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Preamble 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Reader 
 
In this preamble, I would like to give you an advance narrative summary of my thesis, its topic, its importance 
and how I went about it. This is because there is a strong emergent character in my work – I finish every chapter 
with emerging questions – and for some it might be too much to wait until the end to see the line. In fact, I had 
no closed theory nor a predetermined hypothesis to begin with, only an open question, a need to understand. 
Being trained in the social sciences, I knew that clarifying the question is as much a part of the research as 
providing answers. My curiosity, simply stated, is about the discourse and reality of innovation in business: why 
is something that seems so important to our daily life so poorly understood and so undefined in terms of 
implementation.  
 
That innovation is a timely topic goes without saying. One can hardly find these days a description of a 
company, an annual report or a strategy document, without an explicit statement of the need for innovation, let 
alone one in which the need for innovation would be explicitly denied. We find a total commitment to 
innovation, a stated aspiration to take it further and further. The typical logic of justification is that companies 
that do not innovate – that do not offer new products and services to their clients – will sooner or later become 
obsolete and give the upper hand to their competitors. Although this a logic may not be entirely new in business, 
it is taken together nowadays under the single umbrella of the need for innovation, not only in business, but also 
in society as a whole and even in our personal lives.  
 
In my role as a consultant for more than two decades I have witnessed and participated in the growing attention 
for innovation, not only in real terms, but also and above all in discourse. There seems to have grown an 
unstoppable desire for something “new”. The ready-made reply to that desire invariably became “innovation”. 
However, alongside the growing attention on innovation, there also grew a parallel awareness of how little we 
actually know about it, and even less about what to do to make it work. This stands in sharp contrast, for 
example, with another discourse that started at about the same time, namely Quality Management, for which 
there soon appeared a common language, a set of definitions and even concrete measurement tools. This is 
definitely not the case for innovation and I wanted to know more about this. I therefore formulated a concrete 
question, “How do organizations go about developing capacity for bringing about innovation in complex 
systems”, and decided to approach it through a variety of methods, namely: 1) Literature research, 2) A 
quantitative survey of a relatively large group of stakeholders, 3) An action research process, 4) Two sets of in-
depth interviews, and 5) A focus group study.  
 
The first approach, literature research, explores the concept of innovation quite broadly, whereas the field work 
is narrower, situated around a specific company and a specific department in that company. The survey is less 
narrow and serves as basis of comparison for that company.  
 
Given the multifaceted character of innovation, as well as the apparent multitude of understandings, it seemed 
reasonable to choose “complexity” and “social constructionism” as “world-views” on the subject. “Complexity” 
because it is obvious that the business world, including innovation, does not behave in a simple predictable way, 
both backward and forward, like in classical mechanics, but more in a non-linear or less predictable way, like in 
complex systems. But since it is probably a bit haphazard to simply transfer a concept from the natural sciences 
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to the social sciences, I decided also to search for a more or less parallel notion in the social sciences; this was 
“social constructionism”. By looking at innovation through the lens of these two notions, it became clear that it 
could be conceived as a complex adaptive system in itself, nested within a larger complex adaptive system, and 
that we could actually propose a new definition of innovation that reflects the similarities between the two 
world-views.  
 
The literature research is given in chapter 2. In chapter 3 I explain the methodology, arguing mainly for 
authenticity and transparency, or the social constructionist equivalents of validity and reliability. In chapter 4, I 
present and analyse the empirical findings, in simple descriptive terms and avoiding inferential statistics, because 
this was not our intention. In chapter 5, we bring the quantitative and qualitative data together and discuss them 
through parameters of more nuanced questions that had emerged along the way. In chapter 6, we come to 
conclusions, discuss our main findings (i.e., around a new form of R&D, around capacity building for 
innovation, around the current state of innovation, and around the conceptual integration of social 
constructionism, complexity and innovation), and try to bring them back to our original research question.  
 
To clarify, I had one in-depth case study, and one could argue that its in-depth side was only focused on one 
department. In terms of findings and conclusions I cannot therefore speak on behalf of all organizations. 
However, many of the findings in the case study resonated well with those from the qauntitative study and were 
echoed in the literature review. As such, there is enough around the findings to allow for speaking more 
generally in the conclusions – hence my frequent use of the plural organizations, as opposed to organization. 
 
The whole thesis has been deliberately written in the same style as the nature of the research itself, namely 
reflective and participatory, explorative, gradually unfolding, generating new questions along the way, and 
provoking assumptions and findings. The journey I embarked on was, indeed, not to prove or disprove a definite 
hypothesis, not to affirm or reject a closed theory, but to learn from doing and reflecting in a world I wanted to 
understand better, namely the world of innovation, and more particularly how strategies for innovation are 
developed and implemented, if at all. It has been a journey of reflective practice in which I learnt through simply 
doing, as hopefully you will too.  
 
Christer Windeløv-Lidzélius 
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