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ABSTRACT
Traditionally, innovation processes have often focused on creatively solving problems with
the help of new technology or business models. However, when describing products in terms
of function, visual appearance or market value - the reflection on a less visible dimension, the
product meaning, is many times left out. The perspective of meaning is an alternative path to
innovation that pays attention to the reason for using a product, its “why” rather than its
“how”. Many are the fields that relate to “meaning” - it has been discussed in philosophy,
psychology, organizational studies and design. Nevertheless, within the field of innovation
management, research on meaning still lacks well-developed frameworks. Early contributions
describe meaning as a key strategic factor, with the use of “radical circles” and related to a
“power of criticism”. These results contain important findings, but they do not cover the full
process of understanding, new meaning in an organization. Through nine cases, this research
presents four practices connected to an innovation process in search for meaning and
contrasting what is described in innovation literature. Rather than taking out and leaving their
opinions behind to reach a “beginner's mind”, the managers showed a silent evolving of
interest and a conscious exposing of their own personal beliefs. They moved beyond standard
information sharing to a practice of a multifaceted criticizing. Rather than outsourcing the
product solutions, a practice of embodying the proposed product meaning was observed. The
study contributes with an increased understanding of the meaning dimension within
innovation management. It shows that this type of innovation process is relevant but differs
from processes of creatively solving problems. New meaning can appear strange to leaders
that did not actively participate in its development. Managerial wise this process therefore
demands highly present leaders and employees that can combine the abilities of being open
and engaged with those of being constructively critical. In addition, partners need to be
considered not only as providers of knowledge but especially, as providers of a multitude of
perspectives, of arguments and novel interpretations. Rather than being driven to find
solutions, a meaning perspective includes a process of striving towards new potential product
meaning.
INTRODUCTION
From being considered elegant temples with precious pieces of fashion, the stores of the
European brand Needles&Pins found themselves in a worrying position. 1 Their young
customers seemed less excited about entering, resulting in a slow - but steady - decline in
sales. The stores, which welcome guests with solid, tall doors, security guards and virtually
unreachable products on shiny shelves, looked almost like art installations - far from the
constantly changing life of people in their twenties. The innovation manager, Mme O,
increasingly felt the need to change this retail experience. She wanted to explore the possible
meaning of a future Needles & Pins store. With this aim in view, the innovation team started a
journey of searching for new product meaning.
The team of Needle&Pins did not want to focus on any specific problem in their stores.
There was no mal-function on technicalities (like for example payment methods) or
insensitivity of market issues (like offering out-dated dressing rooms). There was no framed
functional problem to solve. Not at all. If this would be the case, Mme.O would have a
plethora of tools to use in her innovation project, from technically driven innovation processes
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to market oriented ones. Also methods such as brainstorming, idea-generating or user-driven
innovations could have enlightened the project, most likely giving the participants a rich
collection of ideas to start from. But, Mme O. did not want an impressive amount of ideas.
“How will I understood which one is the best, and which one to invest in, she argued. "I need
to understand why we are doing the things we do, first”, she concluded. “And I need to
understand if this makes sense to the world we live in today – and onwards”.
What Mme. O talked about is meaning. Meaning, in this research, is defines as the purpose,
the reason for using a product or service. Practically, meaning is the experience of something;
it gives the answer to the question “why”.2 Mme. O was interested in understanding the
current meaning of their business and whether it was out- dated. In addition, she wanted to
understand whether it could change, whether the meaning of their business offer could be
innovated. The journey of Needles&Pins towards a new meaning took about 80 days. Their
process of realizing that a change was needed, a type of awakening has been observed many
times throughout the study. So have patterns of reflection and exposing of new thoughts,
critical perspectives and a type of embodying phase. Deriving from nine cases like
Needles&Pins 3 , this research has been concentrated on understanding the dimension of
meaning within the innovation processes, with one main question guiding the work:
What are the practices that support innovation processes
when in search of a new product meaning?
What will follow is a brief description of innovation management literature connected to the
process of innovating. In particular, to the perspective of innovation as problem solving.
Thereafter, methodological choices will be followed by four empirical stories of companies in
search to innovate the meaning of their business. The cases will pave the way to a combined
analysis and proposal of four practices of innovating through a meaning perspective. It will be
supported by theories outside the innovation management domain and serve as a proposal on
which new research can be added. Two of the practices will be further explained, the practice
of exposing and the one of criticising. These are also subject to new enquiries of future
research. The paper ends by summarizing the findings and pointing to managerial
implications before a last consideration of new research avenues.
METHOD
This six-year study includes 9 case studies, in average with 20 participating managers each,
spanning time periods between 6-24 months. It includes more than 35 interviewees in 8
countries studying managers searching to develop directions of new product meaning. The
study spans both businesses to business within manufacturing as well as consumer goods and
fashion. It combines in-depth interviews and observations, transcriptions and collaborative
work with comparisons to both existing literature and alternative theoretical sources.
Two empirical analyses have been performed. The first based on three exploratory cases,
proposing four practices of innovating meanings, building scenarios of meaning, questioning,
building critical abilities and envisioning (Öberg, 2012), The second analyses proposing a
revised model built on clearly visible contradictions in empirics and theory. It builds on
observations from six new cases and a re-examination and expansion of literature, again
proposing four practices of innovating meanings, the ones presented in next section. Given
the strategic impact of the innovations projects in the organizations studied, in most cases it
has not been possible to disclose the company names. Instead fictive names have been used.
Also the informants have been re-named, as in the case of Mr Q and Mme O. The longitudinal
study, leveraging theories of hermeneutics, innovation action research, design and leadership
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(Ricoeur 1977/2010), Kaplan (1998) (Scharmer 2008, Coughlan and Coghlan 2011) is further
elaborated in the PhD D thesis by the author (Öberg 2015).
EXISTING THEORIES
This research focuses on the process surrounding innovation in search of product meaning.
To understand whether its process aligns with existing principles of innovation (or not)
innovation management theories connected to a creative problem solving activity were
studied. The reason derives from the origins of innovation management, a field that were
developed within technology and engineering where problem solving was, and still is, central
(Clark and Fujimoto 1991 , Teece, Pisano et al. 1997 , Krishnan and Ulrich 2001). The
problem-solution heuristic is also of key importance in literature on how to extend markets
(Garcia and Calantone 2002, Kim and Mauborgne 2004, Calantone, Harmancioglu et al.
2010). The assumption seems to be that if the problem is well defined, existing information
and capabilities can help find its solution. The problem solving perspective also contains a
less analytical, more human-related “creative” problem solving activity with methods such
as brainstorming and decision-making (Gordon 1961, Osborn 1963, Simon, 1969), the
discourse of “reflection in action” (Schön 1983) and “design-“ – or “integrative-“ thinking”
(Boland and Collopy 2004 , Brown 2008, Martin 2009 ). A third part of this problem-oriented
discourse is the one of user-driven innovation that involves users to define needs (von
Hippel 2005) and crowdsourcing where “expert”-users find solutions (Chesbrough 2003 ).
Theses perspectives give guidance on how to innovate a product solution rather than a product
meaning. Early contributions to the meaning-driven research within innovation are few, but
describe meaning as a key strategic factor (Verganti 2009, Dell’Era and Verganti 2011,
Jahnke 2013) with the use of “radical circles” (Altuna 2015) and related to a “power of
criticism” (Verganti 2016, Verganti 2017 ). With all its limitations, this current research
departs from the position that innovation is about creatively solving problems. From this
starting point four themes will now be presented.
Theoretical theme 1 - Unfreezing
Like a parent shaking her children to wake up in the morning, this theme is about waking up
to something new. Theoretically, this implies that the first phase in an innovation process is to
recognize – and motivate - the need for change. According to Lewin change is preceded by an
unfreezing phase where the organization is preparing itself to accept that change is necessary
(Lewin 1947 ). To do this the status quo has to break down. The organization unfreezes itself,
a new approach develops, and then the organization refreezes again. Similar arguments can be
found in literature on product innovation and major technological transitions (Dosi 1982)A
big dilemma is that incumbents seem blind to signals from competition and this prevents them
from addressing change (Christensen and Rosenbloom 1995, Christensen 1997 ). This process
of unfreezing is mostly described as benefiting from top-down support (Montoya-Wiess and
R. 1994). The organization needs to be made aware of the need for change that top
management has recognized. It is as if the organization is sleeping and it needs its mum or
dad (the top leaders) for a wake-up call in order to start innovating.
Theoretical theme 2 - Naïveté
The idea of the second theme is that with a clean, even naïve, mind innovation prospers
(Brown 2009 ). Innovation comes from people who are not experts, free from preconceptions
and able to address the problem with a clean mind (Dunbar 1995, Sutton 2002, Lehrer 2010).
If the existing solution is “inside a box”, beginners who do not know where the box is, are
more likely to search “outside of the box” (Kelley 2001). This perspective also stresses the
contributions of outsiders to innovation (Chesbrough 2003 ). The assumption seems to be that
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in the face of a problem (and its solution) a naïve beginner's mind, without preconceptions,
does exist. In this sense, naïveté is a desirable quality.
Theoretical theme 3 - Information
The third theme focuses on reducing uncertainties. It looks at innovation from the
perspective of information processing. Attention is directed to initial uncertainties such as
market needs and technological feasibility and later, to obstacles such as product launch.
Importance is given to collecting, processing and sharing as much information as possible. All
kinds of cross-functional integration are optimized, between R&D and marketing, engineering
and manufacturing (Galbraith 1973, Littler, Leverick et al. 1985, Clark 1989, Moenaert and
Souder 1990, Gerwin 1993). This theme also encompasses the importance of information and
team working to limit the birth of uncertain activities (Krishnan and Ulrich 2001).
Theoretical theme 4 - Outsourcing
Finally, innovation can be considered as coming from outsiders, as suggested by the
paradigm of open innovation (Chesbrough, 2003 ) and crowdsourcing (Surowiecki 2005). The
perspective of these “others” also includes studies inside organizations. In this case “others”
relate to others within the company, either from a team or even anyone who has an idea
(Sutton 2002, Bjelland and Wood 2008). Whichever the case, a common theme is that the role
of leaders is to support their organization - while outsiders are the ones to be creative and
propose ideas. It seems that once an idea is proposed, a leader may easily recognize its value,
despite not being involved in the innovation process herself. The creative problem solving
here relies on external perspectives.
THE EMPIRICAL MATERIAL – THE PROCESS
In this section, four of the studied cases will be described. Three of them with fictive names;
Shinebridge, Needles&Pins and Trewig. The fourth case is described with its real name, Vox.
The cases exemplify the four practices starting from the theme of Naïveté, where the
difference between the existing literature and the observed practices differed the most. The
themes will be further discussed in the ANALYSIS section.
Observations connected to Theme 2 Naiveté: How Shinebridge slowly recognized their
existing beliefs and cleared them out
October Year 1 “We are like canned beer, says a mid-age female manager. But we want to
be like a bespoke cocktail”. People laugh. About 20 managers engage in a lively discussion
about who they are. They find themselves in a difficult situation – competitors are getting
close and there is a need to do something new. They have decided to reflect deeply on the
reasons why someone would use their product. In a two-day workshop, they try to go beyond
client needs and instead search for the less visible meaning of the product. In parallel, they
ask themselves what a new potential meaning could be.
February Year 2 About 70 individual pieces of homework on new meaning are slowly
being described by each and every manager. It’s a detailed process of personal sharing that
results in patterns of “must haves” and “delighters” (Kano et al, 1984). This three-day
workshop ends at a large table, where they openly expose their thoughts as they spring to
mind. A vague emerging meaning starts to take shape, but it is still not clearly sculpted.
June Year 2 The assumptions behind the potential meaning are discussed together with
invited experts, interpreters, far from Shinebridge's industry (see Altuna et al, 2014). Their
presentations are mixed with metaphors and music, revealing both professional and personal
experiences. This multimodal reflection gives further guidance to possible paths of meaning.
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October Year 2 After a year of discarding the “taken for granted” assumptions of the
managers, Mr Q, the marketing manager enters the project. With a mother tongue other than
English, he becomes puzzled by the words selected to describe the emerging meaning.
Through this questioning, not only Mr Q but the whole group undertakes another round of the
process of questioning and reflecting deeply again. Once the current meaning has become
clear to him, it seems he can leave it and start to reflect and, later, absorb the new proposed
meaning. At the final presentation later in Year 2, he even answers most of the vicepresident's doubts with strong conviction.
The action of discarding one's own beliefs can be seen in all the cases studied. One example
is the small interior company Trewig who, in the search for new meaning of their product,
turned, not to the market, but to themselves. By daring to expose the values and beliefs of
each employee, they prepared their minds for taking in new perspectives. Classic innovation
processes often address problems and find solutions by building on existing ones. Within
design thinking the idea is not to question or criticize. Also theories within creativity, such as
brainstorming, emphasize the “cleaning” of your mind. Employees are often encouraged to
“look outside the box”, to embrace the fact that times are changing, to “unfreeze”, and to stay
open to “external” inspiration. In these approaches focus is on idea-generation - not on
meaning. But, neither idea generation nor creativity are “neutral” assets. They come from
individuals. Their values and pre-understanding naturally steer the way they look at things
and how they identify ideas. As the empirical material shows, being aware of your
preconceptions and what they stand for - their meaning - is valuable in a process of innovating
meanings. When articulating their pre-understanding, employees exposed themselves and
thereafter opened up to new perspectives. This study therefore proposes a move from
innovation from the perspective of a naïve beginner’s mind to an act of exposing.
Observations connected to Theme 3 Information: The journey of Needles&Pins to meet
people, listen and learn
January Year 3 From being considered as elegant temples of high-end fashion, the stores of
Needles&Pins realized that their young customers looked less excited about entering,
resulting in declining sales. The innovation manager, Mme O, felt the need to change and
explore what could be the meaning of a future retail experience. Together with a team of
researchers, the company organized two meetings, each spanning 2.5 days, one on European
soil, and one across the Atlantic, to take out, or expose their beliefs and preconceptions
concerning the existing meaning of their stores. This thorough mapping of personal thoughts
resulted in more than 100 proposals of new product meanings from about 30 managers.
February Year 3 A considerable amount of time was then spent clearing out different
streams of proposals and the assumptions behind them. What quickly emerged were two very
different set-ups of understanding the brand and its potential new meaning. To “test” the
assumptions, two so called “interpreters labs” took place, one in US and one in Europe with
16 invited experts. They represented a few companies, but also a researcher, designers, an
anthropologist, a monk and an artist. The meeting therefore blended commercial, cultural,
philosophical and existential issues, prompting a rich, multifaceted discussion and several
informal reflections, even wonders.
June Year 3 The core team and Mme O invited their American colleagues to a 2.5 day
exercise on a rural farm. The setting was selected with care, and quite the opposite to the
previous two more metropolitan meetings. In between the formal agenda, there was time to
socialize, take walks or just relax. The research team noticed a direct and friendly atmosphere
between the Europeans and Americans, conversing on both personal and professional matters.
Needles&Pins' journey to find a new meaning direction took 80 days and five official
meetings. Noticeable was the openness of Mme O and her core team, who looked assured and
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relaxed, sharing both jokes and personal issues. Also the employees, with their vast range of
backgrounds, from store assistant manager to digital experience designer, helped to create a
colorful palette of interpretations. The blend of cultures and competences in inspiring milieus
seemed to encourage discussions beyond the agenda, creating a platform of reflection rather
than information sharing1.
Innovation management can be considered as a systematic sharing of information and
reducing uncertainties. In this process, external networks are described as important to
improve existing products. What was observed in the cases, however, more than information
sharing, was engaged discussions and reflections, both internally and with external experts.
More than an act of informing, this included debates and criticism. From considering
innovation management as information sharing, the empirical material sheds light on a deeper
process. Instead of eliminating sources of information along the process, it points to an
embrace of several sources of advice (despite being “unknown”) throughout the process.
Rather than information sharing, this seems to include a deep discussion where many actors
meet and reflect in a complex but enriching way. Where meanings are concerned, this
research indicates a move from the perspective of innovation as information giving to an act
of criticizing.
Observations connected to Theme 4 Outsourcing: When Vox transferred the meaning of
a bed from a prison to a joy
Piotr, CEO with many years in his business, wanted to offer something new to his longstanding loyal customers. His interest was in senior people with changing life conditions, for
example as when moving to a smaller home or faced with physical constraints or declining
health. With a large team of employees, covering sales people, R&D and designers, he threw
himself into a process of searching for new meanings of furniture targeted at the elderly. As in
the cases of Shinebridge and Needles&Pins, a 2.5 days long meeting was set up to lay bare
the current mindsets of the team.
There was no doubt about the excitement of Piotr, who spent a considerable time discussing
and reflecting on future product meanings with the team. He personally invited several of the
seven guests to the Interpreters lab and carefully listened to their views of what a meaningful
scenario might look like. When insights were transferred to product proposals, a small part of
the team gave a vivid portrayal of the situation of many elderly people. They described a sad
situation of lying alone in a bedroom, in need of rest, but closed off from the activities of the
daily life taking place in kitchens or living rooms.
They first described a scenario of being stuck in bed, almost like a prisoner. Then they
mirrored it with a new scenario, by proposing a multi-functional “Living Bed”. By first
identifying the need to feel independent and capable (despite disabilities), they created a
platform, a new meaning, on which to build. This starting point led them to propose a product
language of modern home interiors and less of hospital-style beds, with space for storing
books but also drawers for private objects. The bed offered a TV screen but also curtains for
privacy, exercise equipment and a baby seat for visiting grandchildren. Their rich description
combined with sketches of the bed as an integrated piece of the living room made the
situation come alive. It seemed the rest of the team could take in both the old situation and the
potential in the new.
By being constantly present, Piotr had experienced how the new meaning slowly developed.
He did not have to question underlying assumptions but said he just “felt the new meaning” of
the bed, giving him the courage to start producing it. Over time the participants also started to
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express how they “felt” the new meaning. Rather than being convinced by rational arguments,
the use of metaphors, music, narratives, personal stories and sketches seemed to support the
way they could take in, or embody, the new meaning.
As already mentioned, the innovation discourse includes a stream of involving “outsiders”,
implying that creativity is “out there” to be leveraged. Managers are then expected to accept
new concepts - without being involved. Instead the findings of this research point to a need
for “insiders” to feel and understand the new proposed meaning. Piotr was involved
throughout and therefore easily grasped the new meaning and potential of a “Living Bed”. In
contrast, in the case of Shinebridge, an external person (Mr Q) experienced difficulties when
confronted with the new meaning proposal. Not until he had discarded his own
preconceptions did the new meaning make sense to him. This implies that when innovation is
focused on a search for product meaning, it benefits from a shift in perspective: from
innovation as outsourcing to the perspective of innovation as an internal embodying.
Observations connected to Theme 1 Evolving: The Aha-moments that hit seekers of
meaning, silently or all of a sudden
The stories of Shinebridge, Trewig, Needles&Pins and Vox contain many similarities. There
is the recurring theme of exposing personal beliefs, of discarding one's own assumptions
(even hopes!) in the search for new meaning. There is the constant activity of talking and
discussing, creating reflections, often unstructured and without a clear direction. There is the
curiosity and the openness to take in new meaning and then the willingness to find ways to
explain it. There is the striving to find metaphors, music or stories to embody what could be a
new meaning so that it makes sense to others. But there is also something more that has been
observed, something that puzzles me as a researcher. I cannot see clearly where it starts or
how it happens. Still, I will describe this observation and contrast it with existing
perspectives.
In every story (often early on, but also later) there are moments when someone felt the need
to find new meaning. Piotr clearly showed it in his bed project. Both project managers and
designers indicated it, even if in a vague way, at the beginning of the Shinebridge project.
Mme O expressed it early on, at the start of her project at Needles&Pins. It has been difficult
to pinpoint what drives this need for change of product meaning, and still today a single clear
direction of this fuzzy theme has not been developed.
Current innovation research explains how managers inspire employees to act in different
ways. New methods, such as brainstorming, Innovation Jams and Idea boxes are applied to
organizations that are supposed to be creative, not to criticize, to accept change and to
unfreeze from present thinking. More rarely in literature the employee herself is described as
the starting point of innovation. When this is the case, focus is normally on solutions to
problems, not on proposals for new meanings. What shines through in the empirical material
of this research, is that when innovating meanings, the individual is central. In the starting
phase of all the cases, one or a few individuals seem to feel the need for something new and
start to search for new product meaning. The motivation for this is unclear. This indicates that
the “wake up” of an innovation by meaning process looks different than in established theory.
First, it is not obvious when this wake up takes place. It seems to be virtually invisible and has
been hard to trace. Second, it is not even clear why this process emerges. When asked,
employees cannot give a clear and straight answer to what happened when they decided to
think differently. Their interest in a change of meaning looks like a personal discovery, an
inspiration that slowly evolves and grows inside a human being.
This evolving theme, therefore, does not really explain itself as a phase, situated in time. It
would be better described as a continuous process of slowly understanding more. Sometimes
this understanding is implicit but sometimes it turns out as “Aha-moments”, as, for example,
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the German project manager at Shinebridge, referring to one such moment, the Interpreters
lab: “Suddenly I got it! Not until this point could I clearly say what the meaning really was
(today) and what it could be.” The evolving nature of this theme is also clear at the end of the
projects. It seems that it is not until the end that employees manage clearly to express the old
meaning, and as a consequence to genuinely feel and embody the new proposed meaning. To
sum up, when in search of innovating meanings, this research suggests a move from the
perspective of innovation as unfreezing to one of evolving.
ANALYSIS AND PROPOSAL
The brief stories of four of the studied companies exemplify actions that serve as the
underlying material on which the research proposal is built. Through several iterations (such
as academic publications) four themes of practices have emerged. They will be presented as
themes that challenge existing theories within the innovation management field.
The four practices of an innovation by meaning process	
  
From Unfreezing to Evolving	
  	
  
One of the established themes within the innovation discourse gives leaders outside the
innovation team the role of awakening the employees. This general role of leaders to inspire
the team is visible also in this research. But, existing theory also stresses an “unfreezing” step
that has not been recognized among the cases studied, neither before nor during the projects.
The projects did not start with a first phase of “unfreezing” and recognizing that the current
meaning did not make sense anymore. Rather, as the teams reflected on a new potential
meaning of products, they also started to see the current meaning in a new light. Most often
the teams did not share what the current meaning of their business was, if they could express
it, at all. To conclude, instead of an unfreezing perspective as in the existing discourse, this
study proposes an evolving perspective as far as innovation and meaning are concerned.
From Naïveté to Exposing
A second theoretical perspective proposes the use of a clean, even naïve beginner's mind
when in a process of innovation. The study struggled to find this perspective in the empirical
material. No clear signs of the teams being naïve or taking a naïve stance towards the projects
have been observed. Instead the members brought their own perspectives and preunderstanding, created actions to bring these out, to expose them. Consequently, in a process
where meanings that spring from individuals and their interpretations are discussed, being
“clean as a sheet” contradicts rather than confirms the empirical material. To conclude, when
it comes to innovating meaning, the perspective of a “naïve, beginner's mind” in current
literature would be better represented by an act of deliberately exposing one's own
perspectives.4
From Information to Criticizing
The third theoretical perspective concentrates on how teams transfer pieces of information
and thereby reduce uncertainties2. Focus tends to be on the move from A to B, from a sender
to a receiver. There are signs of this information transfer also in the companies studied, but
information in this study includes another important factor, namely the reflection of the
content of the information, rather than its transfer and exchange. Conversations occurred,
between team members and with external interpreters and a type of critical reflection took
place. It indicates that the quality and depth of conversations seem to matter more than the
quantity and breadth of pieces of information. Therefore, innovation research from the
perspective of handling information leaves out the dynamics visible in the empirical material.
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It would be more closely captured by a perspective of an act of criticizing when in a process
of innovating meanings.
From Outsourcing to Embodying
The last perspective emphasizes the value of externals in an innovation process. This
constitutes a similarity to the empirical material of this work as it gives importance to
externals, as in the invited interpreters. However, in none of the cases did these externals
propose or “deliver” a ready-made meaning. Instead, the most elaborate final meanings came
from cases where top management became deeply immersed in the meaning discussions. By
having a chance first to question the ongoing work and then to bring their own personal
perspective they could slowly take in the meaning under development. This implies that
innovations of meaning are sculpted from within organizations and their managers rather than
from external suppliers. In this sense, meaning looks less like a matter to be outsourced,
opposing also the theoretical perspectives of outsourcing innovation. Innovation when
connected to meaning instead seems to contain a perspective of embodying.
This analysis concludes that the existing perspectives on practicing innovation do not assist in
understanding the process of innovating meanings. Instead, the themes observed often point in
an opposite direction. To increase the understanding of the practices of innovation of meaning
other theories came to be of assistance.

	
  

Picture 1 The different practices of innovation as creative problem solving and innovation when searching for
meaning

Supportive theory
Hermeneutics
This field was early on a domain for searching for guidance on how to build new meaning
(Öberg and Verganti 2011, Öberg and Verganti 2012, Verganti and Öberg 2013). Particularly,
the perspective of German philosopher Gadamer who underlined that individuals do not enter
situations “clean as a sheet”, but with a pre-understanding (Gadamer 1960/2004). This
contradicts the perspective of innovation as “creative problem solving”, and the approach of
the beginner’s mind. Gadamer explains that interpretations emerge from the interplay between
our own horizon (our pre-understanding) and the horizons of others. This pattern was
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observed in the cases as managers engaged in a process of “taking out” and expose existing
beliefs, but also as in the interaction with the interpreters. Gadamer’s perspective of a preunderstanding links to the proposed theme of exposing, considering the individual horizon as
the starting point of new thinking. Further, French philosopher Paul Ricoeur has given
guidance on the proposal of the theme of criticizing. Rather than information-sharing (aiming
to reduce uncertainties), Ricoeur underlines the need for a critical stance (Ricoeur 1984,
Kaplan 2003). This includes an active search for a diversity of interpretations, both from the
interpreter herself and but also the external world. He calls for a continuous “detour”, to lose
oneself in an action of “distancing” from the problem and to “rediscover oneself as another by
multiple appropriations”(Kristensson Uggla 2011). His perspective aligns with the practice of
reflection taking place with the interpreters. Their different viewpoints created a plethora of
interpretations, even an “excess of meaning” (Jahnke 2013). Connected to cognitive science
and less to hermeneutics, American philosopher Mark Johnson explains that reason (as in
making sense of things and further, create meaning) is not “dispassionate” but emotionally
engaged”,	
   not disembodied but “embodied” and “evolutionary” (Johnson 1999).5 It this sense,
understanding meaning links to the proposal of the theme of embodying.
Theory U	
  
Analogies to the themes are also apparent in the Theory U (Scharmer 2008). From a reactive
problem solving perspective (downloading) Scharmer shows how understanding evolves via
an engaged and more reflective process (seeing) to also include empathy (sensing) and finally
to a deep personal reflection (presencing). Theory U therefore stresses an opposite direction
than innovation research where new thinking starts from a phase of “unfreezing” (erasing old
thinking). It emphasizes that personal understanding develops in a continuous and ongoing
process, as in the theme of evolving, proposed in this research. Further that interpretation
starts by releasing ourselves from the mind (what we see), to include the heart (what we
sense) and further, down to our innermost will (what we really wish), mirroring the theme of
exposing existing beliefs described in this study. In addition, Scharmer also gives importance
to the senses and to the innermost self (who we are) and a coming Self (who we have the
potential to be in the future. The act of taking in new, still uncreated scenarios of products and
creating visions, links to the theme of embodying when in a process of searching for new
product meaning.
	
  
Design
The last stream that mirrors the observations is the field of aesthetics and psychology of
experiences. Paul Hekkert’s model of vision design shows similarities both to the Theory U of
Scharmer and the detours proposed by Ricoeur (Hekkert 2011). By combining questions of
“how” with those of “why”, the aim is to “allow designers to take a personal position and
fully express themselves in the process of producing a product”. Despite directing the
message towards the designers, the idea looks close to the theme of exposing in this research.
Design, according to Hekkert, “is about looking for possibilities, and possible futures, instead
of solving present-day problems”, aligning it with Scharmer's perspective on emerging
futures.
In-depth study 1: The practice of exposing
"We do rely somewhat on the value of having an open mind when we approach a new
question… We come with what we might call a beginner's mind”.
Tim Brown, CEO of design firm IDEO, interview Fast Company 2013 (Baer 2013)

The quote above indicates that beginners (unaware of the context) might be more likely to
search in other directions, or “outside of the box” (Kelley 2001). In this study, however,
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another value shines through, the one of an “experienced” mind, on preconception as a
positive, rather than hindering factor. Through the study on four companies this practice of
exposing emerged into four themes. These will now be described through the empirics
spanning from the less successful project of Marron, a multinational corporation in the
consumer electronics industry and focused on rethinking their core products – to the most
successful project of Vert, a luxury fashion brand aiming to radically change the meaning of
the shopping experience in their stores. In between these extremes the study also covers
Blanc and Jaune, both global corporation in different consumer goods markets, one intending
to enter a new market and the other to address a growing market segment.6
Marron started their innovation project by inviting external experts to build new insights
(instead of starting from internal insights). The project presented 107 directions of meaning,
but the team struggled to make sense of the material. Discussions were scarce, no shared
understanding emerged and the chosen new meaning did not move into implementation. In
the case of Blanc, the internal focus in the beginning of the project enabled each member to
envision one new meaning. These were all discussed with seven external interpreters in a
meeting that was more alive than in the case of Marron. The project moved into
implementation but with a focus on the most conservative products and a diffuse rather than
shared, understanding. In the project of Jaune, the managers started off with the internal
insights of the team members and in addition, welcomed new participants who helped
deepening their understanding by allowing questions and reflections. They managed to create
an arena to discuss and engage top executives and they also built an understanding of the old
meaning and why it was outdated. Despite its radical nature, it moved into implementation.
Lastly, in the case of Vert, much more time was dedicated to internally critically analyzing
the individually proposed meanings, without time constraints. The team fully shared a
common interpretation of the new emerging meaning, even though it was radical. It moved
into implementation bringing on board also the top executives who had not attended the most
profound pre-emptying activity. This as they got time to thoroughly question the new
meaning met by deep engagement from all participants before feeling ready to embody it.
The four cases provide a rich material to explore whether and how a “not” beginner's mind,
(that is, a mind with preconceptions) contributes to the search for a new potential meaning of
a product. The material has given rise to the following four insights.
- The importance of exposing existing beliefs – acknowledging the existence of a
pre-understanding
- The act of exposing as a journey – acknowledging the need of iteratively analyze,
discuss and fuse every team member’s vision
- Exposing as an on-going journey – acknowledging that over time, existing (and
old) interpretations fade away when individuals open up and take in new horizons
- Exposing as a generative on-going journey – acknowledging that a thorough
reflection of a personal view build new thinking
As both Ricoeur and Gadamer have proposed, bringing other (conflicting) views eases the
development of one's own understanding. This is also supported by Scharmer’s presensing,
the need to be present but at the same time to feel the future as a mean to let go of the past and
open up to new perspectives. Rather than starting from a “beginner’s mind” organizations
may instead acknowledge the existence of a pre-understanding, and deliberately create actions
to leverage them. In other words, this work proposes that, rather than searching outside the
box, a valuable way to unlock interpretations is to search “inside” the box, inside yourself (or
your Self, to quote Scharmer (Scharmer 2008).
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In-depth study 2: The practice of criticizing
“We would prefer first to meet outsiders. If we start from generating visions ourselves I’m
afraid we would always come up with the same ideas that have been circulating in the last
few years”,
R&D manager of Marron

This perspective on innovation has been observed repeatedly among the managers in this
research. Inspiration can come from far, as in user innovation and crowdsourcing (Von Hippel
1988, Chesbrough 2003 ), but, also from existing networks, as interlocutors (Lester 1998) or
within companies as intermediates(Hargadon and Sutton 1997). In this research, external
sources are represented by so called interpreters that, in addition to bringing ideas from
outside the “company walls”, also give value to their underlying meaning by the ability of
being critical. Through the study of seven so-called “Interpreters labs” organized by six
different companies the practice of criticizing gave birth to four sub-categories.7
An example of a set of interpreters is the one of the company Jaune where the focus of the
Interpreter lab was directed towards one of their young target groups and their lifestyle. Here,
instead of asking user to bring their wishes for future products, or turn to ethnographic
methods, external experts with no knowledge of the business were invited. In common they
had all been undertaken research connected to individual in this target group, but from
different vantage points. The interpreters consisted of Metis, the researcher of adolescent
development, Nike, the experience driven Olympic champion, now a professional within
camps for young teenagers and the world of extreme sports, Leto, the insights director of a
worldwide multinational company, sharing personal research and anecdotes that provoked
common assumptions about teenagers, Aura, a product-driven market manager focused on the
relationship of young people with their bodies, Eusebeia, the visionary, senior marketing
analyst at a multinational food and beverage corporation addressing the issue of bravery and
how young people deal with it. Sophrosyne, a data-driven camera enthusiast with a Master of
Fine Arts, now working for a social networking company, raised the dilemma of stereotypes.
Lastly, Demeter, with a degree in political science gave the perspective of helping young
people follow their passions and start youth ventures through a non-profit organization.
In all the seven labs observed, the blend of the interpreters enabled vast and deep, often
unsought discussions, containing several elements of a critical character. Observations came
to be divided into the four themes playing on the metaphor of a dance floor where some
people traditionally asks for a dance while others maybe dare to try the unexpected.
1. Asking - Just as a person who wants to dance with someone is willing to ask for a
dance, an interpreter who wants to know more is willing, even eager, to ask other
participants to learn more. She asks “why”, “how” and “tell me more”.
2. Giving - Just as a dance involves giving something from yourself and your ways of
moving, an interpreter is generous in sharing her personal opinions and experiences.
She is not afraid to show her real “me”, being passionate about themes engaging her.
3. Daring - Some dancers might be courageous enough to try something unexpected, or
even provocative. This also goes for an interpreter who is eager to go deeper into a
discussion, beyond the obvious, and challenge herself.
4. Playing - Good dancers are not perfect but show new moves, try, test and play with
tensions, combining the established with something new. Good interpreters do the
same. They have fun stretching existing concepts and proposing something in the hope
of creating a reaction.
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By extracting these critical abilities their value in the process of discussing meaning shines
through. External interpreters show in their face-to-face discussions with managers the
importance of understanding the world of others as in the fusion of horizons of Gadamer
(Gadamer 1960/2004). The study shows that interpretations benefit from being exposed to
tensions of different perspectives, as described by Ricoeur (Alvesson and Sköldberg 2000,
Kristensson Uggla 2002, Alvesson and Sköldberg 2008). One theoretical framework that
shows similarities to the themes of criticizing is that of Lewison and their proposed
framework connected to teaching situations (Lewison, Leland et al. 2008).
DISCUSSION
Four themes explain the practices of an innovation process in search for meaning: a silent
evolving of interest, a conscious exposing of existing beliefs, an iterative and multifaceted
criticizing and an embodying of new proposed meaning. These practices are often opposite to
what is described in innovation literature. Where existing theory stresses an “unfreezing” step
early in a process of change, (Lewin, 1947) this study points to an evolving practice where the
recognition of the need for change grows throughout the entire process. As the teams reflected
on a new potential meaning of products, they also started to see the current meaning in a new
light. Further, contrary to the use of a clean, beginner's mind when in a process of innovation
(Dunbar 1995, Brown 2009 ) the study proposes a deliberate action of exposing one's own
beliefs. By taking out and leveraging individual perspectives and pre-understanding,
reflections on meaning deepened. A third perspective concentrates on how teams transfer
pieces of information and thereby reduce uncertainties in the quest to innovate products
(Clark 1989, Clark and Fujimoto 1991 , Teece, Pisano et al. 1997 , Krishnan and Ulrich
2001). The study complements this approach by proposing a practice of discussing,
questioning and criticizing, indicating an increase, rather than decrease of complexity when in
searching for new product meanings.
In addition, existing theory also emphasizes the perspective of externals and their
contribution to innovation (Chesbrough,	
  2003	
  ). The proposal in this work indicates instead
that meaning springs from the inside of organizations and their managers - not from external
suppliers. In this sense, the process of innovation and meaning looks less suited to
outsourcing. Still, the study goes beyond the notion of the “innovator's dilemma”
(Christensen, 1997) in its emphasis of driving innovation from inside the organization. It
stresses a combination of internal managers' vision, but in co-development with external
actors, far from the domains of a company. In this sense it moves from a scanning of new
markets and technologies by skilled managers (a search for how) to opening up to a search for
meaning (a matter of why, at all, to offer a product). The study thereby creates room to
discuss swimming into “Blue Oceans” (new markets) on a deeper level, beyond the existence
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of the market as such, to the reason, or meaning, of the product proposal for that market (Kim
and Mauborgne 2004).
FINDINGS
This research describes an alternative path of innovating. It focuses on the meaning
dimension in an innovation process - on the experience of a product and the reason for using
it. Rather than being driven by the “how of innovation” it turns to a reflection of “why” to use
a product or service. What can be concluded is that the process of innovating from a meaning
perspective differs from the process of innovation as creative problem solving. Its practices
are often opposite to what is described in existing literature on innovation management The
study proposes four practices that find support in theories outside this domain; from
hermeneutics, theory U and the field of design. This proposal aims to give structure to the
process and thereby increase the understanding of this type of innovation:
Evolving – indicating that proposals of new potential meaning of products do not come in an
instant. Instead, they come through a continuous process of slowly understanding first the
existing meaning. As insights into the current situation evolve, so reflections on new meaning
perspective grow. Exposing – indicating that when in a process of discussing perception of
product meaning, personal perspectives needs to be expressed. By sharing beliefs and
preconceptions openly, participants expose themselves, and their thoughts and reflections
deepen. Criticizing – indicating that through a practice of taking in different opinions,
debating and questioning, critical conversations drive forward the processes of seeking to
innovate product meaning. Rather than information sharing, the depth of discussions creates
new avenues of meaning to consider. Embodying – indicating that new product meanings are
not easily carved out from the inside of an organization. Instead they evolve slowly, through
deep reflection and critical thinking. Meanings need to be embodied, to be “felt”. They are not
to be explained to top managers. Instead these executives need to be present, to immerse
themselves in the process, so as to feel the reason behind the new meaning emerging.
Theoretically, the study has found support mainly within the philosophical field of
hermeneutics (Alvesson Sköldberg, Gadamer, Ricoeur) and the Theory U within the discourse
of learning and leadership (Scharmer). It also supports ongoing research within innovation
management, especially Verganti’s work on design driven innovation (Verganti 2009, 2016,
2017) and Jahnke’s work on meaning making and designers (Jahnke 2013). Empirically, it
consists of nine case studies of companies within the fields of manufacturing and robots,
furniture,
accounting
and
consumer
goods.
The study gives additional insight into two of the practices. The one of exposing, an action
of taking out and clearly expressing the meaning a person believes in. Rather than starting
from a clean “beginner’s mind” (or as in the expression “looking outside the box”),
organizations may instead acknowledge the existence of a pre-understanding, and deliberately
create actions to leverage it (looking inside themselves, a type of “looking inside the box”).
The second practice of criticizing discusses how meanings evolve between external experts,
or interpreters, and the employees of a company. Rather than generating a large amount of
ideas (as in user-driven innovation) these external experts fuel discussions on product
meaning by deep and alternative reflections, feeding, even criticizing the process of rethinking product meanings. Rather than being driven to find solutions, a meaning perspective
includes a process of striving towards new potential product meaning.
MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS
This paper has discussed innovation as related to a creative problem solving perspective,
where the dimensions of technology or market often drive innovation. The problem-solving
perspective is an essential activity in companies and solves both problems and generates new
ideas. But, the challenge comes when companies want to make sense of these solutions and
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ideas in a society that is becoming increasingly complex. The first implication, therefore, is
that making the “right” selection is a process that could benefit from re-thinking the purpose
and meaning of using a product. The meaning dimension is a perspective to consider when
seeking innovating products. Rather than the creation of ideas, this process demands
individual reflection and a willingness to expose one's personal beliefs. By inviting external
experts, interpreters, from far-flung fields, what is currently assumed to be meaningful by a
company can be questioned and new perspectives added. The process of innovating meanings
therefore requires seeing external partners not only as providers of knowledge and solutions,
but also and especially, as providers of arguments and novel interpretations, in a continuous
iterative dialogue. A second implication is that this type of innovation demands present
leaders who are open to new visions. A new potential meaning might look strange, even
outlandish to someone that did not participate in its development. Therefore, leaders must be a
part of the process that will bring complexity and criticism rather than rationality. A third
implication is the ability of managers to search for employees beyond the formal CV. Next to
formal competences, capabilities of reflection, to be engaged even on a more intimate level
and to be constructively critical are helpful in this process of describing evolving meaning.
CHALLENGES - FUTURE RESEARCH
Meaning is becoming increasingly relevant. In 2016 the Academy of Management named
their annual meeting Making Organizations Meaningful indicating that meaning is more than
a subjective feeling or reference point of the individual(Management 2016). Rather, meaning
is becoming a key strategic issue to consider when planning for and maintaining good,
healthy work places. To make business prosper, its employees need to feel useful and
attracted to stay, they need to feel meaningfulness in their daily work. In a recent survey
including more than 7 000 managers, younger employees, the so called “millenials”, give
engagement and a meaningful a top-4 position on the values that are most important when
searching for a job (Deloitte 2016). It is worth to notice that classic values as workforce
management and analytics on employees that have been highly rated in earlier reports have
dropped to a lower priority level in favor to the wish to feel meaningfulness.
In a way the value of meaning, of asking “why”, is not a new matter in business. Simon
Sinek discussed it already ten years ago through his model of the golden circle of why-how
and then what (Simek 2011). Despite keeping focus on the current meaning inside ourselves
and in the organization, he pointed out what many organizations today start to realize - the
need of reflecting on why, in an organized and structured manor. Communication/marketing
oriented Simek is a valuable source of inspiration also for this research within Innovation
Management.8 Also IDEO, the world-known design-firm and main source of the practice of
design thinking indicates interesting avenues through their “Circular Design” initiative, run
between IDEO and the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (IDEO). IDEO, founded by former
students of Stanford’s D-school with roots in product development and engineering, in this
sense, move from fast idea generation and prototyping to also embrace the practice of a
“circular” mode, an interesting link to hermeneutics and its model of reflection, the
hermeneutic circle. Similar moves can be seen in the work of Osterwalder, moving from a
“Business Canvas” way of picturing reality to a more “value-driven” approach in the model of
the Value-Proposition-Canvas (Osterwalder and Pigneur 2010, Osterwalder, Pigneur et al.
2014). If examining his books, it can be concluded that “value” is directed to “businessvalue”, to clients and organizations. The pleasant graphic language speaks of a practical
handbook rather than an abstract and critical reflection on meaning. However, the mentioned
works and initiatives are all sources to consider in the reflection on innovation and meaning,
that also constitutes an established and ongoing discourse in within the field of design
(Heskett 1985, Krippendorff 2006, Jahnke 2013). An important question to consider is
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whether these research paths of design-business-communication and innovation are
converging? How do they differ?
Part from this contextual outlook, throughout the study several observations had to be left
aside, not fully explored. One of them is the practice of exposing one's own beliefs, which
raised questions on where, how and with whom in the process of innovation this activity
could be incorporated. As this practice demands devotion and time it might be challenging to
create space for it in the constant change of organizations today. In addition, as the activity of
exposing itself builds on trust between people, the human factor of this practice would
deserve a deeper reflection. Does the exposing activity demands physical presence between
the sender and receiver of thoughts? Would digital technologies be of any use? Would there
be any synergies between online idea-generation systems and systems to build reflection on
meaning? Another area for further study is the theme of criticizing that so far, has been
focused on one of its elements, the interpreters. This proposal does not include a detailed
investigation of the abilities and personalities that go to make up a valuable critical
interpreter, nor the ability of absorbing critical feedback among the participants. What are the
elements that make a criticizing activity valuable and useful? Are these abilities a “talent” or
can they be trained? What are the common traits of “good” interpreters and “good” receivers
of critical feedback?
Two new research paths
As an answer to these questions, two new research initiatives are now investigating the link
between meaning-making and digital technologies.9 Emphasis is given to observations on
behaviors of employees in an innovation project in search for new meaning. The empirical
material is collected both through notes and experiences in workshops and meetings, but also
through two types of digital surveys of organizations, partly in the health care sector, one with
10 questions and one based on representations of meaning connected to images. The
following questions are under observation:
1) The meaning-making laboratory
- What characterizes the activities of meaning-making? How is the balance between
action and reflection? When does activities take place, where and with whom?
- What is the correlation between a personal perspective to meaning and the one of the
organization? Are they aligning? Are there signs of any common understanding
developing? Of a common arena, so as a meeting, a physical place, a digital space
devoted to the reflection on meaning?
- How does relations to the outer world look like? To what extend are external experts
acknowledged? For what purpose are they seen as valuable?
2) The abilities laboratory
- How does the detailed work of being positively critical look like? How can they be
refined?
- What abilities can be associated to the individual meaning reflection? What takes
place when reflecting together as between a) two colleagues working in a pair? b) a
team working together, a so called “radical circle”.10
- What characterizes the critical abilities of external interpreters? How do they align
with the “common asked for” skills of a manager? How does this affect future
education?
- Is there a difference between interpreters in non-profit organizations, as for example in
schools and churches and in profit-oriented businesses? How do organizations attract
interpreters?
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These two studies are hoped to bring more detail to the practices of exposing and criticizing,
as parts of the process of innovating meanings.
Academic streams to be further explored
The proposal of an exposing activity takes inspiration from the theoretical frameworks of
hermeneutics and Theory U. One way to elaborate on it could be through the studies in
philosophy by Hansen, who despite agreeing on the importance of innovation springing from
“within” gives emphasis to something beyond feelings, namely to the more abstract level of
“wonder” and mysteries (Hansen 2012). This stream would also give insights into the theme
of evolving and the reflection on how and why managers start to engage in meaning making at
all. But also psycoteraphy, especially, logoterapy, contains interesting paths forward. For
example, the reasoning of Frankl which points to the fact that the creation of meaning is not a
self-fulfilling objective(Frankl 1970/1988). Instead meaning is created when the purpose is to
make something good for someone else. A third stream could be to re-examine early stages of
innovation management and creativity, as in early “concepts” and how they expand by
explorations and additional layers of knowledge (Le Masson, Weil et al. 2010).
Educational and methodological paths forward
From a methodological standpoint the fact that both team members and researchers have
been immersed in the process makes the domains of action/participatory research valuable
sources for elaborating the methodology of the study. This merge of scientific, business and
personal perspectives is also acknowledged by Scharmer, emphasizing the need to integrate
science (third person view), social transformation (second person view) and the evolution of
the self (first person view) (Scharmer, 2008. p 16). When turning the dimension of meaning
into an educational perspective instead, students confronted by the new emerging scenarios of
the world we live in will need an increased cultural and global awareness, perspectives that
many business schools do not offer today (Datar, Garvin et al. 2010). As a consequence of
this discrepancy between the world we live in and what is taught, today managers and
recruiters are questioning conventional business education (ibid). In the face of this new
reality, the reflection of meaning and what is really considered meaningful might spur new
approaches on how to teach innovation management. Returning to Frankl, meaning is
something to strive for, rather than to be driven by, in other words that, “If experiences in life
push us forward 'from behind', meaning is what pulls us forward 'from the front'” (page 26,
Frankl, 1970/1988). This is something to consider for student who genuinely want to create
something better for the all the “users” in this world.
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1	
  Due to reasons of confidentiality Needles&Pins is a fictive name of the company
2	
  For an elaborated description of meaning, its different definitions and nature, see Öberg,
2012.
3	
  The nine studied cases can be found in Table 1 in the appendix.
4
The theme exposing has been labeled “pre-emptying” in earlier works, see Öberg 2012
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5
This resemblance comes as no surprise, as Johnson used to be the student of Ricoeur (as
explained to me when meeting Johnson in the Qualitative Research in Management
Conference in Albuquerque 2012.
6
See appendix for a description of methods used.
7	
  See appendix for a description of methods used.
8	
  See also https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vudaAYx2IcE&feature=youtu.be
9	
  The studies are partially using the system Prindit, www.prindit.com, to explore early
hypotheses. The project is funded by EIT Digital https://www.eitdigital.eu and part of The
European Institute of Technology and Innovation, http://eit.europa.eu
10
For a discussion on “radical circles, see Altuna, 2015. For a description of the reflection
process of an individual- to a pair – to a radical circle – to interpreters a and further, to users,
see Verganti 2017.
	
  
APPENDIX
Table 1
The empirical material collection behind the study
CASE

SPAN

NUMBER of
workshops

DAYS of
workshop

PARTICIPANTS

PROFILE

PLACE

INTERVIEW
type

NUMBER of
interviewees

Additional
activities

1 Abb Robotics
2 KUKA / RoboCoaster
3 Shinebridge

24 months
12 months
18 months

2
0
5

2

10
30

PR, R&D, SW, S
PR, R&D
PR, R&D, MKT, D

Sweden,
Sweden, Germany, UK
UK/ US

Structured
Semi-structured
Structured
Reflections

3
6
3
5

Storyboards

12

4 Rouge
5 Blanc
6 Needles&Pins

6 months
6 months
18 months

3
3
5

8
8
12

15
15
30

PR, R&D, MKT, INV
PR, R&D, MKT, S
INV, R, MKT

UK
UK
Italy /US

Reflections
Reflections
Reflections

5
5
5

7 Deloitte
8 Vox
9 Prysmian

24 months
6 months
8 months

2
2
3

2
5
8

14
20
12

CEO, S, PR
CEO, PR, MKT, D
CEO, R&D, PR, MKT

UK and Australia
Poland
Italy

Reflections

2

Da Vinci
POC
Electrolux

12 months
6 months
1 month

0
0
1

0
0
1

0
0
5

CEO
PR, D,

Sweden
Sweden

Semi-structured
Semi-structured

1
1

Trewig
Marron
Procter & Gamble
Philips
BayerMaterialScience

1 month
6 months
1 month
1 month
1 month

1
0
0
0
0

1
0
0
0
0

15
0
0
0
0

CEO, PR, R&D, MKT
R&D, PR

Italy
Venezuela
-

Storyboards

Secondary source

Secondary source
Semi-structured
Secondary source
Secondary source

PR = Product management, SW = Software development, S = Strategy, MKT = Marketing, D = Design, INV = Innovation management, R = Retail

Expansion of the method connected to the in-depth studies on the practices of exposing
and criticizing
Exposing
The study compared three different parameters in the innovation projects of the companies.
First, the internal and external insights gained by the companies (represented by the
employees themselves and the invited interpreters). Second, the “clash” of interpretations,
observed through a) the level of critical depth in the discussions, b) the level of facilitation by
the researchers involved and c) the level of new participants entering the projects. Third, the
establishment of a common arena and understanding among the participants.	
  
Criticizing
These labs can be described as a type of critical reflective meeting where six to seven
interpreters from different fields discuss themes, or rather assumptions, predefined by the
company. The aim is to 1) clear out the meaning of their current product and 2) propose a
new, different meaning. Practically, the interpreters share their knowledge and insights on one
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theme with an oral presentation and also through metaphors and music. After each
presentation an open discussion take place. The Interpreter labs are followed by a deep
analysis of confirmed and less supported assumptions towards the clarification of a new
direction - and - meaningful platform on which to design new products and services.
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