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1. Introduction 

The present paper is a contribution to the part of the MEADOW project that deals with dy-
namics at the level of organisations. The paper suggests that dynamics at the level of organi-
sations can be analysed in terms of organisational innovation as something more than mere 
organisational change. Developing a concept of organisational innovation, the paper suggests 
that organisational innovation can be analysed in terms of how individual and organisational 
learning combine with the reorientation of management perceptions, and it suggests that or-
ganisational innovation is about redirecting, speeding up and slowing down new forms of or-
ganisational activities. Subsequently, the paper provides an overview of management theory, 
proposing that the present state of management theory is one where the traditional dichotomy 
between a rational and a natural approach to organisations has been bridged. Concluding, the 
paper argues that applying the concept of organisational innovation necessitates that organisa-
tions are viewed as systems that find themselves in a rational and natural universe at the same 
time. 
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2. The concept of organisational innovation 

In scholarly work on innovation, innovation is rarely associated with the change of organisa-
tions.1 Instead, innovation normally refers to changes in technical solutions associated with 
products, production processes or service provisions. Furthermore, innovation may refer to al-
terations in how capital is provided for businesses and households, or to changes in how firms 
interconnect in order to create new flows of products and services within sectors or value 
chains. In consequence, the dominating use of the term innovation concerns product, process, 
service, market, financial and industrial innovation, like originally put forward by Schumpeter 
(1934). 

 However, if one adopts a classic approach to the change of organisations, often inspired by 
the line of thinking originally proposed by Lewin (1951), it seems reasonable to use the con-
cept of organisational innovation. Changes within organisations are more or less conceived as 
an unfreeze-change-refreeze sequence symbolising that change occurs as a basically inten-
tional process of breaking down regular patterns of behaviour in order to create new patterns 
that subsequently become institutionalised. Thus, the state of affairs becomes something radi-
cally new, designating that the organisation has embarked on a different path of organisational 
activities.2 Similarly, it seems reasonable to adopt the concept of organisational innovation if 
one adopts a modern approach to the change of organisations, often inspired by the critique of 
the Lewin model thinking (e.g. Kanter et al., 1992). Here, the change of organisation is con-
ceived as the normal state of affairs, reflecting that the acts of the organisation members are 
constantly changing the way in which organisational activities proceeds.3 Thus, if one adopts 
a modern approach to the change of organisation, organisational innovation becomes the basic 
condition of organisational life, as for instance described by theories on organisational learn-
ing (Senge, 1990; Pedler et al., 1991). 

 There is, however, a logical problem associated with the considerations just performed 
since they seemingly imply that the change of organisation in general can be characterised as 
organisational innovation. In order to employ the concept of organisational innovation as 
something different from mere change, it is necessary to delimit the cases in which organisa-
tional innovation occurs. In order to do so, it is feasible to initiate the analytical process with a 
basic definition. Based on Goffin & Szwejczewski (2001), Armbruster et al. (2006) define or-
ganisational innovation as “the development and implementation of new organisational struc-
tures and processes to offer customers more flexibility and efficiency” (p.19). This definition 
which considers innovation in a business context focuses on two aspects of organisational be-

                                                 
1 Even in seminal overviews of organisation theory like Morgan, the concept of organisational innovation does 
not occur. 
2 An organisational change like this parallel to the characteristics put forward by innovation economics in order 
to describe radical or semi-radical innovation, as for instance in Freeman (1982). 
3 This is mostly parallel to the characteristics put forward by innovation economics in order to describe semi-
radical or incremental innovation. It implies that even though the organisation at surface may exhibit stable or-
ganisational patterns, the apparent stability is created by patterns of micro instability. 
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haviour, i.e. organisational structures and organisational processes. Furthermore, changes in 
structures and processes take place in order to provide more flexibility and efficiency. Thus, 
organisational innovation is defined as something which contributes to the competitiveness of 
the organisation where competitiveness is defined in terms of flexibility and efficiency. 

 Let us scrutinise this definition for a moment. At first glance, we may argue that organ-
isational innovation could occur as changes in organisational structures, changes in organisa-
tional processes, changes in organisational structures that lead to changes in organisational 
processes, and changes in organisational processes that lead to changes in organisational 
structures. However, from a business perspective, i.e. a perspective that argues that organisa-
tional change takes place in order to provide customers with more flexibility and efficiency, 
organisational innovation is a type of alteration that changes the outcome of organisational ac-
tion. Thus, organisational innovation cannot be conceived as only structural changes, but in-
volves procedural changes. In consequence, we end up with three cases of organisational in-
novation, cf. figure 1. 

 

Figure 1. Cases of organisational innovation, from a business perspective 

Type of change Organisational innovation 
Organisational structures No 
Organisational processes Yes 
Change in structures leading to change in processes Yes 
Change in processes leading to change in structures Yes 

 
Source: Inspired by Armbruster et al. (2006) 

 

This line of reasoning is in accordance with the seminal contribution by Zaltman et al. (1973) 
who argue that organisational innovation occurs as the result of performance gaps which they 
define as “discrepancies between what the organization could do by virtue of a goal-related 
opportunity in its environment and what it actually does in terms of exploiting that opportu-
nity” (p.2). The recognition of a performance gap is the outcome of a strategic analysis within 
the organisation: “When a discrepancy between what the organization is doing and what its 
decision makers believe it ought to be doing, there is a performance gap” (p.55). In effect, in 
order to speak of an organisational innovation from a business perspective, we must consider 
not only changes in organisational activities that lead to changes in the outcome of organisa-
tional action, but also changes in strategic perceptions that lead to changes in organisational 
activities (Gjerding, 1996). Thus, organisational innovation depends on a process of reorienta-
tion of the organisational activities where organisational innovation cannot take place without 
individual and organisational learning. 
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3. Redirecting, speeding up or slowing down organisational innovation 

Lewin (1951) implied that organisations in general exhibit stable structures that need to be 
broken down in order to change. To some extent, this proposition was accepted by the behav-
ioural theory of the firm (March & Simon, 1958; Cyert & March, 1963) and the classic con-
tingency theory (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Thompson, 1967; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967), partly 
inspired by the work of Woodward (1958, 1965). However, the idea that the character of an 
organisation may be characterised by a fluctuation between stable and non-stable structures is 
widely challenged today, and the support of the notion is mainly seen in management fields 
like the balanced scorecard (Kaplan & Norton, 1992; 1993; 1996) and business process reen-
gineering (Hammer & Champy, 1993). The contrary view is that the organisation is in a state 
of ambiguity (March & Olsen, 1976; Hedberg, 1981; Hatch, 1997), simultaneously trying to 
cope with patterns of exploration and exploitation (March, 1991; Gjerding, 2003).4 

The consequence of considering the organisation as being in a state of ambiguity is that or-
ganisational innovation must be analysed in terms of how individual and organisational 
learning combine with the reorientation of management conceptions. The role of management 
conceptions may assume different disguises at different points of time. Often, the change of 
management conceptions leads to a process of redirecting organisational activities and speed-
ing up organisational change. However, whether one adopts a classic or a modern approach to 
the change of organisation, there is also a focus on how to maintain coherence between the 
different types of organisational activities going on. This relates to the issue of stability and 
predictability of organisational action achieved by coordination, either direct coordination by 
communication, procedures and management fiat, or indirect coordination by schemes of be-
haviour, operating procedures and guidelines, e.g. provided by overall and subunit organisa-
tional goals. In consequence, the change of management conceptions must also at some points 
of time lead to a slowing down of organisational change. 

This line of reasoning implies that organisational innovation is about redirecting, speeding 
up or slowing down both the path and the rate of organisational change. While this definition 
is very strong in the sense that it can be applied both within a classic and a modern approach, 
it is to some extent at variance with a large bulk of analysis on organisational change. For in-
stance, in a wide variety of organisational surveys, e.g. as compared by L’Huillery (1998)5, 
the emphasis is on redirecting and speeding up organisational change. This also applies to the 
main bulk of recent studies that forms the central core of the MEADOW study, e.g. Arm-
                                                 
4 Actually, this line of reasoning can also be found within behavioural theorising, i.e. within the neo-behavioural 
theory of the firm (March & Olsen, 1976) and the evolutionary theory on organisational change (Nelson & Win-
ter, 1982). 
 
5 L’Huillery (1998) compares studies in Denmark (Gjerding, 1996a; Lund & Gjerding, 1996), UK (Ostermann, 
1994; Waterson et al., 1997), France (Greenan, 1995; Greenan, 1996a, 1996b; Coutrot, 1996), Sweden (NUTEK, 
1996) and Germany (Kinkel & Wengel, 1997). 
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bruster et al. (2006). However, even if the main emphasis is on redirecting and speeding up, 
an element of slowing down may also be found in the surveys to the extent that the surveys 
focus on the effectiveness of organisational innovations, e.g. in the form of productivity gains, 
growth of turnover and minimisation of input requirements, based on the assumption that ef-
fectiveness achieved by coordination and institutionalisation reflects a process of slowing 
down in order to combine the elements that lead to organisational innovation.6 On the other 
hand, the effectiveness to be obtained from coordination and institutionalisation may not rest 
on slowing down alone, but can also be achieved in a situation where redirecting and speeding 
up implies that the content and time pattern of different organisational activities are aligned. 
In consequence, we may argue that the effectiveness of organisational innovation rest on both 
static and dynamic types of coordination and institutionalisation. 

 

Table 2. An inventory of organisational innovation 

 Organisational coherence 
Managerial activities Coordination Institutionalisation 

Redirecting Semi-dynamic Semi-dynamic 

Speeding up Dynamic Dynamic 

Slowing down Static Static 

 

Table 2 summarises the argument. It implies that when the change of managerial conceptions 
is combined with individual and organisational learning in a way that speeds up organisa-
tional change, we are confronted with a case of dynamic organisational innovation in which 
the nature of organisational activities is going to be completely different from the point of de-
parture of the change process. Contrary, when organisational change is slowed down, the 
combination of a change of managerial conceptions and individual and organisational learning 
is focused on achieving patterns of organisational activities that remain stable for a long pe-
riod of time or are only subjected to very small changes. In the medium case of redirecting, 
the focus is on changing the nature of organisational activities while maintaining a stable core 
of procedures, schemes and guidelines that direct organisational action.7 

 

4. Management theory: Bridging the dichotomy 

Inspired by Davis & Scott (2007), the development of management theory can be seen as a 
theoretical and practical movement from a focus on the preconditions for change to a focus on 
the processes of change in a way in which the traditional dichotomy between a rational and a 

                                                 
6 From a Lewin thinking point of view, this could be interpreted as a dynamic version of refreezing. 
7 These cases are not on a one-to-one basis comparable to the distinction within in innovation economics be-
tween radical, semi-radical and incremental innovation. 
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natural approach to organisational action (cf. table 3) vanishes and is replaced by an integra-
tion of the two perspectives. This implies that the way in which the role of management is 
conceived gradually has changed from emphasising how structures are managed and organisa-
tional design is achieved to an emphasis on how the values of the organisation members can 
be combined in shared definitions of reality. 

 

Table 3. Rational and natural views of organisations 

 Rational model Natural model 
 The organisation as a 

designed artifact 
The organisation as a 
natural phenomenon 

Basic ques-
tion 
asked 

How can organisational effective-
ness be achieved? 

How can organisational behaviour be 
explained? 

Existence 
of goals 
 

Goals exist, but they may be mul-
tiple, conflicting and perhaps dis-

placed 

Goals are an inappropriate concept. Be-
haviour is better explained in terms of 

power and processes of interaction 
Control Overall guidance of the organisa-

tion towards objectives 
Exercise of power and influence by 

groups 
Major stress Formal organisation 

Organisation design 
Informal organisation 
Unanticipated results 

Orientation Normative Descriptive 
Role of 
management 
control 

Rational and neutral procedures 
used to help ensuring overall ef-

fectiveness 

Tools used by one group to enable them 
to dominate other groups 

 

Source: Adapted from Otley (1988) 

 

In consequence, the very notion of management changes from managing to leadership (Yukl, 
2006), and change becomes increasingly understood as changing (Weick & Quinn, 1999), i.e. 
that the organisation is always in a state of change and never settles down at a stationary 
state.8 Changing means that the primary role of management is not to create change, but to 
address the incumbent processes of change by redirecting, speeding up or slowing them 
down. While management often is described as the prime mover of organisational innovation, 
the way in which the managerial role takes its course is as a set of activities that in different 
ways and applying different goals try to push the organisational activities or part of it in direc-
tions that are different from the course that the organisational activities would have taken 
automatically. 

                                                 
8 This implies that even in the case of slowing down change, change still occurs. 
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This line of reasoning is at variance with the classic perspective on organisations according 
to which the managerial role is confined to coordinating and institutionalising activities within 
organisations that are homogenous, mechanic, stable and rule oriented. According to the con-
cept of management adopted by Fayol (1949) and associated with Taylor (1911) and the We-
berian idea of legitimate “Herrschaft” and bureaucracy (Weber, 1947), the role of manage-
ment is to construct an organisation like a well-oiled machine that supplied with the necessary 
inputs produces an output in accordance with a predefined set of organisational goals. This 
conception of the organisation as a machine (Morgan, 1997) provided the main foundation for 
the study of management in the industrial era9, but was increasingly challenged as the so 
called “people factor” came to be seen as a disturbing but necessary factor in organisational 
activities, first introduced in the studies by Elton Mayo (1933) and later developed by writers 
like Chester Barnard (1938). The appearance of the people factor at the analytical scene did 
not only increase the interest for studying motivation and developing theories on human rela-
tions, but also directed management theorising towards focusing on informal organisations 
and the large number of daily interactions between organisation members that shape the eve-
ryday life in an organisation and creates processes of development and change outside the 
control of management. Today, the role of the people factor and the existence of an informal 
organisation are regarded as normal conditions for organisational activities and not only as 
mechanisms that create incremental organisational changes. It is widely recognised that these 
conditions result in a number of contradictions and often conflicts within the organisation that 
set the organisation adrift in a way in which formal goals are replaced by informal goals that 
are often quite different from the formal goals.10 

 During the middle part of the last century, the open approach to management and organisa-
tional change just described was to some extent challenged by the advent of Systems Theory 
that lead to hypotheses on the organisation as a cybernetic system (Beer, 1959) and on man-
agement being described as the brain of the firm (Beer, 1972). While these approaches gradu-
ally disappeared, Systems Theory diffused into management theory in a more “soft” version 
where the organisation came to be seen as a set of interacting sub-systems being itself a sub-
system that interacted with various extraorganisational subsystems within the organisational 
environment. This soft version11 of Systems Theory is for instance quite prominent in theories 
on bounded rationality (Simon, 1957), the behavioural theory of the firm (March & Simon, 
1958; Cyert & March, 1963), contingency theory (Thompson, 1967; Lawrence & Lorsch, 
1967) and organisational design (Mintzberg, 1979; 1983). Especially contingency theory, also 
known as the situational approach, has been important as a line of theorising eliminating the 

                                                 
9 To some extent, the machine metaphor is also a source of inspiration for theories on total quality management 
(Morgan, 1997) and later theories on organisational design (e.g. Mintzberg, 1979, 1983). 
10 This view on goal replacement and ensuing organisational innovation is inspired by much older hypotheses 
such as Robert Michel’s (1949) Iron Law of Oligarchy and studies on the dysfunctions of bureaucracy. 
11 The hard version of the systems approach has not been present within contemporary management theory, with 
the notable exception of writers like Nicholas Luhmann (1995). 
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mechanistic approach. The main idea of contingency theory is that there is no best way to or-
ganise because the design and structure of organisations depend on how the organisation in-
teracts with the environment where the interaction is analysed in terms of subsystems of de-
mand, technology, structure and social factors. 

The role of the people factor and the issue of conflicting goals were important sources of 
inspiration for theorising on organisational design during the 1960ies where organisational 
design came to be seen as a way of changing the organisation by applying social-
psychological methods. While social-psychological methods seemed to be less efficient in 
practice than in theory and thus gradually withered away in the field of management theory, 
they nevertheless increased the interest among scholars and practitioners for the psychological 
and cultural aspects of management. Subsequently, during the 1980ies, a focus on culture 
achieved a prominent position within management theory, partly in its own right and partly as 
element of an ongoing development of theories on human relations and motivation into what 
became known as human resource management (HRM). Analysis of organisational culture 
implied that even large scale management change programs often had a minor impact because 
the culture and sub cultures of an organisation seemed more powerful than formal manage-
ment. Gradually, it was recognised how powerful culture is in shaping organisational activi-
ties, and especially the work by Edgar Schein (1988) on culture and leadership became the 
starting point for a large number of empirical studies focusing on the role of organisational ar-
tefacts, norms and values within the organisation.12 

 During the last decade or more, the focus on organisational culture has diminished, but at 
the same time cultural theory has developed into a broader focus based on paradigmatic diver-
sification. The broader focus encompasses issues like cultural diversity within the organisa-
tion in terms of gender, ethnographic properties and social groups, and the inclusion of hu-
manistic and social science traditions in management theory, exhibiting points of departure 
like symbolic interaction and the idea that organisations are cultures in their own right. This 
theoretical development has happened during a period of time where especially European or-
ganisations and their management have been confronted with increased diversity of staff and 
the recognition that new products, new post-industrial production methods and increased con-
centration of the production of knowledge have altered the ways in which culture develops in 
and around organisations. 

 Interestingly, the development of a broader focus on culture has taken place alongside an 
increased focus on how the combination of production and management techniques changes 
the quality dimensions of organisational activities, i.e. total quality management. While total 
quality management has its theoretical roots in the 1960ies, it remained for many years a prac-
tical phenomenon of primarily Japanese management until it became widely distributed across 
American and European economies during the 1980ies and 1990ies (Deming, 1982; Gitlow & 

                                                 
12 Parallel to this and inspired by Hofsteede (1980), it has also been discussed how national cultures shape the 
functioning of organisations. 
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Gitlow, 1987; Edge, 1990; Gjerding, 1992, 1994). The idea of quality management was based 
on the conception of organisations as natural systems where the main task of management is 
to facilitate that tacit knowledge becomes explicit by using methods that allow knowledge to 
diffuse across the entire organisation. The paradigm of total quality management diffused 
across a large number of firms in the Western hemisphere at the same time as the Japanese 
economy dramatically slowed down, leading to a European surge of quality management 
(Barker, 1992). The application of quality management in theory and practice has continued 
to develop and has also diffused into the management of public institutions, recently in the 
form of lean management. 

 While quality management focuses on the production activities of the firm, a parallel de-
velopment focusing on the human resources has occurred in the form of Human Resource 
Management that to an important extent also emphasises the diffusion of knowledge across 
organisations. HRM is often defined in terms of a hard and a soft component. While the hard 
component includes measures necessary for operating a contemporary organisation in terms 
of labour market relations, salary systems, health etc., the soft component includes human re-
lations techniques based on a reformulation of theories on human relations and organisational 
design. In effect, the soft component encompasses a social psychological approach that in 
practice has developed into new professions of human sourcing within organisations. In recent 
years, these theoretical trends have diffused into the theory of the learning organisation where 
the ideal seems to be to create an organisation that continuously transforms itself. However, 
the ideal does in many cases represent a wide array of non-trivial managerial problems and 
indeed the idea of a learning organisation points to an essential aspect of contemporary man-
agement, i.e. that organisations continuously add to the stock of knowledge and that the or-
ganisation members learn every day. Faced with an increased speed of change in the extra-
organisational environment that creates new demands and new knowledge, management con-
stantly needs to influence what new competencies are created within the organisation. At the 
same time, management experiences a relatively decreasing knowledge about key elements of 
the new knowledge created throughout the organisation. Therefore, management has to intro-
duce management systems that create the framework for sufficient learning and knowledge 
diffusion within the organisation. 

 While competence building always has been a management subject, the last fifteen years 
has witnessed a new surge of managerial tasks related to competence building. In essence, the 
management of contemporary organisations implies that all organisation members become 
part of the management activity, at least as far as their own individual tasks and competence 
building are concerned (Landy & Conte, 2004; Yukl, 2006). Competence building by man-
agement fiat seems not to be efficient. At the same time organisational development has be-
come more than just class-room teaching and apprenticeship. The idea of including focus on 
the daily learning and the development of tacit knowledge have in many organisations made 
learning an integrated part of the soft side of HRM. 
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 Knowledge management is not in itself about managing people, but about managing in-
formation so that the organisation members get the best opportunities for getting hold of the 
knowledge appropriate for the tasks at hand. In this way, knowledge management becomes 
about managing data warehousing and mining, of course not in the strict sense of managing 
information as such, but in terms of changing the capability of the organisation and the or-
ganisation members to handle information. Subsequently, educating people and making 
sources of information ready for use are managerial tasks that are important for structuring 
work in general and for redirecting the organisational activities. These elements combined 
with the search for quality and improving the innovative capabilities of organisation members 
have highlighted a new field of management, i.e. the management of teams implying devolu-
tion among work groups in consistency with the HRM policies of the organisation. In fact, the 
idea of a learning organisation includes teams as essential organisational units, but also many 
other types of organisations experiment on a regular basis with teams (West & Markiewicz, 
2003; Beyerlein et al., 2006). 

 The management of teams does not only represent a substantial deviation from traditional 
hierarchical work, but is at the same time a new way of including change in the organising 
process. Team organising becomes more than just making HRM policies concrete through the 
delegation of specific management responsibilities. Teams are a management form that allows 
the organisation to be more efficient in coping with external and internal change through 
shorter lines of communication, decision making in proximity to what needs to be decided 
upon, and integration of operational structures. In this way, many organisations have made 
substantial efforts to transform their structures into specific forms of team-organising depend-
ing on the needs and culture of the organisation. 

 Theoretically, the team organisation can be seen as an efficient mixture of performance and 
quality organising principles including the diffusion of HRM policies, but in spite (or perhaps 
because) of this many organisations are only partially successful in making the transition to 
team organising. Severe coordination and communication problems across and between teams 
occur which makes it important to consider the preconditions for running a team-based or-
ganisation. This observation has lead to a recent theoretical development, i.e. the idea of the 
High Performance Work Organisation (HPWO). HPWOs are organisations that exhibit espe-
cially innovative properties in the development of new products, services and knowledge 
(Nielsen & Lundvall, 2003; Lorenz et al., 2004) that are contingent upon a close cooperation 
with skilled and demanding customers.13 

 Most recently, partly inspired by writers like Schein (1992) and in close parallel to the idea 
of HPWO, management theory has increasingly come to focus on leadership in organisations 
(Yukl, 2006; McAuley et al, 2007). Leadership is a person-to-person oriented form of man-
agement different from management in its traditional form which requires the ability of the 
management to transcend the organisational culture and facilitate evolutionary changes in the 
                                                 
13 HPWOs are especially found in fields like R&D, consultancy, marketing and architecture. 
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sense that managers act as visionaries who courageously anticipate and initiate change 
through communication and the sharing of visions (Yukl, 2006:3; McAuley et al., 2007:401). 
The increased theoretical interest in leadership can be seen as a result of a decreased confi-
dence on behalf of managers in structural designing of contemporary organisations. In prac-
tice, too many management techniques based on the introduction of new rational structuring 
methods have proven less successful than anticipated because they do not correspond to the 
inherent evolutionary potential for change implied by contemporary learning and the increas-
ing complexity of organisational activities. Especially in the case of HPWOs, organisational 
units are endowed with a large potential for management and self-management that in combi-
nation with the ability of organisation members to develop visions and goals causes the or-
ganisation to continuously change. 

What becomes essential to management in this situation is the ability to define symbols 
and core values and influence the subcultures within the organisation, i.e. leadership, in ways 
that make subunit goals, core competencies and organising work together dynamically. This 
represents an entire new philosophy for designing the organisational framework, as for in-
stance expressed in the idea of the Individualised Cooperation (Goshal & Bartlett, 1998) 
where the most important role of management is the ability to communicate overriding values 
to the organisation members while at the same time leaving the processes of management in 
the hands of teams in different organisational functions. This is something very different from 
the traditional idea of the charismatic leader than inspires the whole organisation and where 
overriding values are diffused to practice in a top-down fashion. Instead, it implies that organ-
isational innovation occurs through a combination of institutional management, group man-
agement and self-management working together in creating shared definitions of reality. 

 

5. Organisational innovation: Living in parallel universes 

The vision of organisational innovation as a phenomenon that occurs through a combination 
of institutional management, group management and self-management working together in 
creating shared definitions of reality implies that organisational innovation involves the com-
bination of different goal systems and different methods of management at the same time. For 
instance, in the case of organisational innovation involving management by teams, the differ-
ent teams are supposed to manage themselves according to the goals of the team, coordinate 
their activities with other teams that manage according to their goals, and make sure that the 
management of the team complies with the overall guidelines and goals of the organisation. In 
consequence, the team has to deal with self-governance, co-governance and top governance at 
one and the same time. While the team operates within the framework of the organisation as a 
whole, it also operates within its own framework interplaying with the frameworks of other 
teams. Thus, the everyday life of organisational activities resembles a life that goes on simul-
taneously in parallel universes. In essence, this perception of organisational activities which is 
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                                      Parallel goal systems 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Self-governance         Co-governance         Top governance 

portrayed in figure 1 is at variance with the classic concept of the organisation as operating 
according to a single unifying purpose or a single set of unifying goals.14 

 

Figure 1. Governance in parallel universes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This line of thinking has important implications for how organisational innovation as de-
scribed in table 2 is achieved. In the case of speeding up, innovation becomes increasingly 
complex as the speeding up implies a rapid change of parallel goal systems throughout the or-
ganisation, or implies that some goal systems change faster than other goal systems. The same 
will apply to cases of redirecting, however to a smaller degree. In fact, organisational innova-
tion may be easier to achieve in cases where only some parts of the organisations are speeding 
up or redirecting, provided that this can be done without ramifications for the coherence of the 
organisation. In consequence, the existence of parallel goal systems and ensuing problems of 
coherent organisational governance provides a strong case for why slowing down is an impor-
tant aspect of organisational innovation. 

 Recognising the existence of governance problems related to organisational innovation has 
both theoretical and practical implications for studying organisational innovation. 

From a theoretical point of view, two approaches to organisational innovation may come to 
mind. On the one hand, organisational innovation may be studied as a process where the im-
portance of redirecting, speeding up and slowing down varies through different stages of the 

                                                 
14 Studying the formation of strategy and its interplay with the actual actions undertaken in a number of firms, 
Gjerding & Rasmussen (2006) have proposed that strategy is viewed as a dialectical process where the firm con-
tinuously combines strategy making as an organised and deliberate activity with strategy as an evolving phe-
nomenon based on simultaneous solutions to unanticipated and recurrent problems. This is similar to the inter-
play between deliberate and emergent strategies proposed by Mintzberg (1994) and can be captured by the vari-
ety of strategy concepts analysed by Mintzberg and his associates (Mintzberg et al., 1998; Mintzberg & Lampel, 
1999). 
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process. For instance, organisational innovation may occur in a sequence that starts with redi-
recting followed by speeding up and concludes with slowing down. This line of thinking is 
parallel to how processes of implementation are often described. On the other hand, if one al-
lows for processes of feedback during the process of organisational innovation, it seems more 
reasonable to consider redirecting, speeding up and slowing down as simultaneous phenom-
ena. Finally, one may describe organisational innovation as one where redirecting, speeding 
up and slowing down occurs simultaneously, however with different strength at different 
points of time. 

From a practical point of view, i.e. in case or survey studies, the analyst needs to be aware 
that the existence of parallel goal systems create governance problems as part of organisa-
tional innovation. Thus, the analyst needs to address how organisational coherence comes 
about as part of organisational innovation, how different types of change affect organisational 
coherence, and whether organisational innovation takes place in one or more parts of the or-
ganisation. Furthermore, the affect which different types of change have on how organisation 
members perceive organisational innovation becomes important, as the perceptions of organi-
sation members may lead to either resistance to or support of the changes going on. These are 
important aspects, as the analyst is normally interested in how organisational innovation con-
tributes to effectiveness, but the ensuing effectiveness is sensitive to how organisation mem-
bers cooperate, i.e. how they coordinate goal systems based on what they think about the 
changes going on. In essence, the analyst needs to take into consideration how leadership 
comes about. 

Thus, the concept of organisational innovation advocated in this paper implies that the ana-
lytical focus is on organising rather than organisation, on procedures rather than structures, 
and on managing rather than management. 

This conclusion seems obvious based on how management theory has developed, as de-
scribed above. The development of management theory in a way that bridges the dichoto-
mised rational and natural approach to organisational action reflects that scholars have in-
creasingly come to recognise that organisations need to focus on both planned and emergent 
actions, and that the change of organisational activities is achieved by both careful design and 
coping with unanticipated processes of change. A strong theoretical force driving this devel-
opment is the simple fact that management theory is primarily applied science dealing with 
real-life problems. While real-life problems may be analysed in terms of formal analysis re-
sembling a rational approach to organisational action, they do merit considerations concerning 
how the problem and its solution are influenced by what people think and experience (e.g. 
Weick, 1979; Mintzberg, 1994). 
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