Dissemination 

 
Promotion 

to clients and internal  
stakeholders. 

Internal  
legitimization. 

 

 
Typical aspect: 

Presenting results  
in Informal meetings/workshops. 

Formal meetings. 
  

Potential aspect: 
Producing thought leadership 

formats. 
Figure 8: The prototyping approach 

 

 

5.3. Organizational impact factors 

With the previous chapter having arrived at our conceptual model of practice development, this chapter 

continues by interpreting theoretical and empirical perspectives on the organizational factors that might 

impact consultancies’ innovative ability, or in other words, their ability to develop new consulting 
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practices. The chapter starts by discussing what we have found to be individual-level factors in section 

5.3.1, followed by what we have found to be firm-level factors in section 5.3.2. Following this, section 

5.3.3 arrives at our conceptual model of organizational impact factors. 

 

5.3.1. Individual-level factors 

In our empirical framework, we described how we found that agency incentives, time for development, 

and management support are the most important factors that impact the case firms’ innovative ability. 

Agency incentives were found to be vital in order to motivate consultants to become innovators, time 

was found to be essential in order to enable innovators to develop new consulting practices, and 

management support was found to be of great assistance to innovators. What all of these have in 

common is the fact that they relate directly to the individual consultant’s motivation and ability to engage 

in practice development, and we have therefore clustered them together as individual-level factors. Each 

of these factors are described in further detail below. 

 

5.3.1.1. Agency incentives: The power of carrots 

Although we found that consultants may choose to become agents of innovation due to intrinsic 

motivation stemming from professional hobbies - which is what Heusinkveld and Bender’s (2003) argue 

is the source of motivation in their professional-driven approach - we also found that it essential that 

there are extrinsic incentives in place. Our respondents explained that there is not any monetary 

incentives directly linked to practice development. Instead, we found that extrinsic motivation stems 

from managers who recognize the efforts of innovators, which helps them build their professional 

reputation and improves their prospects for career progression. We have labeled this as recognition 

incentives. These findings are supported by several authors on innovation in consultancies (Anand et al., 

2007; Czerniawska, 2007: p. 118; Smets et al., 2012). 

 

Although we found that recognition incentives are in place, we also found that innovation is viewed as a 

second-order priority due to the fact that monetary remunerations and performance goals are primarily 

linked to the generation of billable hours and sales of new client projects. This corresponds to findings 
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by Taminiau et al. (2009). Some respondents did suggest that consultants can increase their sales of new 

client projects by developing new consulting practices, but despite the presence of this potential 

balancing mechanism, we found that the overwhelming focus on rewarding billable hours and sales is 

one of the main barriers to innovation. What this suggests is that practice development is stimulated by 

certain sets of extrinsic incentives, and impeded by others. Whatever the outcome is of this conflict, it 

remains clear that it is essential for consultancies to have extrinsic incentives in place if practice 

development is to occur within the laissez-faire paradigm, and the stronger they are the greater is the 

willingness of consultants to become agents of innovation. 

 

5.3.1.2. Time for development: The great enabler 

According to our findings, time is the primary resource that facilitates practice development, and the 

availability of time therefore sets the boundaries of the extent to which innovation can occur. We found 

that the principal way of acquiring time is to integrate development activities as part of client projects. 

This can happen as a result of clients who request novel solutions, or if consultants are able to ‘sell’ their 

ideas to clients, which they have the autonomy to do on their own accord. The firms sometimes also co-

invest with clients by offering a discount for development-focused projects. These findings are supported 

by previous research that finds innovation in KIBS (Leiponen, 2006) and consultancies (O’Mahoney, 2011) 

to occur in close relation to client needs and ongoing work rather than being fueled by large-scale 

initiatives that require high levels of funding. 

 

Other than client projects, we also found that innovators are free to use their spare capacity for 

innovation activities. The impact of this freedom seems to be very limited, however, as found that spare 

capacity is exceedingly scarce in all but one of the case firms, and that any spare capacity that comes 

along tends to be prioritized for selling new client projects. On this point, our findings fall in line with 

Taminiau et, al. (2007). Likewise, although all but one of the case firms occasionally allocate internal time 

for development if innovators showcase the market potential of their initiatives, we also found this to 

have a limited impact, since it very rarely happens. This was partly attributed to a preference for client 

projects as development vehicles, but was also chalked up to a lack of available funds due to the firms’ 
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dependence on constant revenue from clients. This reflects Smets, et al.’s (2012) observation that PSFs 

are characterized by a fundamental conflict between the pressure of sustaining high utilization rates and 

the need to develop new knowledge. In relation to this topic, we noted how Fischer (2011) finds that 

high utilization pressures reduce professionals’ alertness to new opportunities. This contrasts with 

Taminiau et al. (2007), who find that the problem is not so much a lack of opportunities, but rather a lack 

of time to follow up on them. Our findings correspond more closely to the latter notion, as our 

respondents explained that they were not short on new opportunities, but rather on the capacity to do 

something with them. Consequently, even though they have the opportunity to use client projects, they 

emphasized that a general lack of time is the primary barrier to innovation. As a result, the supply of 

development time is arguably the most significant impact factor to consider in the laissez-faire paradigm. 

 

5.3.1.3. Management support: Presence without pressure 

While we did find that practice development rests on the shoulders of consultants, we also found that 

they usually push their initiatives towards managers in order acquire their support. Management support 

was described as manager’s assistance in evaluation and providing direction for practice development 

efforts, as well their function as windows toward valuable knowledge resources in professional networks. 

In this regard, our respondents believed it to be very beneficial that consultants have easy access to 

managers, and that managers are generally open to new ideas and supportive of new initiatives. 

Conversely - as noted by the line consultant from Delta - managerial conservatism and disinterest in new 

ideas were seen as an impediment to innovation. These findings are supported by Heusinkveld and 

Benders’ (2003) observations, as they find that strict management control may clash with consultants’ 

enthusiasm about becoming innovators - as we also found to be the case in the laissez-faire paradigm - 

but that innovation benefits from supportive managers who increase the push behind practice 

development efforts. Moreover, they are supported by O’Mahoney’s (2011) observation of strong 

upward communication opportunities as a significant enabler of innovation in consultancies. Other than 

the value of direct assistance, we found that innovation benefits from supportive managers in the sense 

that it stimulates a culture of innovation that is hospitable to new ideas and embracive of risk-taking. 
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This is reflective of previous work by Bohorquez et al. (2013) and Heusinkveld et al. (2012). Consequently, 

we find that management support is an important enabling factor in the laissez-faire paradigm. 

 

5.3.2. Firm-level factors 

Other than agency incentives, time for development, and management support, we also found that 

strategy and knowledge channels are of relevance in a discussion of organizational factors that might 

impact innovation. We did not, however, find that they have the same level of direct impact on the 

motivation and ability of the individual consultant to engage in practice development. Instead, they have 

more of a supportive role: Strategy can be used to encourage an orientation towards the future, while 

knowledge channels can be used to facilitate effective knowledge flows conducive to the creation and 

dissemination of new knowledge and consulting practices. In that sense, they may function as broader 

frames that contribute to a fertile climate for innovation, and we have therefore clustered them together 

as firm-level factors. They are described in further detail below. 

 

5.3.2.1 Strategy:  Back to the future 

In the laissez-faire paradigm, one might expect that strategy is rather irrelevant role due to the absence 

of centralized decision-making in relation to practice development efforts. We did, however, find an 

indirect connection between strategy and innovation, albeit a rather ambiguous one. Although the 

managers from our case firms said that they do not operate with detailed strategy plans nor with explicit 

innovation goals, they specified that they do have higher-level objectives in the form of visions, values, 

and broad strategic themes that might impact innovation. These higher-level objectives, they explained, 

provide certain long-term directions and prioritizations that can inspire new practice development 

efforts or provide focus for those underway. As such, we find support for Moore and Birkinshaw’s (1998) 

notion that strategic directions may stimulate innovation in KIBS despite its predominantly haphazard 

nature, as well as de Brentani’s (2001) suggestion that a vision of the firm’s future helps innovators in 

service firms align their initiatives with the overall development trajectory of the firm. This suggests that 

a clear strategy does indeed benefit the innovation climate in the laissez-faire paradigm. 
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With the aforementioned being noted, it should also be mentioned that the managers in our case firms 

said that they find it difficult to create long-term plans and reflect on future development, or to commit 

to exploring new avenues of interest. They attributed this to being caught up with operational challenges 

due to their short revenue pipelines and the pressure of generating new income from clients, as well as 

the low level of long-term predictability in the market. This could possibly explain the lack of centralized 

decision-making in relation to practice development, as well as the firms’ propensity towards exploitative 

approaches associated with incremental change. In light of Amara et al.’s (2009) warning against only 

reacting to short-term opportunities since it can lead to missed opportunities in the medium- and long-

term, this may be seen as a weakness. On the other hand, the managers explained that it also enables 

their firms remain agile. Since it is hard to argue against their need to constantly adapt to evolving client 

circumstances, there might very well not be any scope for more comprehensive long-term planning and 

commitment such as the explicit innovation plans recommended by Edvardsson et al. (2013). 

 

5.3.2.2. Knowledge channels: Many rivers make an ocean 

The only knowledge channel that we did not find to have a positive impact on knowledge sharing, 

knowledge creation, or innovation is ICT systems. This is not because our respondents perceived ICT 

systems to be of no value whatsoever, but more so a result of not having the time or proper routines for 

using them, in addition to a general lack of engagement resulting from their preference for peer-to-peer 

exchanges. The former can be related to Fischer’s (2011) as well as Powell and Ambrosini’s (2012) 

emphasis on the need for carefully designed procedures in order to reap the benefits of an ICT system, 

while the latter can be related to Hansen et al.’s (1999) observation that not all knowledge is suitable for 

codified transfer. This tells us, however, that we cannot exclude the possibility that improved system 

designs and procedures could lead to ICT systems having a positive impact. This is especially relevant in 

light of the fact that Alfa had recently introduced a comprehensive system aimed at addressing the 

challenges mentioned above, but that was too new to assess the impact of. Yet, we cannot presently 

argue that ICT systems is a significant factor, and only choose to include it as a potential factor. 
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As for the other knowledge channels, the situation is different. Concerning formal training and meetings, 

we found that both of these are used as channels that facilitate knowledge sharing, as supported by 

Leiponen’s (2006) research on KIBS and Taminiau et al.’s (2009) research on consultancies. Moreover, 

we found that formal meetings are important arenas for the dissemination of new consulting practices, 

which is a specific function that has not been explicitly emphasized by previous research. While our 

respondents believed training and meetings to be beneficial, we found that majority of knowledge 

sharing activities occurs informally through peer-to-peer exchanges. As mentioned, this is their preferred 

mode of sharing, and was also believed to be the most effective due to the rich exchanges it allows for. 

Hence, it was seen as a potent impetus of knowledge creation, as has previously been suggested by 

several researchers (Powell & Ambrosini, 2012; Taminiau et al., 2009; Seidler-de Alwis & Harmann, 2008; 

Stjernberg & Werr, 2003). In a similar vein as Stjernberg and Werr (2003), we found that open office 

spaces are used to stimulate informal sharing, but that the most important enabler is a culture of sharing 

that is enforced by strong social relations between organizational members. This is a reflection of 

previous insights from Petersen and Poulfelt (2002). Yet, we also found support for Hargadon’s (2002) 

and Powell and Ambrosini’s (2012) observation of the difficulty of maintaining an overview of knowledge 

sources due to the lack of a systematic overview that characterize informal sharing cultures. This makes 

it even more interesting to ponder whether or not Alfa’s new ICT system will have a positive impact, 

since one of its chief goals is to leverage interpersonal knowledge sharing.  

 

Lastly, we found that channels to external knowledge sources other than clients also have a beneficial 

impact. Other than Delta and Echo’s links to academia through their industrial PhDs, we found that 

consultants in these two firms often are given the opportunity to attend academic courses and 

conferences - and sometimes even MBAs - and that they frequently make use of academic sources to 

stay updated on new knowledge that could potentially be used in for practice development. The latter is 

also the case for Bravo. Although Alfa and Charlie do not actively engage with academia because of a 

perceived clash of approaches, managers from both firms said that this leads to lacked opportunities for 

challenging their thinking. Hence, we suggest that academia is valuable source of knowledge with the 

potential of stimulating knowledge creation and innovation. Continuing, we found that Bravo, Charlie, 
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and Echo have partnership firms who actually provide them with conceptual prototypes that are used 

for inputs to practice development. Moreover, respondents from Bravo, Charlie, Delta, and Echo 

explained that events with thought leaders and learning excursions are used to provide consultants with 

new sources of inspiration. Taking this all together, we would argue that our findings fall in line with 

previous research that has found innovation to benefit from the use of diverse external knowledge 

sources such as academia and professional networks (Fischer, 2011; Leiponen, 2005; O’Mahoney, 2011). 

 

5.3.3. Arriving at a conceptual model of organizational impact factors 

In this chapter, we have used our theoretical and empirical frameworks to interpret and elucidate key 

organizational factors that have been suggested to have an impact innovation in consultancies. Indeed, 

we find that most of them do have an impact, albeit in different, more or less direct ways. In figure X, we 

draw upon our discussion of the factors to present them as a conceptual model. The model is divided in 

the two main categories we have identified through this interpretive analysis - individual-level and firm-

level factors - and list the factors that correspond to each category. The principle behind the model is 

straightforward: We have found the presence of the listed factors to have a positive impact on 

consultancies’ ability to develop new consulting practice, and vice versa, we would argue that the 

absence of these factors has a negative impact on this ability. The factors that are listed in parentheses 

are uncertain factors that we suspect would function in the same way if designed properly. As our theory 

and findings show, there are of course many nuances that is not communicated by this model, but since 

the fundamental purpose of this thesis has been to provide a more holistic understanding of innovation 

in consultancies, we have chosen to create a simple model to portray a complex phenomenon - one 

might even be so bold as to label it an attempt towards simplexity. 
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Figure 9: Conceptual model of organizational impact factors. 
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6. Conclusion 

This thesis has set out to provide new insights to the scarcely explored topic of innovation in 

management consultancies. Specifically, it has sought to arrive at a more holistic understanding of how 

management consultancies develop new consulting practices, as well as the organizational factors that 

impact such efforts. To achieve this, we formulated the following research question: 

 

“How do management consultancies innovate their consulting practices, 

and how do organizational factors impact their ability to do so?” 

 

In order to address this research question, we created a theoretical framework based on an extensive 

literature review and used this as a foundation to conduct an exploratory multiple case study of five 

Danish management consultancies. After interpreting the resulting empirical findings in light of our 

theoretical framework, we arrived at the final insights that make up the basis for our conclusion. 

 

We prepared necessary ground by first arriving at a precise conception of innovation as an outcome. 

Similarly as existing literature, we have found that innovation in consultancies fundamentally is a matter 

of creating new knowledge and using it to render changes in the firm’s consulting practices. In terms of 

what is changed, we have found that this includes the development of new consulting tools, 

methodologies, concepts, and practice areas, all of which fall under the umbrella term ‘consulting 

practices’. Thought leadership formats (i.e., books, white papers, and conferences) can be a part of these 

outcomes, as they are often used to crystallize new knowledge in order to communicate its intangible 

qualities. In terms of how much is changed, we have found that consultancies are dominated by 

incremental changes to their consulting practices. 

 

Building on this fundamental conception of innovation as an outcome, we continued by addressing the 

first part of our research question, namely how management consultancies innovate their consulting 

practices. In our case firms, we found that practice development occurs in what we have labeled as the 

laissez-faire paradigm, which refers to contexts where practice development does not happen as a result 

of formal arrangements or centralized decision-making by senior management, but rather as a result of 
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individual consultants’ choice to become agents of innovation. Accordingly, practice development takes 

shape as an informal and dispersed phenomenon. In line with the purpose of our research, we then 

arrived at a conceptual model of practice development. This model is applicable for consultancies 

characterized by the laissez-faire paradigm. It consists of two main approaches to practice development 

that are separated on the basis of how new consulting practice emerge. The first is the serendipitous 

approach, which we have found to be the most common. In this approach, practice-based changes in 

the form of unexpected client requests or needs during service encounters catalyzes ideation and 

practice development. This indicates that most practice development efforts occur reactively. 

Development is achieved through iterative market applications and consultant collaboration, and is often 

based on existing knowledge, meaning that new consulting practices often take shape as adapted or 

recombined versions of preexisting practices. The initiative is successful when a coherent consulting 

practice has been developed, followed by its implementation through its dissemination and 

legitimization. In the prototyping approach – which is considerably less common – practice development 

is initiated in response to new ideas related to market trends, external research, or professional hobbies. 

This is followed by the creation of a conceptual prototype that is quickly brought to the market for further 

development. Further development, dissemination, and legitimization of the new consulting practice 

occur in a similar fashion as in the serendipitous approach. 

 

Next, we addressed the second part of our research question, namely how organizational factors impact 

consultancies’ ability to innovate their consulting practices. In line with the purpose of our research, we 

arrived at a conceptual model of organizational impact factors. This is model is applicable for 

consultancies characterized by the laissez-faire paradigm. We identified two main categories of impact 

factors: The first is individual-level factors, which relate directly to the individual consultant’s motivation 

and ability to engage in practice development. The second is firm-level factors, which have a more 

supportive role by functioning as broad frames that contribute to a fertile climate for innovation. 

Individual-level factors encompass three distinct factors. The first is agency incentives, which refers to 

the sources of motivation that prompt consultants to become agents of innovation. Although intrinsic 

motivation may play a role, we found that it is necessary to have extrinsic incentives in place for practice 
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development to occur. The second is time for development, which is arguably the most vital impact 

factor, as we found that the supply of such time determines the extent to which practice development 

may occur. The third is management support, which refers to role of managers in assisting the efforts of 

innovators. We found this to be an important enabler of innovation. Firm-level factors encompass two 

distinct factors. The first is strategy, which relates to the use of strategic visions, directions, and themes 

to inspire innovators and help them focus their efforts. Although strategy only has an indirect connection 

to practice development, we still found that a clear strategy is beneficial for innovation. The second is 

knowledge channels, which refers to the channels that facilitate effective knowledge flows within the 

boundaries of the firm and that provides access to external knowledge sources other than clients (i.e., 

formal training, formal meetings, informal knowledge sharing, and academia and professional networks). 

We found that effective knowledge channels stimulate knowledge sharing conducive to knowledge 

creation, and that they may also have a direct impact on innovation, since they can be used to acquire 

new knowledge for practice development efforts or to disseminate new consulting practices. 

 

3.1. Limitations to our research 

Even though we have done our utmost to conduct high-quality research that yields trustworthy findings, 

the present thesis has certain restrictions. First of all, these are related to the qualitative approach and 

our strategy for gather empirical data. Although we have based our research on a multiple case study in 

order to avoid contextual noise, and interviewed multiple respondents from different levels of the 

organization to get a true representation of organizational conditions, it cannot be guaranteed that our 

findings are unrestricted by contextual peculiarities, or that the representations provided to us by the 

interview subjects cover the whole organizational reality. There is always the possibility of arriving at 

alternate findings in related but different contexts, or by soliciting the views of other representatives 

from the case firms that may interpret and convey their reality in different ways. These possibilities are 

strengthened by the intangible and illusive nature of knowledge and innovation.  

 

Moreover, our research has focused on consultancies in the SME segment, and actively excluded large, 

global consultancies. As mentioned in our methodology, there are good reasons for this, but it means 
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that our research is naturally bound to a certain type of consultancies. This does not mean that our 

research is necessarily invalid for larger consultancies, but previous research tells us that the 

organizational reality is often different in larger firms. For example, it has been found that larger firms 

often have more resources to spare for innovation activities, and that several of them actually do operate 

with formal arrangements and centralized decision-making in relation to innovation (Davenport & 

Prusak, 2010), something that would clash with our findings on the laissez-faire paradigm.  

 

3.2. Suggestions for further research 

Despite the fact that part of our research question focuses on the organizational factors that impact 

innovation, we have observed that clients’ receptiveness to novelty are central to consultancies’ ability 

to engage in practice development. The question of whether or not a consultancy’s existing client base 

confines the firm’s ability for development was not explicitly raised during our interviews, nor if new 

clients may provide better grounds for exploration. We can assume that client relations plays a role, but 

in what way? This would be an interesting area for future studies to explore. Another interesting avenue 

would be to undertake a systematic investigation of how innovation is understood in the eyes of the 

client. In addition to such client-focused approaches, we suggest that further insights can be gained by 

looking at innovation processes at they occur, as this and previous studies investigates the topic in 

retrospect. Lastly, we would encourage other researcher to test the generalizability of our conceptual 

models to see if they apply in other contexts than those we have studied.  
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8. Appendices  

 

Appendix A. Codes from empirical chapter. 

 

Example code: B2-4b-1   (B = firm)    (2 = interview subject)    (4 = theme)    (b = subtheme)    (1 = quote) 

 

4.2. Innovation as a knowledge-based outcome 

 

1.  B3-1a-1, C1-1a-1, C2-1a-1, C2-1a-2, C3-1a-2, D1-1a-1, D2-1a-1, D2-1a-6, E1-1a-1, E2-1a-1 

2.  A1-1a-1, A1-1a-2, A2-1a-1, A3-1a-3, B1-1a-2, B2-1a-1, B3-1a-1, C1-1a-1, C1-1a-3, C2-1a-1, C3-

1a-1, C3-1a-2, D1-1a-1, D2-1a-1, D2-1a-5, D3-1a-1, E1-1a-1, E2-1a-1 

3.  A1-1a-1, A2-1a-1, A3-1a-3, B1-1a-1, B2-1a-1, B3-1a-1, C1-1a-1, C1-1a-2, C1-1a-3, C2-1a-1, C3-

1a-2, D1-1a-1, D2-1a-1, D2-1a-5, D3-1a-1, E1-1a-1, E2-1a-1 

 

4.2.1. Dimensions of innovation: from tools to new services 

 

4.  A1-2a-1, A3-2a-1, B3-2a-1, C1-2a-2, C2-2a-2, C2-2a-3, D1-2a-2, D2-2a-1, D2-2a-2, E1-2a-2, E2-

2a-1 

5.  A1-2a-1, A3-2a-2, B1-2a-4, C1-2a-2, C2-2a-1, D1-2a-1, E1-2a-2, E2-2a-1 

6.  A1-2a-1, A3-2a-1, B1-2a-3, C2-2a-2, D1-2a-2, D2-2a-1, D3-2a-1 

7.  A1-2a-1, A2-2a-1, A3-2a-1, B1-2a-3, B1-2a-4, C1-2a-2, C2-2a-1, D2-2a-1, D2-2a-2, E1-2a-1, E2-

2a-1 

8.  A1-2a-1, A2-2a-1, B1-2a-1, C1-2a-1, D1-2a-1, D1-2a-2, D2-2a-1, D2-2a-2 

 

4.2.1.1. The role of thought leadership formats 

 

9.  A2-2b-1, B1-2b-1, B2-2b-1, C2-2b-2, C3-2b-1, D2-2b-1, D3-2b-1, E1-2b-1, E1-2b-3 

10.  A3-2b-1, B1-2b-1, C1-2b-1, C1-2b-2, C3-2b-1, D1-2b-1, E1-2b-1, E1-2b-2 

11.  B2-2b-2, D2-2b-1, E1-2b-2 
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12.  A2-2b-1, B1-2b-1, B2-2b-1, C1-2b-2, C2-2b-1, C3-2b-1, D3-2b-1, D3-2b-2, E1-2b-1, E1-2b-2, E1-

2b-3 

13.  A3-2b-1, B1-2b-1, B2-2b-2, C1-2b-1, C2-2b-1, D1-2b-1, D2-2b-1, D3-2b-2, E1-2b-3 

14.  A2-2b-2, D3-2b-1 

 

4.2.2. Degrees of innovation: incremental change 

 

15.  A1-1a-1, A1-1a-2, A2-1a-2, B1-1a-2, B1-1a-3, C2-1a-1, D2-1a-1, D3-1a-1, E1-1a-2 

16.  A1-1a-1, A1-1a-2, A3-1a-1, B2-1a-1, B3-1a-2, B3-1a-3, C1-1a-1, C3-1a-1, D2-1a-1, D2-1a-2, D2-

1a-5, D2-1a-6, E1-1a-1, E1-1a-3 

17.  A2-1b-1, A2-1b-2, A2-1b-3, B1-1b-1, B2-1b-1, C1-1b-1, D2-1b-1, D3-1b-1 

18.  A2-1b-3, A2-1b-4, B1-1b-1, B1-1b-2, C1-1b-2, C1-1b-3, C1-1b-5, C2-1b-1 

19.  A1-1b-1, A2-1b-6, B1-1b-3, B1-1b-4, C1-1b-3, C1-1b-4, C2-1b-1 

 

4.3. The occurrence of innovation 

 

4.3.1. Formal arrangements 

 

20.  D1-3d-1; D1-5a-3; D2-3d-2 

 

4.3.2. Innovation as an informal and dispersed phenomenon  

 

21.  A1-3a-1, A2-3a-1, A3-3a-1, A3-3a-2, B2-3a-1, B3-3a-2, C1-3a-1, C1-3a-2, C2-3a-1, C2-3a-2, C2-

3a-3, C3-3a-1, D1-3a-1, D1-3a-2, D3-3a-1 

22.  A1-3a-2, A2-3a-2, A3-3a-1, B1-3a-2, B2-3a-1, B3-3a-1, C1-3a-1, C3-3a-1, E1-3a-1 

 

4.3.2.1 Innovation triggered by client requests and needs 
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23.  A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, A2-3b-1, A3-3b-1, B2-3b-2, B3-3b-2, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-2, C2-3b-3, C3-

3b-1, D1-3b-1, D1-3b-2, D2-3b-1, D2-3b-3, D3-3b-1, D3-3b-4, D3-3b-5, E1-3b-1 

24.  A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, B3-3b-2, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-2, C2-3b-4, D1-3b-1 

25.  A3-3b-1, B2-3b-2, C3-3b-1, D1-3b-2, D2-3b-1, D2-3b-3, D3-3b-4, D3-3b-5, E1-3b-1 

26.  A2-3c-1, A3-3c-1, B1-3c-1, B1-3c-2, B1-3c-3, B1-3c-4, B2-3c-1, B2-3c-2, B2-3c-3, B3-3c-1, B3-3c-

2, C2-3c-2, D3-3c-1, E1-3c-1, E1-3c-2 

 

4.3.2.2. Development through client projects, consultant collaboration, and use of existing knowledge 

 

27.  A3-3e-1, A3-3e-2, A3-3e-3, A3-3e-4, A3-3e-5, A3-3e-6, B1-3e-1, B1-3e-2, B2-3e-1, B3-3e-1, B3-

3e-2, B3-3e-3, C1-3e-1, C1-3e-2, D1-3e-1, E1-3e-1, E1-3e-2 

28.   A1-3b-1, A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, A3-3b-1, B3-3b-1, B3-3b-2, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-2, C2-3b-3, D1-

3b-1, D1-3b-2, D2-3b-1, D2-3b-3, D3-3b-4, D3-3b-5, E1-3b-1, E2-3b-2 

29.  A3-5a-1, A3-5b-2, A3-5c-3, B1-5b-1, C1-5c-1, D1-5c-1, E1-5a-1, E1-5b-1 

30.  A3-3c-1, B1-3c-1, B1-3c-2, B1-3c-3, B1-3c-4, B2-3c-3, B3-3c-1, C2-3c-1, E1-3c-2 

31.  A1-3b-1, A1-3b-2, A2-3b-1, A2-3c-1, A3-3c-1, B1-3c-1, B1-3c-2, B1-3c-3, B1-3c-4, B2-3b-1, B2-

3b-2, B2-3c-1, B2-3c-2, B2-3c-3, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-3, C2-3c-1, D2-3b-1, D2-3b-2, D2-3b-3, 

D3-3b-2, D3-3b-3, D3-3b-4, D3-3b-5, D3-3c-1, E1-3b-1, E1-3b-2, E1-3c-1, E1-3c-2, E2-3b-1  

 

32.  A1-3b-1, A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, A2-3b-1, A3-3c-1, B1-3c-3, B2-3c-1, B3-3b-1, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-3, D1-

3b-1, E1-3c-1, E1-3c-2 

 

33.  B1-3c-2, B1-3c-4, B2-3c-1, B2-3c-3, D1-3b-2 

 

4.3.2.3. Dissemination throughout project teams, practice areas, and informal networks 

 

34.  A3-3b-1, B1-3b-1, B2-3c-2, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-3, D3-3b-5 

35.  A3-3b-1, B2-3b-1, B2-3c-2, C1-3b-1, D3-3b-5, E1-3b-3 
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36.  A1-3b-1, A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, B1-3c-3, B2-3b-1, B2-3c-2, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-1, C2-3b-3, D1-3b-1, D1-

3b-2, D2-3b-2, E1-3b-1, E1-3c-2 

 

4.4. Organizational impact factors  

 

4.4.1. Strategy 

 

37.  A1-4a-3, A2-4a-1, B3-4a-1, C1-4a-1, D1-4a-1, E1-4a-3 

38.  A1-4a-3, B1-4a-1, C1-4a-1, C1-4a-2, D2-4a-1, E1-4a-3 

39.  A1-4a-1, B1-4a-1, C3-4a-1, D1-4a-2, D2-4a-2, E1-4a-1, E1-4a-2, E1-4a-4, E1-4a-5 

40.  A1-4a-1, A1-4a-3, A1-4a-4, B1-4a-1, C1-4a-3, D2-4a-2, E1-4a-2, E1-4a-4 

41.  A1-4a-2, A1-4a-3, A1-4a-4, A2-4a-3, B1-4a-1, B1-4a-3, C1-4a-3, D1-4a-2, E1-4a-1, E1-4a-2, E1-

4a-3, E1-4a-5, E1-4a-6 

42.  A1-4a-4, A2-4a-2, A2-4b-2, B1-4a-1, B3-4b-1, C2-4b-2, D2-4a-1, E1-4a-1, E1-4a-2, E1-4a-5, E1-

4a-6 

43.  A2-4b-1, B3-4b-1, C2-4b-1, C2-4b-2, D1-4b-1 

44.  A2-4b-1, A2-4b-2, B2-4b-1, B3-4b-1, C1-4b-1, C2-4b-1, D1-4b-1, D2-4b-1 

45.  A2-4b-1, A2-4b-2, B2-4b-1, C1-4b-1, D1-4b-1, D2-4b-1 

 

4.4.2. Agency incentives 

 

46  A2-8b-1, A2-8b-2, A3-8b-5, B1-8b-1, C1-8b-1, C2-8b-1, E1-8b-2, E2-8b-1 

47.  A2-8a-2, B3-8a-1, B3-8a-4, B3-8a-5, B3-8a-6, C1-8a-1, C2-8a-1, C2-8a-2, D3-8c-2, D3-8a-3 

48.  A1-8a-1, A2-8c-1, A3-8a-1, B3-8a-3, B3-8a-5, C2-8a-2, C3-8a-1, D1-8a-1, D2-8a-1, D3-8a-1, D3-

8c-2, E1-8a-1, E1-8a-2 

49.  A1-8a-1, A2-8a-1, A2-8a-2, A3-8a-2, B1-8a-1, B3-8a-2, B3-8a-3, B3-8a-4 

50.  A1-8b-1, A2-8b-1, A3-8b-3, B3-8b-2, C3-8b-1, C3-8b-3, D3-8b-1, D3-8b-2, D3-8b-3, E1-8b-4, E2-

8b-3 
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51.  A1-8b-1, A3-8b-1, A3-8b-2, C1-8b-1, C2-8a-1, C3-8a-1, D1-8b-1, D2-8b-1, D3-8b-4, D3-8b-5, E1-

8b-3, E2-8b-2 

52.  A1-8b-1, A3-8b-3, B1-8b-2, B3-8b-2, C1-8b-3, C2-8b-1, C2-8b-2, D1-8b-1, D2-8b-1, D2-8b-2, E1-

8b-3 

53. A3-8b-1, A3-8b-3, A3-8b-4, A3-8b-7, B3-8a-6, C3-8b-2, D3-8b-1, D3-8b-3, D3-8b-4, E2-8b-3 

54. A2-8c-1, A3-8c-1, B3-8c-1, C2-8a-2, D1-8c-1, D2-8c-1, D3-8c-1, D3-8c-2, D3-8c-4, E1-8c-1, E2-

8c-1 

 

4.4.3. Time for development  

 

4.4.3.1. Utilizing client projects 

 

55.  A1-5b-1, A3-5b-1, A3-5b-2, A3-5b-3, B1-5b-1, B3-5b-1, C1-5b-1, C2-5b-1, C2-5b-4, C3-5b-1, D1-

5b-1, D2-5b-1, E1-5b-1, E1-5b-2 

56.  A2-7-1, A2-7-2, A3-7-2, A3-7-3, B2-7-1, B2-7-2, B3-7-2, C1-7-1, C1-7-2, C3-7-1, C3-7-2, D2-7-1, 

D3-7-1, E1-7-1, E1-7-2, E1-7-3 

57.  A1-5b-1, A2-5b-1, A3-5b-2, B1-5b-1, C2-5b-4, C3-5b-1 

 

4.4.3.2. Utilizing spare capacity  

 

58.  A1-5d-1, A2-5d-1, A3-5d-1, B1-5d-1, B2-5d-1, B3-5d-1, B3-5d-2, B3-5d-3, B3-5d-4, C2-5d-1, C3-

5d-1, D3-5d-1, E1-5d-1, E2-5d-1 

59.  A3-5d-1, B1-5d-1, B3-5d-1, C2-5d-1, C3-5d-1, E2-5d-1 

60.  A1-5d-1, A2-5d-1, A3-5d-1, B2-5d-1, B3-5d-3, C2-5d-1, C3-5d-1, D3-5d-1 

 

4.4.3.3. Allocating internal development time 

 

61.  A2-5c-1, A3-5c-2, B1-5c-2, B2-5c-1, B3-5c-1, B3-5c-3, C1-5c-1, C2-5c-2, C3-5c-2, D1-5c-1 
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62.  E1-5c-1, E1-5c-3 

63.  A1-5a-1, A2-5a-1, A3-5a-1, B1-5a-1, C2-5a-1, D1-5a-2 

64.  A1-5c-1, A3-5c-1, A3-5c-3, B1-5c-1, B1-5c-2, B2-5c-1, B3-5c-2, B3-5c-6, C1-5c-1, C2-5c-1, C3-5c-

1, D1-5c-1 

65.  A2-5c-1, A3-5c-1, A3-5c-2, A3-5c-3, A3-5c-4, B1-5c-1, B1-5c-2, B2-5c-1, B3-5c-2, B3-5c-5, B3-5c-

6, C1-5c-1, C2-5c-1, C2-5c-2, D1-5c-1 

66.  A1-5a-1, A2-5a-1, A3-5a-2, B1-5a-1, B2-5a-1, C1-5a-1, C1-5a-2, C2-5a-1, C2-5a-2, C2-5a-3, D1-

5a-1, D1-5a-2 

67.  A2-5e-1, A3-5e-1, B1-5e-1, B2-5e-1, B2-5e-1, B2-5e-2, B3-5e-1, C3-5e-1, D1-5e-1, D3-5e-1, E1-

5e-1, E2-5e-1, E2-5e-2, E2-5e-4 

 

4.4.4. Management support 

 

68.  A1-6a-1, A2-6a-1, A2-6a-2, A3-6a-1, B1-6a-1, B2-6a-1, B2-6b-1, B3-6a-1, B3-6a-2, B3-6a-3, B3-

6a-4, B3-6b-1, C2-6a-1, C3-6a-1, C3-6a-3, C3-6a-4, E1-6a-1, E1-6a-1, E2-6a-1 

69.  A1-18b-1, A1-18b-2, B2-18b-1, B2-18b-3, B2-18b-3, C2-18b-2, D2-18b-2, D2-18b-3, E1-18b-1 

70.  A2-6b-1, A3-6b-2, B2-6b-1, B2-6b-2, B3-6b-2, C1-6b-1, C3-6b-4, C3-6b-5, D3-6b-1 

71.  A1-6a-1, A2-6b-1, A2-18-2, A2-18-3, A3-6a-2, A3-6a-3, A3-18-1, B1-18-1, B2-6b-1, B3-6b-1, B3-

6b-2, C1-6b-1, C2-6a-1, C2-18-2, C3-6a-4, C3-6b-4, C3-6b-5, D2-6b-1, D3-6a-4, D3-6b-1, E2-6b-1 

72.  A1-3b-2, A1-3b-3, A2-3b-1 B1-3c-2, B1-3c-3, B2-3b-1, B2-3c-1, C1-3b-1, C2-3b-3, C2-3c-1, D1-

3b-1, D1-3b-2, E1-3b-1, E1-3c-2 

 

4.4.5. Knowledge channels 

 

4.4.5.1 Formal training 

 

73.  A1-11b-1, A1-11b-2, A2-11b-1, A3-11b-1, B1-5a-1, C1-11b-1, C2-11b-1, C3-11b-1 D1-5a-2, D1-

5a-3, D1-11a-1, D1-11b-1, D2-5a-1, E1-11b-1 
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74.  A1-11b-1, A1-11b-2, A3-11b-1, B1-11b-1, B2-11b-1, C1-11b-1, C3-11b-1, D1-11b-1, D1-11b-2, 

E1-11b-1 

75.  A2-11c-1, A2-11c-2, A2-11c-3, A3-11c-1, B3-11c-1, B3-11c-2, C1-11c-1, C1-11c-2, D1-11c-1, D2-

11c-1, E1-11c-1, E2-11c-1 

 

4.4.5.2. Formal meetings 

 

76.  A3-12a-1, A3-12a-2, B1-12a-1, B2-12a-2, B3-12a-1, C1-12a-1, C2-12a-1, C3-12a-1, D2-12a-1, 

D3-12a-1, E1-12a-1, E2-12a-1 

77.  A3-12b-1, A3-12b-2, B1-12b-1, B2-12b-1, B2-12b-2, B2-12b-3, B2-12b-4, B3-12b-1, B3-12b-2, 

B3-12b-3, C2-12b-1, C3-12b-1, D2-12b-1, D3-12b-1, E1-12b-1, E1-12b-2, E1-12b-3, E1-12b-4, 

E2-12b-1, E2-12b-2, E2-12b-3 

78.  B2-12b-3, B3-12b-3, C2-12b-1, E2-12b-1 

 

4.4.5.3. Informal knowledge sharing 

 

79.  A2-13d-1, A3-13d-1, B1-13c-1, B3-13d-1, C3-13f-3, E1-13b-1 

80.  A2-14b-1, A3-14b-2, A3-14b-3, B2-14b-1, B2-14b-2, B2-14b-3, B3-14a-1, B3-14a-3, C1-14b-1, 

C3-14b-2, D3-14b-1, E1-14b-1 

81.  A1-16-1, B2-16-1, C1-16-1, D1-16-1 

82.  C1-16-1 

83.  A2-14c-1, A3-14c-2, A3-14c-3, B3-14c-2, B3-14c-3, C1-14c-1, C2-14c-1, C2-14c-2, C3-14c-1, E1-

14c-1, E2-14c-1, E2-14c-2, E2-14c-3 

84.  A1-18b-1, B1-14c-1, C1-18b-1, C3-14c-2, C3-14-c-4, E1-14c-1, E2-14c-1, E2-14c-4 

 

4.4.5.4. ICT systems 

 

85.  B3-13a-1, C2-13a-1, C3-13a-1, E1-13a-1 
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86.  A1-13a-1, D3-13-a-1, D3-13a-2 

87.  A1-13b-1, A1-13-b-2, A3-13b-1, A3-13b-2, A3-13b-3, C2-13b-1, D3-13e-1, E1-13b-1 

88.  A3-13f-1, B3-13f-1, C2-13c-1, C3-13f-1, D3-13f-1, E1-13f-2, E2-13f-1, E2-13f-2 

89.  A2-13d-1, A3-13d-1, B1-13c-1, B3-13d-1, C3-13f-3, E1-13b-1 

90.  A2-13c-1, B3-13c-2, C2-13c-1, C3-13c-1, E1-13c-1 

91.  A2-13f-1, A2-13f-2, A3-13f-1, B3-13f-2, B3-13f-3, B3-13f-4, C2-13f-1, C2-13f-2, C3-13f-1, C3-

13f-3, E1-13f-1 

 

4.4.5.5. Academia, partnership companies, thought leaders, and learning excursions 

 

92.  A2-17b-2, A3-17b-1, B2-17b-1, B3-17b-1, C2-17b-2, D3-17b-1, E1-17b-1 

93.  B2-17b-1, B3-17b-1, D1-17b-1, D2-17b-1, E1-17b-1 

94.  D2-11b-3, D3-11b-3, E1-11b-2, E1-11b-3, E2-11b-1 

95.  B2-17b-1, B3-17b-1, D1-17b-1, D2-11b-3, D2-17b-1, D3-17b-1, E1-11b-3, E1-17b-1, E2-11b-1 

96.  A2-17b-1, A2-17b-2, A3-17b-1, C2-17b-1 

97.  A2-17b-1, A2-17b-2, A3-17b-1, C2-17b-1 

98.  A2-17b-2, C2-17b-1 

99.  B1-17a-1, C2-17a-1, E1-17a-1 

100.  B2-12c-1, B2-12c-4, B3-12c-1, D2-12c-1, D3-12c-1 

101.  B2-12c-4 

102.  B2-12c-2, C3-12c-1, E1-12c-1, E1-12c-2 

103.  B2-12c-1, B2-12c-2, B2-12c-3, B2-12c-4, B3-12c-1, C3-12c-1, D2-12c-1, D2-12c-2, D3-12c-1, E1-

12c-1, E1-12c-2 
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Appendix B. Translated statements from the Director in Alfa. 

 

Danish English 
  
 
(A2-1b-2)  
 
Grundlæggende så er det her en konservativ, 
gammeldags og bagudkikkende branche, og vi er ikke 
spesielt innovative. (p. 34) 

 

 
 
 
“Fundamentally, this is a conservative, old fashioned 
and retrospective industry, and we are not very 
innovative.”  

  

(A2-2b-2)  
 
Man kan så sige at meget af det thought leadership 
point-of-view vi laver har sådan et meget praktisk 
anvendelsesvinkel, så mange af de ting vi skriver om 
handler faktisk ikke om at du skal tænke nyt. […] Altså, 
det er eksekvering og anvendelighed og brugbarhed, 
mere en det er 'what if'. Det er meget lidt vi har lavet 
af det. (p. 25) 
 

 
 
“You could say that many of the thought leadership 
point-of-views we make have a very practical angle, so 
many of the things we write about are not related to 
new ways of thinking. […] It is more about execution, 
applicability and usability than “what if”. We have done 
very little of the latter.”  

  
(A2-3c-1)  
 
Hvis det er noget jeg synes kunne være spænende så 
gør jeg det bare. […] Det må selvfølgelig ikke gå ud over 
mit arbejde. […] for eksempel er jeg med og skriver en 
bog nu om [topic], og det har [firm A] jo ikke en strategi 
om at vi skal være bedre om. Så det er fordi det 
interesserer mig […] Det opstår typisk individuelt, det 
er meget lidte der opstår i strategiprocessen. Det er 
individuelle initiativer og lyst og interesse der driver 
det, og det betyder også at det er noget der bliver til 
noget , og så er det noget der ikke bliver til noget. (p. 
11-12) 
 

 
 
“If I find a subject I perceive as interesting, then I just do 
it. […] For example I am currently co-writing a book 
about [topic], and that is not an area that [firm A] has 
expressed a desire to improve. So it is because it 
interests me. It is driven by individual initiatives, passion 
and interest. It also means that some things get realized 
whilst others remains unexplored.” 

  
  
  

  
(A2-15a-1)  
 
“[Innovation] det sker decentralt ude i produktrørene, 
så hvis det er innovation så forgår det nede i 
produktrøret og ikke mellem produktrørene.” (p. 6)  

 
 
“Innovation occurs decentrally in our service-lines. So if 
there is innovation, then it happens decentrally in our 
service-lines and not between service-lines”   
 

  

(A2-13c-1)   
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”Så vi har våres knowledge management-system, og vi 
har en åben fokus på vidensdeling. Jeg synes vi er gode 
til det, men systemmæssigt er det rædselsfuldt! Altså 
våres gamle [ICT system], det er forfærdeligt! Det kan 
vare at det bliver bedre med våres nye system. Det er i 
vart fald det vi satser på” (p. 15)  

 
”We have our Knowledge Management-system and 
we have an open focus on knowledge sharing. I think 
we are good at it, but system-wise it’s horrible! Our 
old ICT-system, it is terrible! It might become better 
with our new system. At least that’s what we aiming 
for”  
 

  

(A2-5a-1)  
 
”Der er ikke dedikeret på den måde budgetter til det. 
Jeg kan ikke huske at jeg någonsin har hørt man har 
sagt att nu sætter vi en miljon av och et halvt års verk 
eller vad det er til at lave något innovativt.” (p. 10) 

 

 
 
”Budgets are not dedicated as such. I cannot recall that 
I ever have heard us saying: ”Now we allocate a million 
and six months to make something innovative.” 

  

(A2-4b-1)  
 
Vi evner ikke at innovera. Jag tror det har något att gøre 
med, med den korte tids. alltså vi har så kort levetid, 
alltså vi kan vara lukket som virksomhet om tre 
måneder, det er vad vi har i pipeline. og det vill sige at 
det er 200 ansatta der kunne vara væck om tre 
måneder. Det gør att du får en sån vis konstant angst 
og selvom du tjænar mange penger så er din 
innovationslust, den er bara begrænsad. Man siger til 
sig selv, det er fint det der med innovation, nu skal jag 
bare igang du ved. Kom nu lige å få sålt den der jag ska 
fandens lige ha sålt det prosjektet! (p. 34) 
 

 
 
“We have such a short pipeline of client projects. We 
may be closed as a company in three months – that is 
what we have in the pipeline – and that means that 200 
employees could be gone in three months. That gives 
you a certain level of constant anxiety, and even though 
you earn a lot of money, your inclination for innovation 
simply becomes limited. You say to yourself, ‘Innovation 
is fine and dandy, but now I just need to get going, I just 
need to sell this project!’” 
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Appendix C. Interview subjects and interview information. 

 

 

 

FIRM/ID INFORMATION 

   
Alfa  

  
A1 A1 is Director and COO in Firm A. He joined the organization ten years ago and has 

previously worked at a large global consultancy. He has co-authored a book. 
   

A2 A2 is Director at the department of Strategic Change and has been working as a 
consultant for almost 15 years. A2 has written several books with a primary focus on 
strategic management. His latest book was published in spring 2013.   

   
A3 A3 graduated three years ago with a Master’s degree in Political Science. His primary 

work responsibilities include project management, cost-optimization and IT-
management. 

   
Bravo   

   
B1 B1 is founder and managing partner at Implement Consulting Group. Over the years he 

have co-authored several books. 
   

B2 B2 is partner at Firm B with a primary focus on Innovation. He have also co-authored a 
book. 

   
B3 B3 is educated as an engineer within product development. B3 have been with the firm 

for one and a half year. B2 starting as a junior consultant but have been working as a 
line consultant for a year with a focus on innovation processes, primarily in regard to 
engineering firms. 

  
Charlie  

   
C1 C1 is one of the founding partners in Charlie. His specialization incudes corporate 

strategy, business development and business transformation with a primary focus on 
corporations' commercial functions and processes. He holds a Master degree from 
Copenhagen Business School and an MBA from an American university. C1 previously 
worked as a consultant in a large global consultancy.  

   
C2 C2 is senior partner at Charlie and has been at the firm for six years. He holds two 

Master's degrees, one from an American University and on from University of 
Copenhagen. He have previously worked as a consultant at a large global strategy 
consultancy.  
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C3 C3 started at Firm C in 2010, as a junior consultant, and is currently working as a line 
consultant primarily within private equity, retail and energy projects. C3s educational 
background includes a Master degree in International Marketing and Management and 
a BSc in International Business, both degrees from Copenhagen Business School.  

   
Delta   

   
D1 D1 is one of two Executive Directors at Firm D, with a primary task to manage the firms 

overall activities. He started out in the research branch of the organization and has 
previously worked as the country manager for the Swedish operations. He holds a 
Master of Science in political Science from Aarhus University. In addition to his position 
at Delta he is also an external censor in political science at several Universities, including 
Aarhus and Copenhagen University.  

   
D2 D2 co-founded the subsidiary in 2000, and when the firm was acquired by Firm D in 

2007, he continued in the company as its director. His educational background includes 
a Post Graduate Diploma from Aarhus School of Business and a PhD from a British 
university. He combines his role in Firm D with work as an external lector at University 
of Aarhus and the architecture school of Aarhus. In addition he is author of several 
books. His latest book was published spring 2013. 

   
 

D3 
D3 started his career at Firm D in 2011 as an intern followed by a period as a student 
assistant and junior consultant. During the last year D3 has been working as a 
management consultant in the department for Strategy and Operation with a primary 
focus on realization and change management. He holds a M.A in Corporate 
Communication from Aarhus School of Business as well as an HD in “Business and 
Economics” from the same business school.  

   
Echo   

   
E1 E1 is a partner and has worked at Firm E for 6 years. He primarily focuses on leadership 

development, a subject which he has published a book on. He holds a Master degree in 
Psychology from Copenhagen University and is censor and external lecturer in Positive 
Psychology at Aarhus University. He has written one book.   

   
E2 E2 has worked at Firm E for two months and have more than 10 years’ experience from 

the public sector working with innovation on both strategic and organizational level in 
the local government association in Denmark. E2 holds a Master degree in Public 
Administration from Roskilde University. 
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Indicator Firm Position Gender Date Format Length 

       

A1 A 
Chief operating officer 

(COO) 
Male 22.03.13 In person 01:03:15 

A2 A Director Male 22.03.13 In person 01:46:20 

A3 A Line consultant Male 06.06.13 Phone call 01:29:01 

       

B1 B Managing partner Male 18.03.13 In person 00:55:28 

B2 B Partner Male 10.05.13 Phone call 00:51:56 

B3 B Line consultant Female 01.06.13 Video call 01:24:45 

       

C1 C Founding partner Male 22.03.13 In person 01:02:08 

C2 C Partner Male 07.05.13 In person 00:53:46 

C3 C Line consultant Female 22.05.13 In person 01:03:05 

       

D1 D Executive director Male 10.04.13 In person 00:50:24 

D2 D Subdivision director Male 07.05.13 Phone call 01:04:20 

D3 D Line consultant Male 22.05.13 In person 01:36:44 

       
E1 E Partner Male 15.04.13 In person 01:27:56 

E2 E Consultant Female 15.04.13 In person 01:01:20 
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Appendix D. Introduction letters to interview subjects and academic professors 

 

Introduction letter sent to Partners and Senior Consultants. 

 

Dear [Name], 

 

We are two second-year graduate students from Copenhagen Business School, and we are currently working on our master’s 

thesis in Management of Creative Business Processes. Our research centers on management consultancies, and we plan to 

focus on the Scandinavian market, which is also why we are getting in touch with you. 

 

First we would like to provide a short introduction to our project. Our interest has been spurred by the changes and challenges 

that much of the management consulting industry, and the economy at large, have been experiencing in regards to 

globalization, technological development and the ongoing financial crisis. Reports by researchers such as Joe O’Mahoney and 

Source For Consulting claim that many firms are having difficulties defending prices and experience falling margins, while 

many clients are expressing less satisfaction with provided services, and demand more tailored solutions provided by more 

flexible firms. We have become convinced that innovation is essential for the further development of the industry, and from 

our research it seems that this stance is reflected by many firms as well. 

 

This is why we want to take a closer look at innovation – and more specifically, how firms organize knowledge creation, what 

barriers might exist and how potential improvements can be made. We want to focus on nationally based firms in the 

Scandinavian market as there seems to be little research done on the region, and because we believe there might be unique 

insights to be found. [Consulting firm] seems to be an excellent choice in this regard, because of [angle]. We therefore want 

to ask you if you would be interested in taking part of our study. Our plan is to carry out our research in the form of interviews 

conducted sometime between the [timeframe]. The interview will take approximately 1 hour and the focus will lie on 

innovation and how your firm plans for it, organizes it, and what processes surround it. We are obviously interested in all 

aspects of the firm that are relevant to our topic, and therefore it would be especially rewarding if you, in your position as 

[position], would be interested in participating.  

 

We certainly hope that participating in our project will give you the opportunity to reflect on approaches to innovation, how 

your firm deals with it and how it intends to plan for it in the future. We will of course share our finished work, which we hope 

will yield relevant and useful insight on the Scandinavian market in particular, as well as the industry as a whole. We plan to 

cut down to the most important core phenomena and issues, and we will do so by employing the top academic and private 

research available, with assistance and supervision from experienced researchers and former practitioners in the field. 

Any participation will of course be directly credited in the thesis. Conversely, your involvement can be made completely 

anonymous if you do not want exposure. 

 

We hope you will invest your time and expertise in our thesis. We think it is a very exciting and interesting topic in a time 

when so many changes are impacting the industry, and will likely continue to do so in the foreseeable future. 

Thank you for your time and consideration. Do not hesitate to contact us if you have any questions. We are very much looking 

forward to hear from you, and hope we will soon! 

 

Best Regards, 
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Letter Sent to academic professors 
 
Dear NAME, 
 
 
We are in our final year graduate student from Copenhagen Business School. We are currently working on our master thesis, 
and our research centers on innovation in management consulting. Our interest has been spurred by the mounting challenges 
experienced by many firms, and the apparent peak or stagnation in large parts of the industry. We have become convinced 
that innovation is of paramount importance in relation to such challenges, and we are especially interested in looking at the 
role of knowledge creation and how it drives and connects to firms’ overall innovative capabilities. In the course of our 
research we have come across your work, which seems to lie at the very heart of our problem focus and provide genuinely 
breakthrough insights. 
 
If you don’t mind us asking, we would be very grateful inquire whether you have any good tips on interesting literature, 
reports or other resources that touch on the topic. We plan to conduct qualitative research within the Scandinavian market, 
which will hopefully provide valuable insights for the industry as a whole. It goes without saying that we will gladly share our 
finished work with you in return for any help or guidance! 
 
 
We understand if you have limited time for answering my question, but we would very much appreciate your professional 
advice. 
 
 
Thank you very much for your time and attention. 
 
 
Best regards, 
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Appendix E. Analytical process: Open coding, memos, and, mind-map. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Example (above):  

Open coding 

 

Example (left): 

Memo 

 

Example (right): 

Mind-map 
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Appendix F. Innovation initiatives & Thought leadership 

 

 

Case Alfa Beta Charlie Delta Echo 

      
Included 
Practices 

4 5 3 
 

4 
 

4 

       
Thought 

Leadership 
     

      
Books9  

(2001-2013) 
≥11 ≥15 ≥2 ≥14 ≥7 

      
      

Articles 
& 

Whitepapers 

≥10 ≥60 ≥3 ≥80 ≥10 

 
Survey  

&  
Reports 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
Yes 

 
n/a 

  

                                                
9 In addition to books published by firm representatives we include books that are co-authored. 



140 

Appendix G. USB-Stick overview 

 

Documents included on the electronic version of the thesis 

 
1. 

 
PDF-version of the thesis 

 
2. 

 
Database 

 
a. 

 
Transcriptions of the Interviews 

 
b. 

 
Audio versions of the interviews 

 
c. 

 
Transcriptions sent to the informants 

 
d. 

 
Open coding 

 
e. 

 
Focused coding 

 
f. 

 
Firm info and supplementary primary sources 

 
g. 

 
Secondary sources 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


