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Abstract  

Title: Decision-Making in Decentralized Innovation Departments in the FEI: A Case Study on the 

Roles of the Middle Management 
Date of the seminar: May 2018 
Course: ENTN39 Master’s Corporate Entrepreneurship and Innovation Internship and Degree 

Project (Master’s Thesis 15 ECTS)  
Authors: Hanneke van Setten & Aurélie Vandewalle 
Supervisor: Joakim Winborg 
Examiner: Sotaro Shibayama 
Keywords: Front End Innovation, decentralization, decision-making, brokerage, top management, 

middle management, employees 
Research question: How does the Middle Management affect the decision-making of Employees 

and Top Management throughout the FEI in decentralized innovation departments?  
Methodology: A qualitative single case study was conducted in a Swedish media company, using 

semi-structured interviews as a main source to gather empirical data. Iterating between the data 

and literature, the findings were used to address the gap in literature and to answer the research 

question. 
Theoretical perspectives: The three main fields of research leading the thesis are the Front End 

of Innovation, decision-making, the organizational actors (identified as being the employees, the 

middle management and the top management), and their associated roles in the front end. In more 

detail, the current academic literature on the roles of the middle management on the employees 

and top management was analyzed. 
Conclusions: For the top management’s decision-making, it was found that the middle manager 

performs an informing role, an inspiring role and a championing role, which are manifest on either 

the overall department level or on the project-specific level. The employee’s decision-making was 

affected throughout different project phases, where the middle manager sets the focus, brings new 

insights, and has supporting, sparring, clarifying, and advising roles. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1. Background 

In today’s world characterized by globalization, technological change, increasing competition and 

complexity of the environment, many companies are forced to leave the market. Strategic renewal 

and innovation are necessary for survival; companies have to continually change, adapt, adjust, 

and refine themselves (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). High innovation performance is directly 

linked to the ability of an organization to properly manage the entire innovation process, from 

opportunity recognition to market implementation. The early phase of the innovation process, the 

Front End of Innovation (FEI), is especially crucial as it presents one of the greatest opportunities 

for improving the overall innovation process (Koen et al., 2001). In this early phase, opportunities 

are identified, ideas emerge, and concepts are developed (Koen et al., 2001). The elaboration of an 

opportunity to a concept implies a wide range of activities that have to be carried out throughout 

the FEI by the individuals responsible for business development. Koen et al. (2001) regroup these 

activities into five categories: Opportunity Identification, Opportunity Analysis, Idea Generation, 

Idea Selection and Concept, and Technology Development. Ensuing these activities, different 

decisions are made in order to move the early innovation forward.  

 

Antonelli (1997) found that the way an innovation progresses inside an organization depends on 

the decision-making environment and agents involved. The power for decision-making is 

influenced by the structure of the organization or specific department (Chindia & Pkhariyal, 2015). 

In a decentralized organizational design, as opposed to a centralized design, the mandate for 

decision-making is distributed and actors lower in the organization are able to make their own 

decisions (Chindia & Pkhariyal, 2015). In innovation departments, this design is typical. This 

implies that most decisions are taken lower in the hierarchy (Winston, 2005). However, the exact 

level of independence or autonomy granted to the employees depends on the management (Chindia 

& Pkhariyal, 2015). 

 

In the innovation process, actors from three different levels are involved: the top management, the 

middle management and the (first-level) employees (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). These actors 
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are therefore seen as the decision-making actors in the FEI.  For this thesis, employees are defined 

as the first-level employees that are directly involved in the operational product development of 

the front end innovation process, the top management as the actors that are involved with these 

innovations on the top management level.  

 

As the FEI and its decision-making is crucial for the further outcomes of the innovation process 

(Koen et al., 2001), it is important to ensure an effective decision-making process. For taking 

decisions, actors make use of different kinds of available information coming from different 

sources. As this information can come from the internal as well as the external environment of the 

company, the actors themselves and the individuals around them can act as knowledge brokers, 

which is defined by Gould and Fernandez (1989) as individuals who “mediate the flow of resources 

or information between two other actors who are not directly linked.”. For the purpose of the thesis, 

the middle management is broadly defined as the organization actors that have daily interactions 

with the operational workforce, or employees, as well as having regular contact with the top 

management. When looking to this definition in the light of brokerage, it becomes apparent that 

middle managers play a distinctive role as they hold a unique position because of their access to 

the top-levels as well as their access to operational knowledge (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 

2008). Therefore, by using his or her unique position, the middle manager influences the flow of 

information used by the other decision-makers in the FEI.  

1.2 Problem Discussion 

Decisions made in the FEI have the biggest impact on the overall New Product and Process 

Development (NPPD) success (Verworn, Herstatt & Nagahira, 2008). The FEI is broadly defined 

by Koen et al. (2001) as “the activities that take place prior to the formal, well-structured New 

Product and Process Development.”. The front end is seen as a crossroads of complex information 

processing, tacit knowledge, and conflicting organizational pressures (Florén & Frishammar, 

2012). Due to the uncertain nature of this phase, the available information is less reliable compared 

to later stage innovations (Rochford, 1991). In decision-making contexts, actors will always be 

hindered by a limited ability to deal with incomplete information, which causes biases (Smith & 

Winkler, 2006). In organizational practice this means that decision-makers might not always 

possess the necessary knowledge to make accurate decisions (Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). 
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A firm's success in creating value from new products depends on how the information flow is 

managed and transformed into products during the FEI (Akgün, Lynn & Reilley, 2002). For the 

purpose of this thesis, decision-making will be defined as all decisions that are taken throughout 

the process, from the earliest opportunity identification to the later product development in the FEI 

(before entering the NPPD).  

  

A great challenge with a decentralized structure is to ensure that the individual efforts and decisions 

are in line with the organizational strategy of the company and are integrated with other activities 

and initiatives within the company (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Argyres and Silverman 

(2004) argued that more impactful innovation is better suited in a centralized department, as a 

centralized manager has better visibility into the entire organization’s activities and can better 

identify and assess overall opportunities. This can help the employees in the department with their 

decision-making. Furthermore, from a top-down perspective, it can be more difficult with 

decentralized departments to align the decision-making with the overall organization’s goals 

(Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). Additionally, when the top management is less closely 

linked to the department, operational information will not always reach them, which hinders them 

in decision-making due to incomplete information (Smith & Winkler, 2006). 

 

Incomplete information as well as conflicting decision-making strategies can be harmful for the 

decision-making processes. This can result in less support from the parties involved throughout the 

process, which is perceived as crucial for the development of innovations (Florén & Frishammar, 

2012). Middle managers can be valuable in enhancing the performance of the decision-making as 

they have access to different actors higher, lower and on the same level in the organization 

(Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011), where they are able to identify, capture, and combine knowledge 

of these actors, and provide it to others. For instance, Bonner et al. (2002) found that the control 

exerted by management is able to guide projects in the right strategic direction. Especially in the 

context of decentralization, it was found that in uncertain environments, the middle manager has a 

high strategic usefulness in supplying information (Mangaliso, 1995). Also, beside brokerage 

roles, it has been found by Rekonen and Björklund (2016) that the management performs different 

functions in the FEI, increasing the performance of the activities undertaken and the decisions 

made. 
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The role of middle management has been studied extensively in terms of their general roles as well 

as their information processing roles and brokerage roles (Bartlett & Ghoshal, 1993; Floyd & 

Wooldridge 1992, 1996; Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011; Rekonen & Björklund, 2016; Shi, 

Markoczy & Dess, 2009). However, the middle management role in a FEI context has not yet 

received a lot of attention in the literature (Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009). Especially, no research 

has made attempt to understand the middle management’s roles in a decision-making context. Also, 

finding what roles of the middle manager is predominant in the different phases of the FEI and for 

which types of decisions has not been done before.  

 

From the existing literature, it can be expected that the top management lacks operational 

knowledge as managers are typically more concerned with strategic decisions (Kesting & Ulhøi, 

2010). This in-depth and context-dependent knowledge is for instance needed for adequate 

selection decisions and resource allocation in order to effectively carry out the diverse activities 

implied in portfolio management (Cooper, Edgett & Kleinschmidt, 2001). The employees in turn 

lack the overall strategic knowledge of the upper echelon managers (Kesting & Ulhøi, 2010), 

which may limit them in seeing the big picture. The middle manager with his or her unique position 

as ‘linking pin’ (Likert, 1961) can be the critical factor in supporting these positions. 

1.3. Purpose and Research Question 

This thesis will contribute to the knowledge about and effectiveness of decision-making on an 

individual level as well as on an organizational level. By investigating in particular the roles of 

middle manager that affect the decisions made by the upper and lower level individuals in the FEI, 

we aim for a better understanding of the interfaces of the middle management with the top 

management and the employees in a decentralized context. This provides clarity to the decision-

making actors about their own decision-making and how the middle manager affects this. 

Furthermore, a chronological perspective is added when examining the roles of the middle 

management, which has, to our knowledge, not been done before. This will be a valuable 

contribution as the roles of the middle manager can be expected to change over the development 

of the innovation process, which has important implications for what specific roles are perceived 

at certain points throughout the development of the FEI. Furthermore, this thesis will bring new 
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insights to support the middle management on how their role and influence is perceived by the 

decision-makers. By improving the understanding of how the middle manager influences the 

decisions-making process, the effectiveness of the decision-making on the different organizational 

levels can be enhanced. Well-informed decision-making processes will provide early innovations 

with better chances of succeeding, hence will strengthen the overall New Product and Process 

Development (Koen et al., 2001). For these reasons, the research question of this thesis will be as 

follows:    

 

How does the Middle Management affect the decision-making of Employees and Top 

Management throughout the FEI in decentralized innovation departments? 

1.4. Case Company 

A single case study was used for data collection and analysis on the topic of decision-making in 

the front end of the innovation process. For confidentiality reasons, the name of the company will 

not be revealed (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

  

The case company is a leading Swedish media company which runs activities in the media industry, 

including TV, daily newspapers, business press, magazines, film production, books and digital 

media in different business areas. The media industry faces severe challenges caused by 

digitalization, which stresses the urge to reinvent themselves. As the urge for innovation was 

perceived the highest in the News and Book division compared to the other business areas, our 

thesis focuses on these two divisions.  

 

Both the News and Books division of the case company strive towards a digital transition by 

initiating strategic renewal. Within the News division, a department for innovation has been 

initiated in 2014. Since the autumn of 2017, this innovation department especially aims to provide 

new sources of growth and revenue streams to the case company by creating new digital products 

and services. This is done by focusing on the development of products outside the core activities 

of the company, which is traditional print media. For the Books division, a department for digital 

product development has been created in the beginning of 2017, following the successful launch 

of a digital self-publishing platform. Both departments facilitate the incubation of early 
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innovations, which equals the FEI phase as described in the literature. In both departments, there 

are a Head of Innovation, and business developers, software developers and other employees 

working with innovations. 

 

The two innovation departments run business development activities separately from the mother 

company and deploy their own cultures, processes and structures in a high-autonomous context. 

This independency nurtures the entrepreneurial orientation of the two innovation departments and 

protects their young and small innovations from the mature and large organization. Consequently, 

both the News and the Books innovation departments have a highly decentralized decision-making 

structure, where the individual employees have a lot of decision-making power throughout the 

innovation process. Likewise, CEO’s of the divisions do not take any formal decisions until 

relatively late in the FEI process, which allows the employees a lot of freedom. To connect both 

ends of the organizational chart, the departments are supervised by their head of innovation, who 

is involved with both the CEO and the business developers on a regular basis.  

In the context of this thesis, the CEO’s of the divisions are considered as the top management, the 

business developers, working in the front end phases, as the (first-level) employees, and the heads 

of innovation of each department are defined as middle management. 

1.5. Outline of the Thesis 

This thesis is divided in six sections which describe the process and outcomes of this thesis. After 

this introduction (Chapter 1), Chapter 2 will outline relevant theoretical constructs in relation to 

the research question. Chapter 3 encompasses the methodology section which will go into the 

methods for data collection and analysis. Subsequently, Chapter 4 and Chapter 5 will reveal the 

findings of this thesis and the discussion of these findings. Chapter 6 will close with the conclusion, 

including the limitations, managerial implications and suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
In this chapter, a thorough academic literature review is presented. Firstly, the existing literature 

about the Front End of Innovation will be examined, where after the current knowledge about 

decision-making in the FEI is presented. Finally, the special role of the middle management is 

reflected upon. 

2.1 Front End Innovation 

2.1.1 Front End Innovation 

The innovation process in companies starts officially with the so-called New Product and Process 

Development (NPPD), that is when a new product or process is being developed. However, 

scholars have identified a prior stage, called the Front End of Innovation (FEI), which takes place 

before the official NPPD. In contrast to the NPPD, this stage is experimental and often chaotic in 

nature (Koen et al., 2001). It is broadly defined by Koen et al. (2001) as “the activities that take 

place prior to the formal, well-structured New Product and Process Development”. After the FEI 

and NPPD, the commercialization phase takes place. Florén and Frishammar’s (2012) definition 

of the FEI particularly stresses the importance of the final Go/No-Go decision that marks the end 

of the FEI, that is whether or not to continue into formal NPPD, which is usually undertaken by 

the top management (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). Figure 1 depicts the whole innovation process. 

 

 
Figure 1. Innovation Process (inspired by Koen et al. 2001). 
 

2.1.2 Front End Innovation Model by Koen et al. (2001) 

Koen et al. (2001) present a common language and definition of the key components of the FEI. 

The authors developed an iterative FEI model, which provides new insights concerning the 

elements and their interaction in the FEI. It is composed of five parts that encompass different 
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activities: Opportunity Identification, Opportunity Analysis, Idea Genesis, Idea Selection, and 

Concept and Technology Development. 

  

The first phase, Opportunity Identification, concerns the opportunities identified by the company 

that show potential to pursue. This can be executed by formal processes or can occur informally. 

The activities in this early phase are often driven by the goals of the organization and enable the 

recognition of opportunities. Koen et al. (2001) mention that an opportunity can be a totally new 

direction to follow which has nothing to do with what is currently done in the business or it can be 

seen as ameliorate and make change to an existing product. Opportunity Analysis is used to 

translate the opportunity to specific business and technology opportunities. To assess the 

technological and market potential of the opportunity, competitive intelligence and trend analysis 

are used. These early assessments are uncertain. Idea Genesis is the birth, development and 

maturation of the opportunity into a concrete idea which may be a formal process but can also 

emerge outside the boundaries of a formal process. Numerous iterations and changes are to be 

expected, as new understandings of the idea emerge. The activities that allow to gain customer 

insights are of great value in this phase, as it provides new input for the opportunity identification. 

Following, Idea Selection is meant to decide whether or not an idea should be developed further. 

This selection can be an individual’s choice but can, again, also be a formalized process such as 

portfolio management. The activities employed, such as using selection models to allocate 

resources and to predict risks, must consider the uncertainty at this stage. Once an idea is selected, 

resources are deployed for its development. Finally, Concept and Technology Development 

includes the development of a concept of the idea. More precisely, activities involve the 

development of a business case based on current information, such as the market, customer needs, 

investment requirements, competitor, technology unknowns, and overall project risk (Koen et al., 

2001). 

  

Summarized, the activities in the FEI are opportunity identification, idea generation, idea screening 

and selection, concept development, concept testing, customer need assessment, technology 

verification, and business analysis (Martinsuo & Poskela, 2011). The five phases and related 

activities are driven by an overarching force of organizational culture and leadership, called The 

Engine. This process, as well as the innovation process as a whole, is being influenced by the 
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environment, consisting of organizational capabilities, the business strategy, the outside world and 

the enabling science that will be utilized. The model can be found in Figure 2. The elements are 

presented in a circular way. This non-linear model suggests that ideas are expected to navigate and 

iterate between and among all five elements of the wheel in any sequence, and that the elements 

may be used many times (Koen et al., 2001). Based on Koen et al. (2001), we identified that an 

idea follows an opportunity and precedes a concept when it is selected to work on. 

 

 
Figure 2. Front End of Innovation Model (Koen et al., 2001). 

2.1.3 Front End Innovation Framework by Florén and Frishammar (2012) 

The most recent highly influencing researchers presenting a framework for FEI are Florén and 

Frishammar (2012). The authors argued that the literature on FEI mainly focuses on the success 

factors. With their research, they expose that the outcomes ensuing from FEI activities should 

receive more attention. Just as Koen et al. (2001), their presented framework does not include 

distinctive phases, which implies an iterative process. 

  

The new framework introduces three elements: Idea/Concept (I/C) Development, which is the core 

of the process, and which has to be complemented by I/C Alignment and I/C Legitimization. I/C 
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Development is divided into Refinement and Screening which are seen as interrelated. Refinement 

gives the development its key contents, energy, and direction, where calculating risks and reducing 

uncertainty are important. Screening is seen as the different and constant activities that a firm 

performs to decide whether an idea or concept should be further developed or not. I/C Alignment 

is explained as how firms strategically align an idea with its internal and external environment. It 

is key to assure a fit between the emerging idea or concept, the firm’s strategy and internal 

operations and the firm’s external environment. I/C Legitimization shows the importance of the 

socio-political context for innovation projects as well as the need for creating organizational 

commitment. This is seen as crucial and the authors stress the need for mobilizing organizational 

support and the role of leadership within this process for successful FEI process. Finally, the 

interplay of the three elements forms a Corroborated Product Definition, which is seen as the 

outcome of the journey within the framework. Florén and Frishammar’s framework (2012) is 

presented in Figure 3. 

 

 
Figure 3. The Front End Innovation Framework (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). 
 

The FEI faces a high level of uncertainty when it comes to time planning, activities and revenue 

expectations, which makes it hard for companies to predict whether an idea or concept will be 

successful later on in the process (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). Front end activities often occur in 

informal and unstructured organizational settings. These activities are often undefined, are 

characterized by spontaneous decision making, and encompass a lot of complexity, uncertainty 

and ambiguity (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). The front end is also associated with the processing 

of complex information, dealing with tacit knowledge and organizational pressures (Florén & 

Frishammar, 2012). These characteristics explain the widely-used appellation Fuzzy Front End 
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(Florén & Frishammar, 2012; Koen et al., 2001). However, it is also argued that it is possible to 

structure and to organize this phase in the innovation process.  Moenart et al. (1995) did one of the 

first studies about the activities in the front end and are one of the first to acknowledge that the FEI 

is manageable and should be managed. However, the unique and distinctive features of the FEI 

require it to be managed in an efficient way (Rekonen & Björklund, 2016). Elkins and Keller 

(2003) state that the responsibility to manage the complex innovation process is in the hand of 

(upper) management.  

2.2 Decision-Making 

2.2.1 Organizational Design  

The structure of an organization is defined by the formal reporting relationships between 

organizational members (Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). More precisely, Chindia and 

Pkhariyal (2015) outline that it determines “how the roles, power and responsibilities are assigned, 

controlled and coordinated, and how information flows between the different levels of 

management”. There is no universal design and it is subject to change, as every organization 

develops its own according to its objectives, aspirations and strategies. In the literature, scholars 

make a distinction between centralization and decentralization. Decision-making is highly 

dependent on the way that an organization or a department is structured. In centralized structures, 

the power for decision-making is given to a single point in the organization or in the department, 

at the (top) level of management, and a tight control over departments and divisions is undertaken 

(Chindia & Pkhariyal, 2015). Decisions that are made higher up, or in a more centralized design, 

tend to consider the ‘big picture’, especially in terms of organizational objectives and strategy 

(Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). Hence the scope of the decision is broader. On the contrary, 

in a decentralized structure, the decision-making power is distributed among the departments or 

the individuals within a department, and the degree of independence varies depending the 

management style (Chindia & Pkhariyal, 2015; Kesting & Ulhøi, 2010). When the decision-

making power is pushed down, individuals at a lower level are empowered and are responsible for 

the resources allocation at the operational level (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Also, decisions 

that are made further down enjoy from deeper and more specialized knowledge of the decision-

makers (Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). An organization can be a combination of centralized 
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and decentralized structures and the structures evolve over time (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

It is key to find a trade-off between decisions made higher and lower in the organization (Kornish 

& Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). 

  

The literature shows conflicting views on which decision design should be adopted. Argyres and 

Silverman (2004) argued that more impactful innovation is better suited to a centralized innovation 

department, as a centralized manager can see better what is happening in the entire organization 

and can also better identify and assess opportunities. Furthermore, a centralized perspective is 

beneficial as it broadens the scope of innovation and aligns the decision-making process with the 

overall organization's strategy and goals (Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). Therefore, 

decision-making is not based on the individual’s own objectives. Also, in order to ensure 

consistency, strategic decisions demand centralized coordination to some extent (Kesting & Ulhøi, 

2010) 

  

On the contrary, decentralization offers the opportunity for lower organizational actors to 

undertake decisions in an autonomous way. O’Reilly (1989) found that the division of autonomy 

plays an important role in innovative companies, as a high level of top management control in the 

innovation process hinders creativity (Poskela & Martinsuo, 2009). Furthermore, decentralization 

can be associated with exploration. This is in line with Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011), who 

acknowledge that a decentralized structure is associated with the encouragement of individual 

initiatives, experimentation and innovation. For Sundbo (1999), this is related to employees’ 

empowerment. Also, decentralized structures are more likely to embrace great opportunities but 

also more likely to accept bad ideas (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). Opposingly, centralized 

structures are more likely to miss a great opportunity but are less likely to accept a bad idea. This 

can be related to a more exploitative strategy as it reinforces the existing structure of an 

organization.   

 

A great challenge with a decentralized structure is to ensure that the individual efforts and decisions 

are in line with the organizational strategy of the company and are integrated with other activities 

and initiatives within the company (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). The middle management 

brings consistency in decentralized decisions-making. Bonner et al. (2002) found that the control 
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exerted by management guides projects in the right strategic direction. Also, in uncertain 

environments, decentralization has a positive impact on the strategic usefulness of the middle 

management in supplying information (Mangaliso, 1995).  

2.2.2 Decision Making in the FEI  

Throughout the innovation process, activities are undertaken, and decisions have to be made in 

order to process the ideas or concepts to the NPPD phase. The decisions that are made should 

contribute to the strategic goals of the organization (Ebner et al., 2009; Cooper Edgett & 

Kleinschmidt, 2001). Mintzberg (1979) defines a decision as the process to specifically commit to 

a certain action. Decisions made in the FEI are crucial, as they have been recognized as having the 

biggest impact on the overall NPPD success (Verworn, Herstatt & Nagahira, 2008). They directly 

affect the content, tasks and costs of the NPPD process (Cooper, 2008; Kim & Wilemon, 2002). 

These decisions are affected by a certain level of uncertainty which undermines the performance 

of the decision-makers (Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004). Uncertainty arises from different 

sources, including technical, market and process (Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004). However, 

uncertainty can be minimized by issuing a structured approach to product development 

(Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004) and diminishes as the idea reaches the NPPD phase (Kim & 

Wilemon, 2002). 

  

The FEI can be seen as a dynamic decision process, where each decision must be evaluated, 

selected and prioritized (Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004). The decisions taken in the different 

stages are mostly iterative and multi-round (Koen et al., 2001; Rochford, 1991). The decision-

maker must take into consideration the customer and the market, the company’s strategies, 

resources and the technological opportunities (Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004). Liew (2015) adds 

synergies, financial risks and rewards to this perspective. Moreover, to take decisions, individuals 

need information. Derived from Koen et al. (2001) and from Florén and Frishammar (2012), 

decision-makers needs among others strategic, financial, political, market, customers, 

technological and company-related information. 

  

Decisions in the FEI often involve multiple individuals who hold different functional knowledge 

and expertise (Liew, 2015; Boeddrich, 2004). The person who takes the decision should match 
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with the organizational context (Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). The identified actors 

involved in the decision-making of the FEI are the top management, middle managers and the 

employees (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). All have different roles, which will be elaborated 

upon later in Chapter 2.2.3 and Chapter 2.3. 

  

A number of decisions usually start in the earliest phases of the innovation process and will be 

apparent during the whole process before new products are proposed on the market (Krishnan & 

Ulrich, 2001). As previously seen, the FEI process is structured around well-defined phases: each 

phase encloses many activities, which are translated into a multitude of decision points 

(Büyüközkan & Feyzioglu, 2004). It is highly challenging to map on a detail-level all the decisions 

and activities undertaken as they vary between innovation projects. A generic approach on 

decision-making is therefore preferred. The literature proposes many ways to categorize the 

decisions made in the FEI. 

  

Decision-making can be categorized on two levels: operational and strategic (Liew, 2015). This 

can be associated with Krishnan and Ulrich (2001)’s findings, who consider the decisions made 

within the context of a single project in developing the product (micro) and the decisions that an 

organization makes in establishing the organizational context and for planning projects’ 

development (macro). These decision perspectives can be translated within the FEI models 

introduced in Chapter 1. Koen et al.’s iterative innovation model (2001) provides a wide spectrum 

of activities occurring in the FEI process and the related decisions. The same is applicable for 

Florén and Frishammar’s framework (2012). 

  

In the earliest phase of the FEI, following the activities in the Opportunity Identification phase 

(Koen et al., 2001), a (set) of decision(s), leading to the opportunity the company want to pursue, 

can be identified. These decisions tend to be of strategic nature and are affected by the strategic 

goals of the company and guide the eventual resource allocation for new areas of market growth 

(Koen et al., 2001). Also, in that phase, methods used to identify the opportunities have to be 

chosen. Rough assessment of the market and technology at the operational level are performed to 

define more precisely the opportunity (Koen et al. 2001). In a later phase, ideas and concepts are 

developed, which consists of I/C Refinement and I/C Screening (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). I/C 
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Refinement can be paralleled with the Idea Genesis and Concept and Technology Development 

phase of Koen et al. ’s (2001) FEI model. There, strategic decisions, such as the idea or concept 

alignment with the corporate strategy and the external environment (Florén & Frishammar, 2012) 

and strategic changes within the idea or concept, are discussed. Also, product decisions on an 

operational level are made regarding the size of the market opportunity, the target customer, and 

the technology to be used (Koen et al. 2001). Furthermore, throughout the FEI, multiple selection 

decisions have to be taken (Koen et al, 2001; Florén & Frishammar, 2012), so that the company 

pursues the right ideas or concepts. Strategic selection decisions ensure efficient portfolio 

management and proper resource allocation (Koen et al, 2001; Florén & Frishammar, 2012). 

Finally, as mentioned by Krishnan and Ulrich’s (2001), decisions regarding the organizational 

context for product development and strategic planning are part of the FEI. These can be decisions 

concerning the overall strategy that the FEI activities follow, and project management in terms of 

activities undertaken and time allocated. 

  

As Cooper (1993) mentioned, the goals that companies want to achieve are quality of execution of 

the front end activities and the creation of an initial well-defined product concept prior 

development. The selection of the right opportunity or idea and the preparation of a clear product 

concept definition guide the development activities and define how well individuals performs in 

these activities (Kim & Wilemon, 2002). Therefore, it is important to make the right decisions for 

successful product development. 

2.2.3 Actors for Decision-Making in FEI 

As mentioned before, decision-making in the innovation process is affected by multiple actors 

(Boeddrich, 2004) with different roles. In the innovation process in general, a distinction is made 

between the top management, the middle management and the employees (Kuratko, Morris & 

Covin, 2011). Therefore, in the FEI, the actors of decision-making are the top management, the 

middle management and the employees. For the purpose of this thesis, we will focus on the 

decisions made by employees and top management, where the middle management plays a special 

role as influencer of their decision-making processes. 
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2.2.3.1 Roles, Activities and Decisions of the Employees 

The employees or non-managerial personnel for business development activities carry a collective 

responsibility for entrepreneurial behavior (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Employees operate 

as order takers, implementing the initiatives coming from a higher level, and also perform as 

autonomous individuals pursuing bottom-up entrepreneurial opportunities (Kuratko, Morris & 

Covin, 2011). Employees have a better understanding of structures, processes and operational 

tactics for business development (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Furthermore, compared to the 

top and middle management, employees have a unique position as they are at the core of the daily 

activities. This enables them to gather information from the outside environment and different 

stakeholders, and to have a significant potential to recognize and formulate new opportunities 

(Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). This is in line with the concept of employee-driven innovation 

mentioned by Kesting and Ulhøi (2010), which assumes that employees have hidden abilities for 

innovation and that this potential can be made visible, recognized, and exploited. However, 

Kuratko, Morris & Covin (2011) recognized that an over-reliance on employees for the generation 

of new ideas can also possibly lock in the company with incremental innovations. Employees work 

closely with customers for market-pull innovations that can been seen as rather incremental.   

  

A large proportion of the business development activities in the innovation process are endorsed 

by the employees, which increases their influence in the operational and strategic decision-making 

of the FEI (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Employees identify potential opportunities they wish 

to pursue and undertake assessment activities where they evaluate the competition, the trends, the 

market and the technologic impact of the opportunity, idea or concept through the FEI (Koen et 

al., 2001). Employees also participate in multiple selection activities throughout the process where 

they agree upon which idea to pursue (Koen et al., 2001; Florén & Frishammar, 2012). 

Furthermore, they determine how the product will evolve (van Oorschot, Langerak & Sengupta, 

2011; Verworn, Herstatt & Nagahira, 2008). Consequently, the employees would take decisions 

on on how to refine (Florén & Frishammar, 2012), reshape, modify, build upon, turn down, 

combine and upgrade ideas or concepts (Koen et al., 2001). To do so, the employees develop a 

business case based on the available information reading the market, the customers, the 

competition, the technology, the financials and the risks (Koen et al, 2001). 
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All in all, employees take part in activities including opportunity identification, idea generation, 

idea screening and selection, concept development, concept testing, customer need assessment, 

technology verification and business analysis (Martinsuo & Poskela, 2011). 

2.2.3.2 Role, Activities and Decisions of the Top Management 

The top management plays a crucial role in the innovation process and FEI (Kuratko, Morris & 

Covin, 2011). The top-level managers should be entrepreneurial when it comes to formulating the 

business strategy, as their role is to put their vision into words, symbols and actions in order to 

create an entrepreneurial organization (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Furthermore, the top 

management is responsible for building pro-entrepreneurship organizational architectures, 

ensuring the right personnel, as well as balancing between current operations and future operations 

to establish a well-functioning ambidextrous organization (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

Moreover, the top management is responsible to follow the entrepreneurial imperatives for 

strategic leadership (Govin & Slevin, 2002). According to these authors, among others, the top 

management has to nourish an entrepreneurial capability, protect disruptive innovations, make 

opportunities make sense, question the dominant logic, identify growth opportunities and link 

entrepreneurship and strategy (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

  

Top management exercises control in the innovation process in different ways, which is needed to 

give strategic direction and to monitor progress toward organizational goals and project goals 

(Bonner et al., 2002). During the whole innovation process, top managers have the power to 

influence the well-development of ideas and concepts by ratifying, recognizing, and directing 

(Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Ratifying refers to the top management’s ability to articulate 

strategic intent, monitor, endorse and support. Related is their responsibility to recognize strategic 

potential, set strategic directions, empower and enable (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Finally, 

top management directs by planning, commanding and deploying resources. 

  

The level of support of the top management for entrepreneurial initiatives is crucial. Researchers 

stress the need to ensure top management support for innovation projects already in the early stage 

of FEI (Florén & Frishammar, 2012; Kim & Wilemon, 2002). Sustainable innovations occur 
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because top executives believe in strategic renewal and set the company’s objectives and values to 

support it (Quinn, 1985). 

  

Top management is also a participant in the decisions made in the FEI for successful product 

development. However, contrary to the employees, they undertake activities and decide on a 

macro-level. The top management influences the environment of the front end innovation process 

(Poskela & Martinsuo, 2009). They have the ability to shape the environment of the innovation 

department by setting the goals, direction, strategy to follow in the FEI and by creating an 

innovation culture (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011; Murphy & Kumar, 1997). Marginson (2002) 

pointed out that the way the top management frames the strategic context has an influence on the 

likelihood that other organizational individuals create and develop new ideas. Also, the top 

management can influence the direction taken by the employees when they provide top-down 

opportunities and ideas. 

  

Furthermore, the top management participates in selection activities in the later stages of the front 

end, especially before the NPPD phase (Khurana and Rosenthal, 1997). Selection means giving a 

Go/No-Go decision for further development of the idea or project. Put negatively, this implies that 

top management has the power to kill projects at any point in the innovation process. Selecting 

refers also to whether the top management provides the necessary resources for projects 

(Hutchison-Krupat & Kavadias, 2014). Since resources are limited and the FEI is highly uncertain, 

the top management has to ensure proper allocation of resources to high potential ideas only (Kim 

& Wilemon, 2002). Non-efficient resource allocation results in costly operations (Cooper, 1990). 

Selection decisions are influenced by the level of top management support and commitment (Kim 

& Wilemon, 2002), as top managers can selectively protect and spur innovation projects by 

‘cocooning’ certain projects (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

2.2.4 Bounded Rationality 

A notion that generally goes hand in hand with decision-making in general is bounded rationality. 

Decision-makers use their knowledge and the available information that they have to make 

decisions. This concept of bounded rationality was firstly described by Simon (2000) as “the idea 

that the choices people make are determined […] by the knowledge that decision makers do and 
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don’t have of the world, their ability or inability to evoke that knowledge when it is relevant […]” 

(p.25). The researcher argues that decision-makers should be seen boundedly rational. So, 

decision-making will be based on uncertainty and incomplete information, which will turn out to 

be biased (Smith & Winkler, 2006). In an uncertain environment, decision-making is a highly 

challenging practice, as the information might simply be lacking (Elbanna, 2006; De Lurdes 

Calisto, 2017). 

  

When it comes to decision-making in the FEI, the decision-makers (the top management and 

employees) should be perceived as rationally bounded. Employees possess the deep and 

specialized field knowledge (Kesting & Ulhøi, 2010; Kornish & Hutchison-Krupat, 2017). 

However, it is also argued that these decision-makers lower down the hierarchy do not possess the 

necessary strategic knowledge for decision-making (Kesting & Ulhøi, 2010). Looking at the 

decisions made by the top management, Kornish and Hutchison-Krupat (2017) found that decision-

making higher up in the organization is more likely to consider the big picture, in terms of 

organizational objectives and the breadth of opportunity space, hence benefits from strategic 

alignment with the objectives of the organization (Hutchison-Krupat & Kavadias, 2014). However, 

the top management may lack the field knowledge (Kesting & Ulhøi, 2010) and task-specific 

knowledge for adequate resource allocation decisions (Hutchison-Krupat & Kavadias, 2014). 

  

Interaction of the employees with the management is important to make the best use of the in-depth 

operational knowledge, the large number of employees and their relevant networks (Kesting & 

Ulhøi, 2010). Furthermore, a conduit between the top and operating level is necessary to ensure 

strategic alignment in decisions (Kuratko, Covin & Morris, 2011). Wooldridge and Floyd (1992) 

found that the middle management influences the organizational strategy as they are able to 

improve the quality of the decisions made. Ultimately, middle management participation into 

higher and lower decision-making is to minimize the imperfections of the decisions, hence to 

increase the performance of decisions-making processes. The middle management roles will be 

elaborate upon in Chapter 2.3. 
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2.3 Middle Management 

2.3.1 Strategic Roles of the Middle Manager 

In the context of this thesis, the notion of the middle management is taken rather broadly. 

Wooldridge, Schmid, Floyd (2008) define middle managers as the organizational individuals that 

are situated above first-level individuals and below top management. It is important to stress that 

what distinguishes the middle managers is not their position on the organizational chart. For the 

purpose of this thesis, the middle management is understood as the organization actor that has daily 

interactions with the operational workforce, or employees, and that has regular contact with the 

top management. This implies that middle managers are unique because of their valuable access 

to the top-levels, paired with their operational knowledge (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008). 

  

Numerous researches draw upon this unique position of the middle managers. Because middle 

managers benefit from a central and intermediate position in the organization, it is widely accepted 

that they serve as key organizational brokerage individuals (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008). 

The notion of brokerage qualifies individuals who “mediate the flow of resources or information 

between two other actors who are not directly linked.” (Gould & Fernandez, 1989). A broker has 

the ability to facilitate the access to novel information and resources, ease the transfer of 

knowledge, and coordinate the efforts across the network, internal or external to the organization 

(Long, Cunningham & Braithwaite, 2013). It has to be noted that the information transmitted by 

mediators might be biased, as it is acknowledged that mediators shape the information to suit their 

interests (Gould & Fernandez, 1989). Hence, by holding key structural positions, the middle 

management has the power to create opportunities or to impose constraints (Long, Cunningham & 

Braithwaite, 2013). 

  

Other studies bring a social approach to brokering. Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd (2008) 

acknowledge that middle managers are able to build and renew relationships within the internal 

and external organizational environment. Furthermore, as brokers, middle managers perform a 

moderating role, where they cope with misunderstanding, confusion and conflicts arising across 

the management levels of the organization (Long, Cunningham & Braithwaite, 2013; Wooldridge, 

Schmid & Floyd, 2008). 
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2.3.1.1 Upward and Downward Influence  

The middle manager plays a key role in the innovation process (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

According to Li (2018), the middle management is one of the key actors in enhancing 

organizational performance. Many researchers have studied the specific brokerage activities of the 

middle managers when mediating between the top management and the employees. As Kuratko, 

Morris & Covin (2011) mention, they serve as a conduit between the top level and the operating 

level. More precisely, it has been identified that they have upward and downward influences (Floyd 

& Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). 

  

Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996) found that middle managers have the ability to influence the 

current organizational strategy by providing unique interpretations of nascent issues and proposing 

new initiatives. Firstly, they provide the top management with information of high relevance (Shi, 

Markoczy & Dess, 2009). To do so, they exert a synthesizing role where they use their role to 

accumulate, interpret and channel the strategic information (Dutton et al., 1997; Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). The information transmitted can be relayed directly from the employees 

(Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009).  As synthesizer, middle management alternates the strategic 

direction of the whole organization (Dutton et al., 1997; Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). 

Secondly, the middle management can champion new initiatives to the top management. Shi, 

Markoczy and Dess (2009) found that when middle managers champion new strategic initiatives, 

it involves the search for new opportunities, the evaluation of new proposals, nurturing new ideas 

and advocating ideas when they are proven to be valuable. For instance, the middle management 

can promote specific projects that are being developed by the employees (Floyd & Wooldridge, 

1992, 1996; Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Related to this, Ling, Floyd and Baldridge (2005) 

investigated how middle managers can be seen as issue-sellers, as they can selectively choose 

which issues should reach the top management and corner their attention. By championing 

initiatives, the middle managers can redefine the strategic context and mold the exploitative 

thinking of the top executives for strategy formulation into explorative thinking (Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). As a result of this upward influence, the strategy as originally elaborated 

at the top is constantly reshaped by the actions of the middle management (Floyd & Wooldridge, 

1992, 1996). 
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The middle management also performs a downward influence by enhancing adaptability and 

implementing deliberate strategy (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). First, they encourage lower 

organizational actors to take part into entrepreneurial efforts by creating an entrepreneurial 

environment. For instance, they soften the regulations to get new projects started, allow time for 

experiments, identify and provide resources for the development of entrepreneurial initiatives, and 

encourage informal discussions and information sharing. By doing so, they decrease resistance to 

change. Secondly, as implementers, middle managers take action to implement the strategy 

directed by the top, so that organizational actors are strategically aligned (Floyd & Wooldridge, 

1992, 1996). For instance, the middle management communicates the strategic direction, goals and 

objectives from the top to the employees (Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009). Also, they sell top 

management initiatives (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, 1996; Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). 

Consequently, the middle management influences how the organization aligns itself with the 

environment. They increase divergent thinking and shape change-oriented individuals (Floyd & 

Wooldridge, 1992, 1996). 

  

Looking at the different influences and roles embraced by the middle management that can be 

found in the literature, it can clearly be stated that they should not be considered as simply passive 

actors. On the contrary, they are acknowledged to be active interpreters, mediators and 

intermediaries in implementing strategic change (Balogun, 2003). In addition, they coordinate, 

mediate, negotiate, and interpret connections between the organization’s strategic and operational 

levels (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992). The middle management is seen as a change agent, for both 

upward and downward directions (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008).  

2.3.2 Strategic Roles of the Middle Manager for Entrepreneurial Initiatives 

When it comes to the entrepreneurial context, the middle manager endorses, refines and shepherds 

entrepreneurial opportunities, and identifies, acquires and deploys resources that are necessary to 

pursue those opportunities (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). The middle management endorses 

entrepreneurial opportunities coming from various points in the organization. To start with, they 

have the responsibility to evaluate entrepreneurial initiatives emerging from the employees, which 

encompass the decisions to either lend political support, and if so, how much support should be 

given (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Also, middle managers endorse innovative perspectives 



 
 

  29 

that arise from the top management and promote them to the employees. Regarding refinement, 

middle managers have the responsibility to shape the entrepreneurial initiatives. In other words, 

they mold the development of the idea or project, so it makes sense within the specific 

organizational context, given the strategy, resources and political structure (Kuratko, Morris & 

Covin, 2011). Furthermore, according to Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011), the middle managers 

can be seen as shepherds who champion, protect and guide the initiatives of the employees. They 

have the responsibility to ensure that these entrepreneurial initiatives receive enough support 

throughout their development, so that they are not abandoned later on. Ensuring top management 

support and commitment to pursue innovative projects is crucial for successful product 

development (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011; Florén & Frishammar, 2012; Kim & Wilemon, 

2002). 

  

In addition, Kuratko, Morris & Covin (2011) state that middle managers have to identify which 

resources are needed to develop the opportunity into a successful concept. Moreover, middle 

managers acquire resources from inside or outside the organization. This requires persuasion and 

negotiation skills. Resource acquisition implies that the middle management knows where and how 

to get the resources. Last but not least, middle managers strategically deploy the necessary 

resources for innovative projects. 

 

When it comes to project management, Rekonen and Björklund (2016) focused in particular on the 

managerial activities in the FEI process and distinguished these activities according to whether 

they are task-oriented or people-oriented. The authors found that clarifying roles and setting goals, 

and coordinating the whole were the most dominant roles played by the (middle) management in 

the FEI as the task-oriented activities. In the early stages of the FEI, it is necessary to provide a 

common vision and understanding of the project, but also to set a common direction and to 

encourage information sharing. Later on, the emphasis was rather on coordinating for resources 

allocation. Furthermore, for task-oriented activities, the management can provide a suitable context 

for development work by establishing ways of working, encouraging exploration, and 

accommodating to diversity (Rekonen & Björklund, 2016). Finally, among others, the 

management has the task to take responsibility and ownership when it comes to decisions-making. 

This implies that in a FEI context, decisions can be shared between employees and management, 
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but that sometimes the management takes over for the final decision, when no clear decisions could 

have been reached by the employees. The management is also responsible for providing autonomy 

for decision-making. When it comes to the people-oriented activities, Rekonen and Björklund 

(2016) discovered that the management has to create an open and trustful environment for project 

development but should also provide support to the team (employees) by encouraging their team 

participation, giving them feedback and showing them their interest. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
In this chapter, the methodology of our research is outlined. The research approach, strategy, 

process and design are elaborated upon. Also, a detailed description is given of the data collection 

and data analysis. Finally, the validity and reliability of the research is discussed. 

3.1. Research Approach 

This thesis took an interpretivist approach in terms of its epistemological position. This means that 

the subject matter of the social sciences –people and their institutions– was perceived 

fundamentally different from that of the natural sciences (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This implies a 

different logic which focused on the understanding rather than the explanation of human behavior. 

Concepts were therefore seen as that they can only be understood through the meaning they are 

being given by the actors. This signifies that knowledge can never be value free, and we 

acknowledge that prior knowledge, experience and attitudes will not only influence what they see, 

but also how they see it (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Thus, for this thesis, the case company was 

perceived as a social construct and its meaning was attributed by the social actors within this 

construct.   

 

The ontological viewpoint of constructivism was preferred for this thesis. It implies that social 

phenomena and categories were in a constant state of revision, which directed the focus to the 

processes by which this is happening (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The knowledge and concepts used 

in this thesis, were regarded as something whose meaning was built up through interaction, which 

could therefore vary according to time and place. The actors had an active role in socially 

constructing the reality. For this thesis, this entailed that we focused on the sense-making of the 

social world by the actors in the process. Also, just as the respondents, we can never be value free 

in our interpretation of the world. However, this was recognized not as a limitation but rather as 

an understanding of the research process and seen as inseparable to this study. 
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3.2. Research Strategy, Process and Design 

The thesis took a qualitative approach emphasizing the ways in which individuals interpret their 

social world (Bryman & Bell, 2011), which was crucial to get an in-depth understanding of the 

social phenomena from the actors’ point of view. By emphasizing words rather than quantification, 

this strategy was helpful in the generation of new theories (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As the current 

literature did not provide a sufficient understanding of the phenomenon studied, a qualitative 

approach was most suitable.  

 

The research process of the thesis was a combination of inductive and deductive methods. For case 

study research, it was found that when the predominant research strategy is qualitative, a case study 

tends to take an inductive approach to the relationship between theory and research (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). The inductive nature of this thesis allowed for an understanding of the participants’ 

view and their terms. However, as this thesis is based upon a thorough literature review before 

starting the data collection, we built upon this cognitive framework. The literature was not used to 

lead the interviewees in their answers, but rather to provide a clear framework for the research. 

This inductive approach combined with deductive elements is very common and implies an 

iterative process, which means a repetitive interplay between the collection and analysis of data 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). During the research process, there have been several iterations between 

the theory and the findings in order to generate new theory. 

 

A single case study design was applied, which entailed the detailed and intensive analysis of a 

single case (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In the case of this thesis, a single organization served as the 

object of study, where the different employee positions in this particular company were studied. 

As the focus was a bounded situation or system, this implied an intense examination of the setting 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). The case was an object of interest in its own right, and we aimed to provide 

an in-depth elucidation of it, which is known as an idiographic approach (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

For instance, in this thesis, the roles of middle management for decision-making in the FEI was 

studied in-depth, which lead to a better understanding of this phenomenon than it is currently 

available in the existing literature. Following the categorization of Stake (1995), this thesis adopted 

a instrumental case study, which focused on using the case as a mean of understanding a broader 

issue or following generalizations to be challenged (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It is not uncommon 
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for organizations to rely on middle management competencies for efficient decision-making in the 

FEI. Therefore, the same challenges could be expected. This made the case company a 

representative or typical case, which seeks to explore a case that exemplifies an everyday situation 

or form of organization (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

3.3. Data Collection Method 

3.3.1. Unstructured Interviews  

Unstructured interviews were used in the first stages of the research for this thesis to provide 

general information about the company, which led us towards the research topic. Also, information 

was gathered about the structure, culture and history of the organization and different decision-

points in time were identified. Also, roles within the decision-making process, as well as overall 

challenges within the roles of the decision-makers were discovered. For a case study, unstructured 

interviewing is viewed as particularly helpful in the generation of an intensive, detailed 

examination of a case (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

We conducted unstructured interviews, where the respondents were allowed to respond freely, and 

the interviewer simply responded to points that seemed worthy of being followed up (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). These interviews mainly had the character of a conversation, where we aimed for an 

understanding from the participants’ point of view. The interviews were not recorded as we felt it 

was beneficial for making the participants feel comfortable to speak freely: it is known that 

recording might bias the respondent’s subsequent behavior when they are informed about the 

recording (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and the data was not used for the data analysis of the research 

which decreased the need for recording. During the interviews, we followed an iterative process 

which was guided by topics or broad questions to funnel down the research topic from many 

different areas. During the process, we changed the interviewing strategy from asking open 

questions towards an even more broader approach where the participants were asked to 

chronologically visualize the innovation process from the beginning to the end using an empty 

sheet of white paper and a pen. This second approach provided even more broad as well as deep 

insights about the process as well as critical events of the innovation projects. It appeared that the 

decision-points in the front end process differed substantially among the interviewees, which 
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stressed the need to create a common language (not based on specific decision points as they were 

too different) for the interview guide for the semi-structured interviews. Also, we learned that the 

different employees have been working on different projects over time, which directed us towards 

choosing a chronological approach in structuring the questions for the semi-structured interviews, 

in order to get an overall development view over different phases, regardless of the current situation 

of a single project. By working iteratively with the interviews and the literature, we were able to 

identify a research area and a literature gap.  

 

For these unstructured interviews, we identified thirteen persons via a purposive sampling method 

with the goal to sample the people that are relevant to the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The 

people were selected because of their relevance to understand the social phenomenon that is 

studied. Within this, we used snowball-sampling and theoretical sampling in order to get to the 

right people who could provide the necessary information. We collected insights from persons who 

were involved with the early stage innovation process from the beginning up to the implementation 

of the innovation within the organization, employees who are currently involved in the early stage 

innovation and their supervisors. Besides the News innovation department, insights were gathered 

from the Books innovation department within the case company. We identified two middle 

managers, ten business developers, one former business developer and one software developer. 

People with a position as business developer were seen as the employees working on (semi-

)individual business innovation projects within the respective innovation department. We also 

interviewed a former business developer from the News division, who is currently running another 

department within the company. This department evolved from this person’s former innovation 

project. The software developer employees represent the technical programmers who support the 

team of business developers in their strategy for the projects. The News and Books department’s 

head of innovation refers to the employees’ supervisors and are characterized as the middle 

management as this represents the ‘linking pin’ function which matches the middle management 

position in the academic literature. The top management of the case company and departments was 

excluded from the unstructured interviews due to availability constraints and our perception that 

the other interviewees provided us with sufficient initial insights into their decision-making role in 

this phase. 
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Appendix 1 shows the participants of the unstructured interviews. The participants’ involvement 

within the innovation department should be seen as the time where the participants were personally 

involved in the FEI process. The case company faced a merger of different companies, which could 

lead to some interpretative differences of the participants’ exact starting date. Therefore, the dates 

as stated in Appendix 1 should rather be perceived as a generic overview of the different 

involvement periods of the participants.  

3.3.2. Semi-Structured Interviews  

For the data collection, semi-structured interviews were conducted using interview guides. Semi-

structured interviews use a list of questions on fairly specific topics to be covered, but the 

interviewee has a great deal of leeway in how to reply (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This allows for 

more flexibility for the interviewee and the interviewer to ask and to answer questions, as new 

questions may be asked during an interview based on the answers of the respondent. Asking open 

questions allows respondents to answer in their own terms and it allows for unusual responses 

(Bryman & Bell). This encourages participants to express their own meanings and interpretations, 

which is of crucial importance in interpretivist research, as it aims for an understanding of how the 

actors involved give meaning to reality. However, there is still some structure involved as the 

purpose is to find an answer to the research question. Therefore, all questions were asked, and a 

similar wording was used from interviewee to interviewee (Bryman and Bell, 2011), which 

contributes to the validity.  

3.3.3. Interviewee Selection 

The population whereof the sample was taken consisted of all employees of the case company. As 

the research question guided the sampling of participants for the research, a non-probability 

sampling method was used. A theoretical sampling approach was used, which entailed sampling 

interviewees until theoretical saturation and selecting further interviewees on the basis of the 

emerging theoretical focus (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This method is limiting the external validity. 

However, this was not seen as a major problem: it reflects the notion that issues of 

representativeness are less important in qualitative research than in quantitative research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). 
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A lack of transparency in the sampling process is a criticism towards qualitative research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011; Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). In order to increase the transparency of the thesis, 

the decision-making structure of a part of the case company is shown in Figure 4, as well as the 

people who were selected for the interview sample. The different colors represent the different 

organizational decision-making hierarchies, grey being the top management of the whole case 

company, blue being the top management of the different divisions, orange being the middle 

management of the innovation departments and green being employees. In the white boxes, the 

first number shows the amount of people that were selected, and the second number represents the 

total number of people working in that position. For the News division, there were in total one top 

manager, one middle manager, six business developers and two software developers for in News 

division. For the Books division, one CEO and one middle manager were identified, as well as one 

business developer and one business controller. In Figure 4, the other departments, middle 

managers and employees are also presented.  

 
Figure 4. Part of the organizational chart reflecting the hierarchical decision-making and the 

selected participants for the semi-structured interviews. Source: unstructured interviews. 

 

For researching the influence of the middle management on decision-making in FEI, two middle 

managers (orange) from the innovation departments were selected for the interviews. Furthermore, 

as we identified the decision-makers as being the top management and the employees, a sample 
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from the top management of the divisions (blue) and employees (green) having a direct connection 

with the selected middle managers was selected. The sample for the top management consists of 

the CEO for the News division and of the CEO for the Books division. The CEO of the mother 

company (grey), one level above the department CEO’s, was excluded from the sample as this 

person was not in daily contact with the middle management, which limited his ability to reflect 

upon this role. Concerning the employee’s sample, the role of the different employees in the 

decision-making process was examined. The employees who were responsible for decision-

making in the project development in FEI were selected as interviewees: this excluded the software 

developers and business controller from the sample. This information was derived from the 

unstructured interviews. Due to one business developer being unavailable and a change in 

personnel (which meant that one of the business developers was no longer reachable and the new 

business developer was not yet able to reflect upon the decision-making process), we interviewed 

in total five out of the seven sampled business developers. This process resulted in sampling two 

top managers, two middle managers and five employees, with representatives from both the News 

and the Books divisions of the case company. These persons are represented in Table 1. 

Unfortunately, due to availability problems, the interview with the CEO of the Books division 

(Interviewee 9) was cancelled last minute and there was no possibility to reschedule. 

 

Participants Position in company in relation to 

decision-making 

Location Date 

Interviewee 1 News division business developer 1 Malmö 20-04-2018 

Interviewee 2 News division business developer 2 Malmö 19-04-2018 

Interviewee 3 News division business developer 3 Malmö 18-04-2018 

Interviewee 4 News division business developer 4 Malmö 20-04-2018 

Interviewee 5 News division middle manager  Malmö 20-04-2018 

Interviewee 6 News division CEO Malmö 23-04-2018 

Interviewee 7 Books division business developer 1 Stockholm 25-04-2018 
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Interviewee 8 Books division middle manager Stockholm 24-04-2018 

Interviewee 9 Books division CEO Stockholm Cancelled 

Table 1. Interviewee Sample for Semi-Structured Interviews.  

3.3.4. Interview Guide 

As there are three different actors involved in the decision-making of the front end, we created 

three different interview guides: one for the employees, one for the top management, and one for 

the middle managers. To suit the context and language of the interviewees better (Bryman & Bell, 

2011), in the employee-interviews we referred directly to (other) business developers when the 

interview guide mentions ‘employees’, to the first name of their supervisor when it comes to the 

‘middle manager’, and to the first name of the CEO when it comes to the ‘top management’. For 

the top management interview, the middle manager was referred to with his or her first name, and 

employees were named business developers. For the middle managers interviews, we followed the 

same labelling. The interview guides are exposed in Appendix 2. 

 

The several topics as described by the decision-making categories were based on the categories 

distinguished in the literature review. However, these were not perceived as rigid topics but rather 

as guiding. If other decision-points came up during the interview, there was room for elaborating 

on these as well, as the semi-interview structure allows for this flexibility (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

All interview guides consisted of three parts and started with a part asking for general (fact sheet) 

information. This first part aimed at collecting general personal information that helped in 

contextualizing the interviewees answers (Bryman & Bell, 2011). This included questions such as 

age and educational background, company-related background information and questions 

regarding their position in the innovation department. Also, questions were included about their 

experience with business development and their involvement with the middle manager, as this 

could influence the findings. The second, third and fourth parts were customized according to the 

position of the decision-makers: different questions were asked for the employees, the middle 

manager and the top management. 
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The second part of the interview guide took a timeline approach and is inspired by Koen et al.’s 

FEI model (2001). It aimed at understanding which activities are undertaken in each phase and 

which matching decisions could be expected to derive from it. The employees were asked to refer 

to activities and decisions in a certain project phase where they have been involved with. ‘Projects’ 

were defined as the different early phase start-ups within the innovation department. The 

employees could reflect upon different projects, as they usually worked on different projects in 

different stages. The middle and top management were asked to relate to activities and decisions 

in general, but if it made it easier for them to answer the question(s), they could also refer to a 

certain project. 

As described in the literature review, different scholars wrote about the activities in the front end. 

Chronologically seen, the Opportunity Identification phase precedes the other activities. In this 

research, this is defined based on Koen et al. (2001) as where the person, by design or default, 

identifies the opportunities that the organization might want to pursue, which can be business or 

technology driven. The question matching the Opportunity Identification decision-point was: 

“How did you identify the opportunity leading to *name of the project*?” for the employees and 

“Have you yet identified an specific opportunity for *name of the innovation process* to be worked 

on/ to be carried out/explore by the company?” for the top management. 

Based on Koen et al. (2001), we identified that an idea follows an opportunity and precedes a 

concept when it is selected to work on. A concept refers to the composition of the project in terms 

of business and technological characteristics. This selection process encompasses the whole range 

from individual choices among self-generated options as well as a prescribed portfolio method and 

is therefore applicable to employees as well as the top management. The decision points related to 

it, were also mentioned by Florén & Frishammar, 2012. For the employee, this implied the initial 

selection of starting to work on an idea as well as the later decision of (not) continuing with the 

project, which was operationalized into “When you started working on *name of the project*, how 

did you decide to pursue this idea instead of others?” and “Have there been critical decisions to 

(not) continue with *name of the project*?”. ‘Idea’ was defined as the initial thoughts for a business 

opportunity that were not yet developed into a concept or project. For the top management, this 

was the case when they made a Go/No-Go decision or chose to protect a certain idea, called ‘pet 

projects’ by Florén and Frishammar (2012). This was linked to the notion of legitimization, and 

therefore the following questions were included: “When taking a Go/No-Go decision, how did you 
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decide to pursue certain ideas/projects instead of others?” and “When taking a Go/No-Go decision, 

have there been critical decision(s) to (not) continue with a certain project?”. This selection could 

be done using portfolio management (Koen et al., 2001), where alignment with the existing 

business could be a criterium (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). The decision of the top management 

closely related to this, is the allocation of resources (Koen et al., 2001; Florén & Frishammar, 

2012), where resources are either financials or (employees with) certain competences. This was 

translated into “How did you decide to allocate resources (financial and human) to projects?” 

The Development category was derived from Florén and Frishammar (2012) and was linked to the 

activities described in the Idea Genesis and Opportunity Analysis elements by Koen et al. (2001). 

Decisions expected to flow out of the activities in this phase, concerned how to modify and shape 

the concept to improve it. During this process, employees are involved in legitimization activities 

(Florén & Frishammar, 2012). The questions covering these aspects, were for the employee: “How 

did you develop *name of the project* from idea to the current project?”, “Did you at some point, 

make significant changes to *name of the project*?”. Also, there were decisions made in relation 

to the planning and process of the project, which determined how the product will evolve (van 

Oorschot, Langerak & Sengupta, 2011; Verworn, Herstatt & Nagahira, 2008). The employee might 

have to collaborate daily with other actors, which he or she might be able to choose themselves. 

Also, employees as well as the top management can make financial decisions. Employees on the 

operational level are expected to be in charge of decisions in terms of planning and time allocation. 

Therefore, the questions “(How) Did you choose with whom to work on this project?”, “How did 

you acquire and spend the financials for the project?” and “How did you plan your time for the 

project?” were included for the employees. For the top management, the first question was 

modified to suit the context better and was rephrased as: “Did you at some point interfere in a 

certain project?”, which could relate to intervening in planning, process, HR and changes in 

concept.  

As it was found that the top management influences the environment of the front end innovation 

process (Poskela & Martinsuo, 2009), a separate category was created for the top management, 

where activities took place that shape the context of the decision-makers. This could be financial 

(“How did you decide to allocate resources (financial and human) for *name of the innovation 

department*?”), but it was also found that an activity in the front end was to create an innovative 

culture, to set goals and to provide a vision (Murphy & Kumar, 1997). Creating an innovative 
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culture was defined as nurturing the creativity of the employees and helping in looking beyond 

past patterns (Murphy & Kumar, 1997). Therefore, “How did you take action to create or sustain 

an innovative culture at *name of the innovation department*?” and was included. Also, “How did 

you decide on the strategy (goals/vision) to follow at *name of the innovation department*?” was 

included, where strategy was defined as the overall set goals and vision as formulated by the top 

management. 

 

The third part of the interview guide for the employees and the top management was linked to the 

second part. Here, we aimed to identify what information was taken into account when the 

activities described in Part 2 were executed, and where this information came from. A potential 

lack of information provision by the middle manager was investigated as well. Finally, in the fourth 

part, the interviewees were asked to reflect on the role of the middle manager in their decisions-

making processes in general. 

 

For the middle management, Parts 2, 3 and 4 of the interview guide were different as this position 

was in this thesis perceived as facilitator for the top management and employees. To gain insights 

about the middle manager’s own perception of his/her information sharing role towards the 

decision-makers, a distinction was made between information towards the employees (Part 2) and 

to the top management (Part 3). The middle manager was asked per category as described in the 

employee’s and top management interview guide, to elaborate whether these actors asked for 

specific information. If this was the case, follow-up questions were asked about which information 

was asked for and whether the middle manager perceived this information as influencing for the 

decision-making. This specific information could be strategic, technological or financial, or could 

be related to market. After this, it was asked whether and which information was provided on the 

manager’s own initiative and whether this was perceived as influencing. Besides this, general 

questions were asked about whether they did not provide certain information to both actors. Both 

parts concluded with how the middle managers perceived their role for the employee’s and top 

management’s decision-making in general. 



 
 

  42 

3.3.5. Interview Preparation 

The interviews were conducted face-to-face in Malmö and in Stockholm, as this was the most 

convenient for the interviewees. The interviews were conducted in a quiet and private meeting 

room to provide privacy and to avoid disturbances. The interviews were conducted by both of us, 

where one person took an active role in asking the questions and the other person took a passive 

role. The passive interviewer took notes of interesting and noticeable quotes or events, kept an eye 

on the topics to be covered, and could intervene when it was felt that probing was needed. Bryman 

and Bell (2011) also stressed that the use of two interviewers contributes to a more informal 

atmosphere as it seems more as a discussion between three people rather than an exchange between 

two persons. The use of comprehensible language is important for a successful interview (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). The language of the interviews was English to adjust to our language abilities. This 

was not perceived as hindering the interviewees as they showed a high standard proficiency in 

English despite their Swedish mother tongue. In the interview preparations, we made sure that we 

were familiar with the setting in which the interviewees work, which helped to understand the 

interviewees better (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The interviews were recorded using a smartphone 

voice recorder and were transcribed later. Transcription ensured that the interviewees’ answers 

were captured in their own terms (Bryman & Bell, 2011) and that the match between the raw data, 

the data analysis and theory building was optimal. 

3.3.6. Ethical Considerations 

We acknowledge that integrity and quality is vital for the research that was conducted. Therefore, 

extensive attention was devoted to the practices in relation to our integrity. This study has not 

received any funding from external parties which could have led to compromising of the research. 

According to the ethical principles as outlined by Bryman and Bell (2011), we examined four main 

categories of ethical concerns.  

• Avoid harm to participants: during the process of this thesis, we carefully minimized harm 

to the participants by taking care of the confidentiality of the participants when requested, 

using a non-disclosure agreement. When the respondent’s identity had to be revealed, the 

respondents were told beforehand to whom the information would be supplied and the 

purposes for which it was used. Also, all information collected during this thesis will not 

be used for any further or non-research purpose. 
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• Informed consent: before participating in the research, the participants were fully informed 

about the nature of the research and topic, the purpose and the process. This ensured that 

the participants were able to make an informed decision about whether or not they wished 

to participate. The participants were told that they could refuse participation at any time. 

Also, the participants were informed about the use of recording equipment and their consent 

about recording was given prior to starting the interviews. 

• No invasion of privacy: hand in hand with the informed consent, we gave the participants 

a genuine opportunity to refuse answering questions on whatever grounds they felt was 

justified (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Along with the non-disclosure agreement, we ensured the 

privacy of the participants.  

• Avoid deception: before participating in the research, the participants were provided with 

the exact subject of the study and were informed of the research process and the recording 

equipment to mitigate chances of deception.  

3.4. Data Analysis 

The data gathered from the eight semi-structured interviews was analyzed using the Gioia, Corley 

and Hamilton’s method (2013), which is defined as part of the grounded theory by Bryman and 

Bell (2011). This method was chosen as it provides a systematic approach to bring ‘qualitative 

rigor’ to the conduct and presentation of inductive research by integrating the informant’s 

(interviewee’s) voice with the researchers’ interpretation (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). 

 

As Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013) argue to use existing literature in formulating a research 

question and therefore involve this relatively early in the process, this might have increased the 

chances of a ‘confirmation bias’. However, we were fully aware of this phenomenon and aimed at 

reducing this risk by treating the use of literature very carefully. The methodology 

recommendations from Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013) in terms of research design and data 

collection were corresponding with our approach as earlier described and our interpretivist 

approach matches the assumptions lying beneath this method. To increase transparency, our 

working process is elaborated upon here.  
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The first step in analyzing was the formulation of 1st-order concepts, which were informant-centric 

terms and codes. There was little attempt to distill categories in this phase, which led to an 

overwhelming amount of codes, which is typical in this stage (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). 

The next step was to convert these 1st-order concepts into 2nd-order themes, by using researcher-

centric concepts, themes and dimensions. Here, we started seeking similarities and differences 

among the categories, and we used a time frame perspective when analyzing the employee’s data 

and a level-perspective when analyzing the top management data. This categorization will be 

explained in more detail in Chapter 4. We ended up with twenty-three 2nd-order themes and eleven 

aggregate dimensions, which we labeled. In an iterative process, these themes were further distilled 

into aggregate dimensions, which possessed more abstract characteristics than the 2nd-order themes. 

This phase was highly iterative, as we attempted to make sense out of our data while cycling 

between emergent data, themes, concepts, dimensions and literature, having thorough discussions 

about the interpretations of the data. We aimed to balance the use of literature, to minimize a 

potential confirmation bias and allow for discovery without reinventing the well-ridden wheels 

(Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). This process was graphically shown using a data structure as 

in Figure 5, which displays how we progressed from raw data to terms and themes (Gioia, Corley 

& Hamilton, 2013). For our thesis, the aggregate dimensions represented the most dominant roles 

exerted by the middle manager that affected the decision-making of the top management (per 

decision-level) and the employees (per phase). 

 

Our last step in finalizing our data analysis, was creating a dynamic picture, called a grounded 

theory model, which showed the relationships among the concepts that describe the phenomenon 

of interest and makes clear the data-to-theory connections (Gioia, Corley & Hamilton, 2013). This 

was done using both our thorough knowledge of the data as well as the literature.  
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Figure 5. Graphical representation of the Gioia, Corley and Hamilton’s method (2013). 

3.5. Validity and Reliability  

Throughout the thesis, we worked closely together and discussed our observations, findings and 

thoughts systematically and frequently. In this way, it was ensured that we agreed upon the 

findings, which is similar to inter-observer consistency and contributes to a high internal reliability 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). External reliability, described as the degree to which a study can be 

replicated (Bryman & Bell, 2011), is difficult to ensure as the social setting and the circumstances 

of the study will change. However, in order to facilitate possible replication of this thesis, also 

known as dependability (Bryman & Bell, 2011), all documentation such as the problem 

formulation, sampling method, interview guides, recordings and transcripts of the interviews, and 

data analysis, are kept. This way of working contributed towards transparency and a high 

reliability. Internal validity shows whether or not there is a good match between the researchers’ 

observations and the theoretical ideas that are developed (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As the used 

qualitative methodology aims for an in-depth understanding as close to the participants’ 

perceptions as possible, this is a strength for the internal validity. Also, we were familiar with the 

context of the study, which enhanced a valid interpretation of the participants’ answers. The 

internal validity was also ensured as the research question led the methodological approach, and 

the raw data led iteratively with the literature to the findings. Also, by using a transparent 

framework for data analysis process, it could be assured that the theory emerged from the data.  

The external validity or transferability of case study research has faced a great deal of discussion 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011). Some researchers have argued that the purpose of a case study is not to 
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generalize to other cases or to populations beyond the case, because particularization rather than 

generalization constitutes the main strength of this research design (Bryman & Bell, 2011). A case 

study is not a sample of one, however there is a degree of generalizability to be found. As the case 

company is perceived as a representative or typical case for companies with decentralized 

departments, it is expected that the case company displays the same patterns for decision-making 

in the innovation process as other companies within and beyond the industry. Also, the role of the 

middle manager of the case company as the ‘linking pin’ for decision-making is perceived as 

typical for decentralized innovation departments. Therefore, findings from this study contribute to 

the knowledge for other organizations with decentralized innovation departments and for the role 

of the middle management in the FEI decision-making. Therefore, the general phenomenon 

identified in this case study is seen as partly generalizable.   

In order to ensure confirmability, which is part of the trustworthiness criteria for qualitative 

research (Bryman & Bell, 2011), we have been reflective towards personal values and theoretical 

inclinations. We did deliberately not allow this to influence the conduct of research and the findings 

deriving from it (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
In this chapter, the findings derived from Gioia, Corley and Hamilton’s method (2013) will be 

presented as for the employees and the top management.  

 

In this section, the data structure aims to bring clarity to how the middle manager affects the 

decision-making process in the FEI, from the employees and top management perspective. The 

employee decision-making process appeared to match the different decision-making phases and 

activities as described in Chapter 2 and operationalized in Chapter 3. Therefore, the development 

of the roles of the middle managers for the decision-making of the employees will be structured 

according to the early Opportunity Identification phase, the Selection phase and the Development 

phase. For the top management, it appeared that their decision-making structure did not follow this 

logic as the decisions were more general and were not related to specific activities or phases in the 

front end. Therefore, to make better sense of the data, it was decided to structure the data according 

to the two identified types of decisions: the department-level decisions related to setting a strategy 

and the project-related decisions related to allocating resources. 

  

The emergent data structure based on Gioia, Corley and Hamilton (2013)’s method with the 1st-

order concepts, 2nd-order themes and aggregate dimensions will be presented throughout this 

chapter, using the data structure of Figure 5. In Appendix 3, all quotes and related 2nd-order themes 

can be found.  

4.1 Role of the Middle Manager for Top Manager’s Decision-Making  

Derived from the interviews with the top management and the middle managers, different decisions 

appeared throughout the FEI process. It was perceived that there were two levels of decision-

making for the top management: decisions about setting the strategy for the department 

(department-level): “He [top manager] is also CEO of [other department of organization], so he 

needs [...] to weigh that [my proposal] together with the [other department of organization] 

strategy.” (Interviewee 8), and decisions regarding resource allocation for a specific project 

(project-level): “We [top management] have a case right now, [project] where they [employees] 
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have requested more budget and more money to scale it up.” (Interviewee 6). On these different 

levels, different roles of the middle managers for decision-making were derived.  

4.1.1 Roles of the Middle Manager in Setting the Strategy for the Innovation 

Department 

For setting the strategy for the innovation department, the middle manager appeared to endorse 

two roles: informing and inspiring. 

4.1.1.1 Informing Role (department-level) 

On the department level, the top management takes decisions on fostering the generic conditions 

for an effective FEI. In these decisions, the middle manager has an informing role towards the top 

management, where he or she is asked to provide updates and information about what is going on 

and being done in the department. Although the information might concern an individual project, 

this is not supporting the decision-making related to these projects but rather providing an overall 

view of the innovation department which helps in setting the strategy. 

 
I [top manager] expect, what I expect is to get some updates on what they are [innovation 

department] doing, get some information and insights. – Interviewee 6 

  
I [middle manager] think it’s important that he [top manager] knows about our progress, but not on 

every step of the way, but more, okay, we have reached this level, now we have this many 

customers, now we have sold that many courses, you know, the broader picture of the success.               

– Interviewee 8 
 

 

4.1.1.2 Inspiring Role 

Besides informing, it has been found in the data that the middle manager has a general inspiring 

role, where he or she challenges the current way of thinking and doing. This can be proposing new 
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insights or ideas related to the core business, but also introducing change. Furthermore, the middle 

manager can share his or her thoughts with the top management about how to develop the current 

strategy of the department, which is done on a regular basis. 

  
But I [middle manager] could also be the one who tries to inspire them [top management] to think 

differently. Sometimes I bring up trends and insights that we found, or early ideas or concepts of 

what we could do. – Interviewee 5 

  
Yes, of course, I [middle manager] would say that my biggest challenge is to explain to [top 

manager] why we should do this or that. Is it something that is a natural part of [innovation 

department] ecosystem or portfolio, or is it something outside, not at all related [new insights]. 

– Interviewee 8 

  
[Middle manager] is reporting to me [top manager] so now we have sort of regular reviews and 

discussion about how to develop that part [innovation department]. – Interviewee 6 
 

 

4.1.2 Roles of the Middle Manager in Resource Allocation for the Innovation Projects 

For the resource allocation decisions, the middle manager appeared to have two roles: 

championing and informing. 

4.1.2.1 Championing Role 

On the project-level, the data shows that the decision-making of the top management is firstly 

supported by a championing role. The middle manager has the ability to promote certain projects 

at the top level by pushing these forward when he or she strongly believes in their potential. By 

doing so, the middle manager sets a focus for the top management on the selected projects. If the 
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middle manager and his or her team does not believe in a project, then the chances that the top 

management will buy it are low. Also, the middle manager has a convincing role, where he or she 

pitches the projects to the top management to persuade them of their potential success, so more 

resources can be given. In that case, the middle manager finds himself or herself as a sales(wo)man. 

 
I [middle manager] would say, since it is up to me more or less how I present things and what I 

want to present, and what I want to focus on, I do influence him [top manager]. – Interviewee 8 

 

He [middle manager] is in a way pitching it. Ok, this is what he would like to do. And I [top 

manager] am always listening to his advice, thoughts about it. But because he got the pitch from his 

team, he is a bit of a gatekeeper in that sense as well. So, I mean he is putting it forward, if it is not 

endorsed by him then it would not come to me. – Interviewee 6 

 
Then I’m [middle manager] the agency director or salesman again I would say. I come with a 

concept and I spent money on it and now I want more money on it. My boss it the client in that case 

and I’m the one who wants to sell him something. – Interviewee 5 

 
In the end it depends if I [top manager] believe in that project and that it will deliver and that I based 

on as I said before on how much do I feel like [middle manager] and the team believe in the product, 

if they believe very strongly, then of course I get influenced by that. – Interviewee 6 
 

 

4.1.2.2 Informing Role (project-level) 

Besides championing, the informing role was also apparent on the individual project-level. The top 

management is highly interested in the business model part, especially in costs and returns, and 

receives information prior to decision meetings. Also, it has been found that the top management 
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can require information from the middle manager about a top management-driven opportunity or 

idea, so the top management can evaluate the opportunities before choosing to develop it or not. 

 

The questions he [top manager] generally asks are of course management questions in general. He 

wants to know the stuff we talked before: How do you make money? And what will be the costs? 

[...] he’s interested in what made us choose to go with that project and what insights have we found. 

– Interviewee 5 

 
I [top manager] have been following the projects a little bit and I got this decision material now, 

and then we will have a discussion where I can ask questions and get a better feel for where things 

are. – Interviewee 6 

 

Yes, we had examples in that, where top management sees something that we need to get more 

information on just to get help for understanding and then I [middle manager] bring back the 

question to my team, research it, then we deliver insights. – Interviewee 5 

 

 

4.2 Role of the Middle Manager for Employees’ Decision-Making 

Derived from the rich interview data from the employees and the middle managers, different 

dimensions appeared. It was perceived that the middle manager affects the decision-making of the 

employees in different ways depending where in the FEI phase the projects are. For each phase, 

different roles of the middle managers for the decision-making are derived. It also appeared that 

the middle management has a low involvement for operational detailed project decisions. 
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4.2.1. Roles of the Middle Manager in the Opportunity Identification Phase 

For the earliest phase, the middle manager appeared to adopt two roles: setting the focus and 

bringing new insights. 

4.2.1.1 Setting the Focus Role 

From the data, it appeared that the middle manager provides direction in terms of which way the 

employees could go when they are looking for new opportunities to pursue. The middle manager 

can suggest, stimulate and approve potential ways to go, for instance when it comes to business 

areas or target markets. When performing this role, the middle manager prepares a certain setting 

for the employees to play in rather than attempting to impose the focus. Besides providing a 

direction, the middle manager also helps in demarcating the options, for instance by narrowing 

down the amount and focus of the projects. 

 

Just looking back at the time with [innovation department], 4-5 months, I [middle manager] haven’t 

had that many questions but we had that as a prioritize activity, to find areas we could look in. – 

Interviewee 5 

  
Well, he [middle manager] and I [employee] met with him very regularly, and it made sense to him 

as well to focus on this segment, so the most important thing that he contributed in that phase was 

like giving the go ahead that we should go on doing this. – Interviewee 4 

  
But I [employee] think it’s more like he [middle manager] might also see that as a help for us to be 

able to focus, because I know that a lot of people in [innovation department] that have a hard time 

focusing, like a hard time seeing the blank paper, like what should I do? – Interviewee 1 

  
He [middle manager] is sort of setting the strategy for like how much projects we’re [innovation 

department] gonna do and maybe which areas we should focus on. – Interviewee 1 
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 4.2.1.2 Bringing New Insights Role 

Derived from the data, the middle manager is also bringing new insights about trends and facts 

from inside and outside the organization that the employees can use when identifying 

opportunities. For example, the middle manager attends various meetings with external partners 

and he or she is also highly aware of what is being done across the organization. These insights are 

usually one-way from the middle manager to the employees and facilitate them in coming up with 

new ideas, rather than steering them into a certain direction. 

  
I’m [middle manager] also responsible for the whole company’s relations with Google. And of 

course, there is a lot of opportunities of information coming from that, these meetings, about trends 

and facts. [...] and I try to bring them back as insights into our process. – Interviewee 5 

  

So, I [employee] don’t really know how… but I just think they [middle managers] are aware of 

everything that is happening [in the organization]. [...] And they obviously thought it was a good 

start to do it here – Interviewee 3 

 
I [middle manager] tried to inform me first and then them [employees] about the projects that are 

running of the other part of the organization. – Interviewee 5 
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4.2.2 Roles of the Middle Manager in the Selection Phase 

For the Selection phase, the middle manager appeared to endorse two roles: supporting and 

discussing. 

4.2.2.1 Supporting Role 

The middle manager has a supporting role as he or she can directly or indirectly allow employees 

to spend time working on an idea, if he or she feels that the idea has potential. In addition, the 

middle manager can actively encourage the employees to continue working on certain ideas by 

cheering the work in process. Finally, the middle manager can take an even more active role by 

taking over the decision entirely from the employees, especially when it comes to political issues.  

  

Well, she [middle manager] let us [employees] do it, let us spend our time on it. But it wasn’t the 

only project that we were doing, but she of course supported it in the sense that, yeah, I see that you 

managed to find a good idea, now try to prove it more. – Interviewee 1 

  
So, the most important thing that he [middle manager] contributed in that phase was like giving the 

go ahead that we [employee] should go on doing this and also backing it up with the resources so 

we could get in [name] as a consultant to do all of the back-end work. – Interviewee 4 

  
I [middle manager] would say it’s my role is to give them [employees] a feeling that we do this 

together, we are a team we are doing this together, the feeling of security. – Interviewee 8 

  
Because it was such a political challenging project and it took a lot of our [employee’s] energy. So, 

we wanted to like, okay, are we gonna do this, or are we not gonna do this, because we cannot be 

in a sort of middle land. So, it was [middle manager] who said that we should pause it.  

– Interviewee 1 
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4.2.2.2 Sparring Role 

The sparring role implies that the employees use the discussions with the middle manager to come 

to their own (individual) decisions in the Selection phase. This implies a two-way process where 

both parties share insights and opinions. Firstly, employees seek for the opinion of the middle 

manager before making up their minds. They tend to ask for input concerning the likelihood that 

top management will support their ideas later on, if the idea makes sense on a strategic viewpoint, 

but also in terms of prioritization. Furthermore, the middle manager is seen as having a critical 

mind, as he or she is further away from the daily development of the idea.  

  

They [employees] tend to ask me [middle manager] what I think about the ideas of course in general. 

They don’t really ask me for decisions, they haven’t… – Interviewee 5 

  
And also, maybe have this critical mind looking at the ideas since I [middle manager] am a bit 

further always from the actual development and also the strategic role: why is this more important 

to go for instead of that idea? – Interviewee 8 

 
He [middle manager] can sort of ask me [employee] questions or give me ideas that can help me 

to sort of sort out my own thoughts. – Interviewee 4 
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4.2.3 Roles of the Middle Manager in the Development Phase 

For the Selection phase, the middle manager appeared to have three roles: clarifying, advising 

and supporting. 

4.2.3.1 Clarifying Role  

The data collected reveal that the middle manager has a clarifying role. The middle manager is of 

great help when it comes to sorting the thoughts of the employee when they are feeling lost. He or 

she is able to provide the employees with the big picture and new perspectives, as the employees 

tend to focus on the details and therefore can get lost in the things that have to be done or experience 

trouble in defining the problem. In addition, the middle manager clarifies the structure of the 

process. Finally, the middle manager supports the prioritization of tasks and time. By having this 

role, employees can understand better what has to be done in the Development phase and how to 

approach the work. 

 
He [middle manager] helps us [employees] to prioritize. We said for example that we are going to 

make a little movie for [innovation department] and do a new movie every third month. So, we had 

something we can share on social media and show when we do presentations. And I said, well, I 

said that I wanted to do that, but how important is the movie? Because it will be time-consuming. 

He said, well, you better do the movie after the meeting with [top manager]. – Interviewee 3 

  

I think he [middle manager], his standpoint is, okay, let me know if you [employee] have trouble 

allocating your time to different projects, then I can step in and help you with that. If someone is 

like ‘I am so stressed, and I don’t know what to do, aaaah.’ – Interviewee 1 
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He [middle manager] often has another perspective on these things than I [employee] have and 

when you’re working in the project, you sort of, it’s very easy to like to lose the greater perspective 

on what you’re working on, and you tend to focus on details, so what he often helps me to do, is 

[...] just sort of help me gain other perspectives. – Interviewee 4 

  

Not sure if it’s insights. I [middle manager] would rather say that since there is a proven way of 

working with design thinking, it is more showing methods and coaching to do more of the hard part 

of design thinking. – Interviewee 5 
 

 

4.2.3.2 Advising Role 

It has been found that the advising role includes a guiding element, where the middle manager 

actively provides input on the overall strategic direction of project. This could be advising on what 

could be done next, how to approach political issues, but also on how the employees should deal 

with strategic change or a pivot within a specific project. Furthermore, the middle manager can 

direct the employees to certain people to contact or to work with for developing the project. This 

role implies actively steering and guiding the activities by active participation of the middle 

manager. Also, by providing information, the middle manager complements the knowledge that is 

available on the employees’ side for successful development. The middle manager has high 

internal organizational knowledge in general, such as knowledge about the capabilities, the people 

and the financials. 
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Now, it’s more like [middle manager] and I [employee] deciding like, what to do next within the 

project, like we could do something for [project], which we did, and we tried to involve [project]. 

And we spoke about maybe doing something for [project]. – Interviewee 3 

 
So, in that sense with the like politics of this corporation, uhm, that’s also one aspect that I 

[employee] asked [middle manager] for guidance a lot. – Interviewee 4 

 
But it could also be like, so, I [employee] am struggling with finding this person, they don’t really 

repeat [respond], or like, would you [middle manager], I don’t know, fix it? Haha, or could you 

give me advice on someone else I could talk to? – Interviewee 1 

 
He [middle manager] let me [employee] do the decisions, but I discussed it with him before [about 

strategic shift in relation to organizational capabilities], so he is a good chief, manager for me. 

– Interviewee 2 

 

 

4.2.3.3 Supporting Role  

The middle manager, in his or her supporting role for the Development phase, is more active than 

in the Selection phase. In this role, the middle manager allows the employees to do what they are 

doing by directly or indirectly approving small decisions in the project. When it comes to bigger 

decisions, such as strategic changes or increases in investment, the middle manager participates in 

the decisions, as he or she has to sign off on these. In other words, the middle manager is directly 

involved as decision-maker. Here, the middle manager does not take over the decisions, but he or 



 
 

  59 

she co-decides with the employee(s) concerned. Also, the middle manager can cheer the employees 

for their work in developing an idea. 

 

I [employee] wrote some applications and me and [coworker] were responsible for the other one. 

And [middle manager] of course approved them before we sent them in. – Interviewee 1 

 
If I [employee] need to hire another person within the group, or if I need to increase our overhead 

expenses, like dramatically, or if I need to make a change in our strategy, then I would need [middle 

manager] to sign off on that. – Interviewee 4 

 
If they [employees] want to have more money or if it’s a pivot for example, they want to change 

the concept or the core of what we’re doing. [...]. When it comes to bigger decisions, I [middle 

manager] would say [that I am a part of the decision]. – Interviewee 8 

 
People ask for feedback for their work, but don’t ask for motivation or cheering. And it’s not 

something that I [middle manager] do instrumentally. I do it because I think they [employees] have 

done a good job. – Interviewee 5 
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Chapter 5: Discussion  
After having presented the results, this chapter will provide a deeper understanding and 

interpretation of the findings of how we can understand the relationship between the roles of the 

middle managers and the decision-making for both the top management and the employees. 

 

Initially, our thesis aimed at investigating the role of the middle management as a information 

broker in particular. After conducting the interviews and analyzing the data, we found that the 

specific types of information that we were looking for in the interview guide, were not in particular 

related to the specific phases. Rather, the data told us that the brokerage role of the middle manager 

was broader than only encompassing information brokerage: the middle management brokerage 

role can be perceived as a mediator, facilitating the transfer of information and resources between 

the top and the employees, among others. In the different decisions throughout the FEI a pattern 

can be seen in these brokerage roles of the middle manager. Therefore, the brokerage role will be 

defined in this chapter as not only including certain information, but as the role that mediates 

different parties, wherever these parties are situated in the organization. Also, other roles of the 

middle manager for decision-making that did not have a direct link with brokerage, were found.  

5.1 How the Middle Manager affects Top Manager’s Decision-Making 

Several findings confirm that the middle management affects the decisions made by the top 

management, as reflected by Wooldridge and Floyd (1992). In the case company it was found that 

the top management does not make decisions without consulting the middle manager: “I [top 

manager] am always listening to his [middle manager] advice, thoughts about it” (Interviewee 6). 

Therefore, the middle management can be seen as a key influencer of the top management’s 

decisions, as he or she is highly involved in helping to formulate decisions at the top-level. It was 

found that the top management is not at all involved in the daily operational decision-making of 

either the innovation department or projects: “I [top manager] try to [...] intervene in a more 

strategic level, I mean, that’s how I see my role. [...] But I’m probably unlikely to interfere because 

they [innovation department] are choosing red instead of blue or they are doing that or this. [...] 

I don’t want to limit them.” (Interviewee 6). This autonomy of the innovation department shows 

that the influence of the top management in general is less intrusive, in line with decision-making 
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in decentralized organizations (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). The fact that the top management 

does not impose a lot of decisions, was appreciated by the middle management: “I [middle 

manager] don’t want them [top management] to make the decision on what to do [in the innovation 

department].” (Interviewee 5). However, the middle management plays a significant role in the 

top management’s decision-making, where they have an informing role for both decision-levels, 

which are an inspiring role on the department level and a championing role on the project-level. 

5.1.1 Informing Role (department-level and project-level)  

As the top management requires the middle manager to co-decide on decisions concerning the 

innovation department, it has been found that the middle manager has an informing role towards 

the top management. Two different aggregate dimensions represent the informing roles on the two 

different levels. They show how the middle manager provides the top management regularly with 

information and facts about what is happening in the innovation department in general, what and 

why ideas are being developed and about the progress. Besides this, the top management is also 

informed about the projects themselves, such as concerning for example the costs and risks, how 

much money will they make, and how do they fit the company’s strategy. This is in line with 

Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011) who state that the middle manager serves as a conduit between 

the top and the operational level. By doing so, a connection between the top and employees is 

created, referring to the vertical brokerage role. As one of the middle managers stated: “that’s my 

[middle manager] way of showing what we’ve done, decreases the lengths, distance, between the 

top and my team.” (Interviewee 5). 

 

Informing the top management is crucial, as it has been found that the top management lacks the 

detailed information regarding the innovation department and projects as he or she is not involved 

on a daily basis with the operational part of the business: “I [top manager] mean, of course he 

[middle manager] is much more involved on a day-to-day level [...] I don’t know exactly how 

they’re doing.” (Interviewee 6). This can be explained by the decentralized structure at the 

innovation department where employees take hands-on operational decisions which do not require 

active participation of the top. The middle manager can bring this operational knowledge to the 

top due to his unique position (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008), which helps in taking more 

informed decisions by the top management.  
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The data showed that the information role does influence both resource allocation and overall 

strategic decisions. For resource allocation decisions, Hutchison-Krupat and Kavadias (2014) also 

reflected on the fact that the top management lacks field knowledge and task-specific knowledge 

to take proper resource allocation decisions. Moreover, the middle manager provides a broad 

picture of the innovation department when informing the top management, hence facilitates better 

strategic decision-making: “[Middle manager] is reporting to me [CEO], so now we have sort of 

regular reviews and discussions about how to develop that part [innovation department]” 

(Interviewee 5). Also, on the project-level, the middle management supports the decision-making 

of the top management by informing for Go/No-Go decisions: “We got the decision material sent 

to us [top management] [...] and we will make a decision I guess to go forward or not” 

(Interviewee 6). Furthermore, the middle management steers the expectations of the top 

management: “Expectation management is to put the expectation on the right level to pursue, but 

also to be able to overdeliver.” (Interviewee 5).  

 

All in all, through the informing role, the middle manager decreases the effects of bounded 

rationality, as described in Chapter 2.2.4. Hence, the middle management is a useful link between 

the operations and the top management and transfers knowledge from the bottom to the top. As a 

result, top management’s decisions are aligned with the operational perspective (Kuratko, Morris 

& Covin, 2011).  

 

The informing role is directly related to the two other aggregate dimensions, which are the 

inspiring role and the championing role. Both of these aggregate dimensions can only be performed 

using information transfer. However, with these roles, the information sharing is not purely based 

on giving (neutral and value-free) insights but are specifically meant to convince and steer the top 

management.  

5.1.2 Inspiring Role (department-level) 

In line with Koen et al. (2001), the elements in the FEI are surrounded and powered by ‘The 

Engine’, consisting of top management support. The decisions made by the top management are 

therefore in particular focused on creating the right conditions for the development of 
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entrepreneurial initiatives. In order to take those decisions, the middle manager has an inspiring 

role. Firstly, inspiring encompasses challenging the status quo. One of the middle managers 

expressed it as following: “My team [the innovation department] is about doing things differently 

and doing things in new ways, and sometimes it’s challenging the way we do it today” (Interviewee 

5). The goal of the middle manager is to make the top management think in a different way by 

bringing up new trends, insights or ideas. With this, the middle manager is able to influence the 

top management in his or her decisions in order to turn the decisions-making in favor of the 

innovation department in general. This could bias the decision-making process, confirming Gould 

and Fernandez (1989)’s findings that brokers can manipulate the information to suit their interests: 

“I [middle manager] do influence his [top manager’s] picture of our success in how often I give 

him updates and feedback about what we’re doing and how I present things” (Interviewee 8). By 

doing so, the middle management is able to ensure top management commitment and shield the 

employee from unfavorable decisions. This shows parallels with the findings from Kuratko, Morris 

and Covin (2011), who explain that the middle management’s role is to shepherd and to protect 

entrepreneurial initiatives.  

 

By doing so, the middle manager aims to bring a new perspective to the top management when 

formulating, setting and implementing strategies concerning the innovation department. From the 

interviews, it was observed that the middle manager introduces more explorative thinking at the 

top management: “Of course, I [middle manager] would say that my biggest challenge is to explain 

to [top manager] why we should do this or that [about explorative idea].” (Interviewee 6). This is 

in line with Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996), who mention that the middle manager redefines 

the strategic context by molding the explorative thinking of the top. Therefore, as mentioned by 

Wooldridge, Schmid and Floyd (2008), the middle management can be seen as a change agent. 

The top management gets new inspiration when making strategic decisions on what direction the 

innovation department should take. This inspiration is also sought by the top management on his 

own initiative: “I [top manager] sort of present a little bit the idea [change in innovation 

department] to him [middle manager] [...] and then we discussed it and [middle manager] thought 

about it and came back with his take on [it] and this is how he would like to do it.” (Interviewee 

6). 
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5.1.3 Championing Role (project-level) 

When it comes to resource allocation decisions, which can be paralleled to Go/No-Go decisions 

from the top management, the middle management has a championing role as he or she promotes 

certain projects to the top management and tries to convince him or her of their potential, so the 

top management knows how to adequately allocate the resources: «I [middle manager] am the 

agency director or salesman again I would say. [...] My boss [top management] is the client in 

that case and I’m the one who wants to sell him something.” (Interviewee 5). The championing 

role is not surprising as a lot of literature mention that the middle manager’s duty is to shepherd 

the entrepreneurial initiatives by protecting them, championing them and guiding them (Kuratko, 

Morris & Covin, 2011). It also confirms the findings of Long, Cunningham and Braithwaite (2013) 

who view the middle manager as a facilitator of resource flows. 

 

For resource allocation decisions, we found that promoting is a matter of trust and that strong 

relationships between the top and middle management are essential when championing: “He 

[middle manager] has value by putting forward things he believes in and that has gone through 

his scrutiny and he thinks we [top management] should prioritize. I always put him in that role 

because I trust him, and I think he can deliver.” (Interviewee 6). This trust enhances the positive 

effect of the middle management in influencing the decisions.  

 

When championing, it is crucial that the middle manager convinces the top management of the 

potential of a project or idea. This relates to the persuasion skills that middle managers need when 

acquiring resources, as acknowledged by Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011). Promoting, or just 

putting forward a project is not enough: “If I [top manager] feel that they [employees and middle 

manager] are a bit doubtful, then I am less likely to be interested, because obviously if the people 

doing it and involved in it, if they doubt themselves, then it’s quite not figured out yet.” (Interviewee 

6). This can be understood as the stronger the belief is about a certain project or idea, the higher 

the chances are that the top management will commit. In return, this will facilitate the access to the 

resources necessary for successful product development (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011; Florén 

& Frishammar, 2012; Kim & Wilemon, 2002). 
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Figure 6. How the Middle Manager affects Top Manager’s Decision-Making. 
 

5.2 How the Middle Manager affects Employees’ Decision-Making 

When examining the roles throughout the phases of the FEI, overall a clear pattern emerges, where 

the intensity of the involvement within the decision-making increases significantly throughout 

time. Also, a movement from neutral involvement towards an increasing opinion-sharing 

involvement is perceived. These patterns will be discussed in the following headings. What can 

also be derived from our data, is that all roles empower the employees in a certain way to make 

their own decisions rather than an attempt to coordinate: “He [middle manager] didn’t do those 

control things, so he trusted me [employee], so that’s a good thing.” (Interviewee 2). The 

coordinating role as described in the literature (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992; Rekonen & Björklund 

2016) seems to be less salient in the context of decentralized departments. This is in line with the 

findings of Rekonen and Björklund (2016) who stated that providing autonomy was a common 

activity of managers in the FEI.  

 

Moreover, Rekonen and Björklund (2016) stress the importance of the management for 

encouraging team participation. Surprisingly, such a role did not evidently emerge from our data. 
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On the one hand, it was perceived by the employees that teamwork provides them the opportunity 

to get insights from team members. This was valuable for their decision-making as they could rely 

upon more complete information provision: “This team I [employee] had for few days were [was] 

important. They came up with some ideas that were important.” (Interviewee 2). However, in the 

data, we found that the employees in the case company were used to work very independently and 

individually instead: “[The] business developers [employees] are working alone in their projects.” 

(Interviewee 5). This lack of encouragement to work in teams by the middle manager may therefore 

pose a hinder for the employees’ decision-making as they do not share knowledge and insights 

between colleagues. 

5.2.1 Opportunity Identification Phase 

In the Opportunity Identification phase, the roles setting the focus and bringing new insights 

indicate that the middle manager is involved in the employee’s decision-making on a low level: he 

or she is not steering or leading, but rather shaping the right conditions for effective opportunity 

identification. However, it was found that employees perceived this phase as something that they 

can handle on their own when it comes to decision-making. Also, the process on how to make 

decisions regarding opportunity identification was clear for them, and therefore active involvement 

of the middle manager was not found neither desired: “It [opportunity] was something about my 

experience. I’ve been working as a journalist and manager for a long time […] It was all mine.” 

(Interviewee 2). This independency of the employees in this phase is characteristic for 

decentralized organizations, where most of the decisions are taken by the employees (Kesting & 

Ulhøi, 2010; Chindia & Pokhariyal, 2015).  

 

The FEI is seen as fuzzy but manageable (Koen et al., 2001), which became clear from our data, 

especially in this Opportunity Identification phase and the Development phase and the middle 

manager roles connect to this ‘organizing’. Both of the roles relate to the brokerage concept as 

described by Gould and Fernandez (1989).  

By setting the focus, the middle manager can demark the decisions-making of the employees. A 

given focus for opportunity identification is mainly coming from the top management’s strategic 

decisions, which implies an active vertical brokerage role connecting the top management views 

and plans with the operational level. This can be paralleled with the findings of Floyd and 
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Wooldridge (1992, 1996) who see the middle manager as an implementer of strategy. For instance, 

the middle manager communicates the strategic direction from the top management to the 

employees (Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009) and can ensure strategic alignment. Also, parallels can 

be made with Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011) who mention that the middle manager molds the 

entrepreneurial initiatives, so it makes sense within the specific organizational context, given the 

strategy. Furthermore, the setting the focus role is perceived as beneficial for the employee’s 

decision-making in this phase. As “a lot of people in [innovation department] have a hard time 

focusing” (Interviewee 1), the suggestion of areas to look into can help in narrowing down which 

ways the employees can go for. This provides direction and helps the employees in making 

decisions in a more structured way as found in the data: “When he [middle manager] said we 

should do something within edutainment, then it’s easier for a person to narrow it down. I 

[employee] know a lot of people [in the innovation department], need to be told what to focus on. 

An initial push into some, or like, more a help to take away everything else” (Interviewee 1). 

However, this does not imply that the middle manager imposes a strict focus on the employees by 

limiting their breadth of decision-power. The employees are free in deciding for themselves on 

which opportunities to focus: “I mean, when it comes to edutainment, and health […] he [middle 

manager] really wants us to do something within that. We haven’t yet, but yeah.” (Interviewee 1). 

The setting the focus role is therefore facilitating rather than leading the employees in their 

decisions. A high level of autonomy for decision-making is typical for a decentralized structure, 

where the degree of independency varies depending on the management style (Chindia & 

Pkhariyal, 2015). As the middle management expressed the importance of trust within the 

innovation department: “The best way to get good things out the team is that you get them to work 

in a way they believe in” (Interviewee 5), this explains why the employees are given much space 

for their own decisions. 

  

The bringing insights role is also contributing to shaping the decision-making environment in this 

phase. The middle manager can be seen as broker as he or she actively brings insights from the 

outside environment as well as from the different parts of the organization. By constantly taking 

in and sharing insights, the middle manager is facilitating the process of opportunity identification 

and decision-making on the background, rather than intruding: “It could be discussions about 

concepts that they [external parties] have with us and I try to bring them back as insights into our 
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process.” (Interviewee 5). The employees can use these insights as an initial basis or starting point: 

“The opportunity came from within, because a lot of people were talking about it.” (Interviewee 

1). Furthermore, the middle manager provides the employee with insights about what is happening 

in the whole organization. The role of the middle manager in channeling the strategic information 

throughout the organization and in aligning the organization with the environment was also found 

in the research of Floyd and Wooldridge (1992, 1996). 

5.2.2 Selection Phase 

During the Selection phase, the middle manager becomes more present in the employee’s decision-

making. Instead of only providing ‘neutral’, generally value-free insights, in this phase the middle 

manager is asked to reflect and to give the employees their critical opinion and explicit support for 

their decisions. 

 

In the supporting role, the middle manager encourages, cheers and motivates employees for their 

selection decisions. By doing so, employees are given a feeling a security in a trustful environment, 

as they know that the middle manager indirectly approves their decisions to select or to continue 

working on an idea: “I [middle manager] give them [employees] a feeling that we do this together, 

we are a team, we are doing this together, the feeling of security.” (Interviewee 8). Bringing 

psychological support can be related to the people-oriented activities mentioned by Rekonen and 

Björklund (2016). It is linked to providing a suitable context and providing support within the 

team. 

The supporting role includes not only mental support, but also (in)formal signing-off on the choices 

that are being made. In other words, the middle manager approves the employee’s decisions and 

allows them to continue working on an idea, by giving them a (in)formal Go/No-Go. By doing so, 

the middle manager lends them (political) support (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011). Allowing can 

also be seen from a resource perspective: “Well, she [middle manager] let us [employees] do it, 

let us spend our time on it. But it wasn’t the only project that we were doing, but she of course 

supported it in that sense.” (Interviewee 1). As the employees are given the freedom to select 

projects on their own, the middle manager indirectly allows them to spend their resources in terms 

of time on the specific project. In this sense, the middle manager is rather facilitating in the 

supporting role.  



 
 

  69 

The last aspect within the supporting role is the active participation or ‘taking-over’ of the middle 

manager. The middle manager has the ability to unburden the employee’s decision-making, 

especially when it comes to political issues: “It was such a political challenging project and it took 

a lot of our energy. So, we [employees] wanted to like, okay, are we gonna do this or are we not 

gonna do this?” and “If he [middle manager] feels like it’s easier to not do something that’s 

political challenging, then he should be the one that makes the decision.” (Interviewee 1). Rekonen 

and Björklund (2016) also touched upon the fact that the management may take the responsibility 

for final decisions. In this sense, the middle manager supports the employees in their decision-

making by shielding the project from for instance political challenging decisions. Also, Kuratko, 

Morris and Covin (2011) highlighted that the middle manager shepherds entrepreneurial initiatives 

by protecting them. The other way around, a lack of participation of the middle management or by 

not taking over the decisions, the employees perceive hinder in this phase, which makes them feel 

less supported: “Some projects [are] just like flying around in a vacuum in some sense, like ‘oh 

we have great ideas’, and then, because we [employees] don’t get a Go or a No-Go decision, they 

sort of just like, fly around” (Interviewee 1).  

 

In this phase, the middle manager also plays a sparring role, where he or she provides input which 

helps in collecting a broad picture of the situation and in making proper selection decisions. This 

is in line with Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011) who state that the middle management has the 

responsibility to evaluate entrepreneurial initiatives of the employees. The sparring role provides 

the employees with opinions and critical thoughts, which was appreciated by the employees in 

their decision-making, as it makes them reflect on their decisions: “You have to discuss this, 

otherwise […] you will be like your mother, ‘oh you are so good! And […] everything is so good!’, 

that’s a little bit dangerous too.” (Interviewee 2). However, it was also found that this role could 

influence the selection decisions towards the opinion of the middle manager, which could 

potentially cause a bias. One of the middle managers acknowledged this: “I think they see me as a 

senior person and therefore maybe tend to listen a bit more to me. […] my opinion on things, tends 

to mean, weight heavier.” (Interviewee 8). It has to be noted that providing critical input was not 

explicitly mentioned by previous research, however it can be found implicitly in the people-

oriented roles of the management as mentioned by Rekonen and Björklund (2016). This thesis 

found explicitly that the employees put a strong emphasis on getting critical thoughts from the 
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middle manager when making selection decisions. This aspect within the sparring role is therefore 

an addition to the current literature and shines new light upon the interactions between the middle 

management and the employees. 

5.2.3 Development Phase 

In the Development phase, the role of the middle manager is most apparent compared to the other 

phases. Here, the employees are actively searching for his or her involvement, opinion and advice. 

In this phase, the middle manager and the employees are both active to enhance the decision-

making of the employees. 

 

Firstly, the clarifying role helps the employees in sorting out their own thoughts. It has been found 

that the employees sometimes lack a clear understanding concerning time and project activity 

prioritization. The middle manager can clarify their minds by providing them with a broader 

overview. Also, sometimes employees feel lost in their project and are not able to take a step back. 

The middle manager, as external actor, has the ability to unfuzz their thoughts: “He [middle 

manager] often has another perspective on these things than I [employee] have and when you’re 

working in the project, you sort of, it’s very easy to like lose the greater perspective on what you’re 

working on, and you tend to focus on details” (Interviewee 4). This role was touched upon by 

Rekonen and Björklund (2016) as part of the task-oriented roles, who also called this clarifying. It 

was found that, especially during the Development phase, this role appeared to be of significant 

importance for the employees: “He [middle manager] often helps me [employee] to [...] gain other 

perspectives on what I can do, and […] can help me to see more clearly, what choices I should 

make.” (Interviewee 4). The middle management also perceived this role: “When they [employees] 

have set up the bigger picture of why we should do it, then I [middle manager] am a part of that 

discussion.” (Interviewee 8). The middle manager also clarifies processes in the Development 

phase in terms of ways of working and activities to undertake. The aspect of providing structure 

was also found by Rekonen and Björklund (2016), who mentioned that the management pursues 

task-oriented activities such as establishing ways of working. In this way, by clarifying, the middle 

manager is not taking the decision or providing new input but supports the decision-making by 

clarifying the broader picture. This creates a clearer environment for decision-making which 

empowers the employee to make better choices.  
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The advising role demands a more active role of the middle manager as she or he will provide the 

employees with input they can use when making decisions. Firstly, the middle manager 

complements the knowledge of the employees regarding the internal organization, such as the 

organizational capabilities, the strategy or political powers. This helps the employees in taking 

more informed decisions, where they can feel more confident about: “He [middle manager] let me 

[employee] do the decisions, but I discussed it with him before [about strategic shift in relation to 

organizational capabilities], so he is a good chief, manager for me.” (Interviewee 2). As they 

become better informed, employees overcome the challenge of bounded rationality, as presented 

in Chapter 2.2.4. Therefore, it is acknowledged again that the middle management should be 

perceived as key organizational brokerage individuals (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 2008). 

 

This advising role is also guiding the employees on what can be done next and what has to be done 

next with a project on a strategic level when they are feeling lost. By doing so, the employees can 

properly integrate the advice of the middle manager to make adequate decisions on how to further 

advance with the project or idea: “I mean, he has been […] helping us along the way and making 

sure we don’t do anything too crazy” (Interviewee 4). As the middle manager guides the 

development of ideas, it can be paralleled with Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011), who mention 

that the middle manager shapes the entrepreneurial initiative, so it suits the organizational context. 

From our data, it has been found that the middle manager also directs the employees to the right 

people that can help the development of the project and that he or she provides political guidance. 

Again, Kuratko, Morris and Covin (2011) elaborated on this shepherding role of the manager that 

guides and protects the entrepreneurial initiatives. 

 

The data showed that, for the middle manager, guiding is also ensuring that the employees’ 

decision-making is in line with the strategy. As an employee stated: “I need to, like, make sure I 

still work towards the same goals as, that are set for [innovation department]. So, I don’t, cling on 

to old goals or old strategies.” (Interviewee 7). This stresses the vertical brokerage role of the 

middle manager, where he or she has a downward influence as he or she implements the strategy 

formulated by the top management (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, 1996; Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 

2009). As a result, the organizational actors are strategically aligned. By doing so, the middle 
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manager also facilitates the decision-making of the employees: “It does [help me in my decision-

making], to know which strategy we have forward. It’s easier then to like, look at […] the proposals 

I [employee] get for the projects and be like, ‘okay, this is something that aligns with our strategy, 

or this is something that maybe doesn’t.” (Interviewee 7).  

 

Overall, the supporting role mainly provides the employees with a feeling of security, as they know 

that the middle manager will take the end responsibility for their decisions by being informed and 

sometimes even by participating in big strategic decisions, such as an increase of investment or a 

strategic change within a project. This creates an environment of trust where the employees can 

feel secure to take decisions: “He [middle manager] has been […] signing off on what we 

[employees] do, […] he doesn’t go into a lot of details, unless I ask him to. He generally trusts his 

staff to make the right decisions and come to him when they need help.” (Interviewee 4) and “If I 

[middle manager] am on board, I’m backing them up in the decision-making, I believe in their 

road map and if I don’t, I tell them, and we can talk about it.” (Interviewee 8). The allowing aspect 

clearly shows the link with the decentralized department, as the employees are free to take their 

own decisions. This allowing and participating aspects can be linked to the responsibility and 

ownership roles as described by Rekonen and Björklund (2016), who also stress the feeling of 

security. 

 

Trust is also explicitly perceived in the encouraging aspect, where the middle manager more 

actively provides support: “He [middle manager] is like a coaching partner. He trusts you and I 

[employee] can feel that’s good. You need to have a person that trusts you in that position.” 

(Interviewee 2). Also, encouragement helps the employees in feeling more secure in making 

decisions when they lack certain experience: “I [employee] haven’t do[ne] any startup before so 

I had a lot of coaching from [middle manager] […] they supported me a lot, I was really a rookie.” 

(Interviewee 2). It was pointed out by a middle manager that encouraging or cheering is perceived 

as crucial in supporting the decision-making of the employees as a lack of it hinders the employees 

in going further. “Since projects are in such an early stage and you know that in terms of the odds 

you could fail. If no-one says that you’re doing a good job and help you see the progress, it could 

be hard” (Interviewee 5). 
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Figure 7. How the Middle Manager affects Employees’ Decision-Making. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

In this final chapter, the conclusion and managerial implications are provided. Also, some 

limitations are highlighted. This thesis closes by providing recommendations for further research. 

6.1 Conclusion 

This thesis has investigated how the middle manager affects the decisions-making of the top 

management and employees throughout the FEI of a decentralized innovation department. It has 

been found that the middle manager has the ability to affect the decisions made by the top 

management and the employees to improve the quality of the decisions made, as mentioned by 

Wooldridge and Floyd (1992). Several roles of the middle management were derived.  

 

Two decisions have been found for the top management, which are setting the strategy for the 

overall innovation department and allocating resources for the specific projects. We discovered 

that the middle manager has different roles in affecting these decisions-levels. Firstly, when it 

comes to defining the strategy, the middle manager influences the decisions made by informing 

(department-level) and inspiring. With this, the middle manager serves as a conduit between the 

top management and the operational level (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011), which helps the top 

management to overcome the challenge of bounded rationality and more informed strategic 

decisions can be made. Furthermore, the middle manager can inspire the top management by 

providing new perspectives and by directing him or her towards a more explorative thinking when 

setting the strategy at the innovation department. Here, the middle manager can be seen as agent 

of change (Wooldridge, Schmid & Floyd, 1997). Secondly, the top is influenced for resource 

allocation decisions as the middle manager performs an informing role (project-level) and a 

championing role to mediate the relationship between the top management and the employees 

(Gould & Fernandez, 1989). As information broker he or she provides the adequate project-

knowledge, so the top management is fully informed regarding the operational level. Moreover, as 

a champion (Floyd & Wooldridge, 1992, 1996; Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011), the middle 

manager promotes ideas or projects being developed at the innovation department to the top 

management and tries to convince him or her of their potential to obtain resources.  
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Regarding the decisions made by the employees, it has been observed that the roles of the middle 

manager vary throughout the phases Opportunity Identification, Selection and Development, and 

that the involvement of the middle manager increases throughout the process. In the Opportunity 

Identification phase, the middle manager sets the focus and brings new insights which shape the 

right conditions for effective opportunity identification, without steering or leading. When setting 

the focus, the middle manager connects the top management views and plans with the operational 

level to ensure strategic alignment (Shi, Markoczy & Dess, 2009). As he or she brings new insights, 

the employees can incorporate these into their decisions. For the Selection phase, two roles 

emerged: supporting and sparring. The middle manager can choose to support the selection 

decisions by encouraging, allowing and taking-over. This provides a feeling of security when 

employees are taking decisions. Also, the middle manager is perceived as a sparring partner, where 

he or she evaluates the entrepreneurial initiatives (Kuratko, Morris & Covin, 2011) and gives his 

or her opinion and critical thoughts so that the employees can reflect better on their decisions. 

Finally, the middle manager clarifies, advices and supports in the Development phase, and these 

roles encompass a higher involvement. When he or she clarifies minds or ways of working 

(Rekonen & Björklund, 2016), the middle manager provides a broader perspective on the project 

and creates an environment where better choices can be made. Also, as an advisor, the middle 

manager has the ability to provide input and to guide the development of the idea, which supports 

employees in making informed and strategically-aligned decisions. Also, in this phase, the middle 

manager can support the decisions by providing a feeling of security.  

 

All in all, the middle manager is certainly not a passive actor in the decision-making processes in 

the FEI. Instead, he or she can act to enhance the performance of the decision-makers, and with 

that contribute to successful product development decisions. 

6.2 Managerial Implications 

This thesis has provided insights in the decision-making processes of the employees and the top 

management in the FEI. The findings presented a thorough overview of how the middle 

management affects the decisions in either the different time phases for the employees as well as 

on the different decision-levels as identified for the top management. It has shed light upon the 

different roles performed by the middle management in doing so. This leads to a better 
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understanding of the interactions between the actors involved in the earliest phase of the innovation 

process.  

 

We identified that the decision-making of the employees and top management can be affected by 

the actions of the middle manager, who is performing different roles. Furthermore, we observed 

that the employees require a higher involvement of the middle manager in the later stages of the 

FEI and that the top management always involves the middle manager in his or her decisions. 

Hence, ensuring that the middle management effectively performs the right roles with the adequate 

level of involvement is necessary for more successful decision outcomes. Moreover, it is important 

to highlight that the intensity of the roles is dependent on the individual characteristics of the 

middle manager as well as on the individual decision-makers themselves and the organizational 

environment. Differences in the degree of reliance on the middle management vary and therefore, 

the roles as described may not be beneficial for all individuals in all contexts.  

 

For the top management and the employees, these outcomes enable reflections upon their own 

limitations in the decision-making process. Also, we provided a better understanding of the roles 

of the middle manager, which can spark discussions about individual strengths and weaknesses of 

the middle manager. Consequently, it is possible to increase his or her performance using adequate 

HR support tools, so strengths can be nurtured and developed further, and weaknesses can be 

tackled. By using the findings of this thesis, managers and practitioners increase their knowledge 

of the decision-making process and can better support the middle manager in his or her role. This 

will lead to a more efficient decision-making process of the company.  

 

An important implication is that the middle manager should be perceived according to his or her 

function instead of his or her place in the organizational chart. This implies that the roles as 

described should be interpreted as broad (brokerage) roles which could be performed by other 

individuals than the ‘formal’ middle management. Therefore, it is crucial to properly identify who 

performs such roles in the organization. 
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6.3 Limitations 

A key limitation which is inherent to the nature of case study research, is the limited generalization 

of the findings as our thesis is based on a single case study, where particularization of the findings 

is stressed instead of generalization (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Our thesis is a single case study of a 

company operating in the media industry in Sweden. Therefore, our findings should be interpreted 

cautiously when applying them within a different organizational context, such as in a different 

industry, country or culture.  

 

Also, as the roles of the middle manager are examined especially in the context of decentralized 

departments, the findings might not bring the same value for centralized department, as the 

organizational decision-making structure differs. In addition, as the findings are based on the 

middle managers from our sample, they are most likely affected by the middle manager’s 

individual characteristics and their personal strengths and weaknesses. Therefore, when examining 

the roles of the middle management, it should be evident that the performance and outcomes of the 

roles are affected by the qualities of the individuals and might vary across individuals holding the 

middle management position.  

 

Moreover, due to the unfortunate cancellation of one of the sampled top managers, the results 

concerning the top management decision-making are restrained by a smaller sample size. This 

implies that these results should be interpreted with more caution, as the top management’s view 

is slighter represented. 

6.4 Future Research 

This thesis focused upon the decision-making processes and the roles of the middle manager 

especially in the context of the front end innovation, which contributes to the existing literature 

using a time-frame perspective for the employee’s decision-making and a decision-level 

perspective for the top management. The identification of the manifested roles provides new 

insights on which future research can build upon, for example by focusing on how the organization 

can support the middle manager to better carry out these roles in the different decision-stages and 

levels. Also, research can examine how individual characteristics and traits of the decision-makers 
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influence the enactment and outcomes of the roles of the middle manager and how the middle 

manager can respond to these influences. Furthermore, as our thesis focused on the decision-

making in a decentralized organizational structure, future research could provide clarity for 

companies with alternative (combinations of) decision-making structures. This could lead to the 

identification of new roles or shines light on potential differences for the described phases and 

levels.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interviewee Participants for the Unstructured Interviews 

Participant Position in company Date of interview Involvement within 

innovation department 

1 News division middle 

manager 

07-02-2018 

19-01-2018 

23-01-2018  

+ several informal 

discussions 

08-2014 – present 

2 News division business 

developer 1 

06-02-2018 09-2013 – present 

3 News division business 

developer 2 

23-01-2018 2015 – present 

4 News division business 

developer 3 

19-01-2018 

23-01-2018 

+ several informal 

discussions 

10-2016 – present 

5 News division business 

developer 4 

22-01-2018 

31-01-2018 

12-2016 – present 

6 News division business 

developer 5 

23-01-2018 01-2017 – present 

7 News division business 

Developer 6 

17-01-2018 03-2017 – present 
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8 News division business 

developer 7 

22-01-2018 05-2017 – present  

9 Software developer 18-01-2018 07-2017 – present 

10 News division former 

business developer 

20-02-2018 2014 – 11-2016 

11 

 

Books division middle 

manager  

12-02-2018 (group 

interview) 

04-2014 – present 

12 Books division business 

developer 1 

12-02-2018 (group 

interview) 

07-2014 – present 

13 Books division business 

developer 2 

12-02-2018 (group 

interview) 

01-2015 – present 
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Appendix 2: Interview Guides 

 
Interview Guide for the Top Management 

 

Part 1: General information 

• What is your age? 

• What is your educational background? 

• Do you have any prior knowledge or experiences in terms of business development?  

• When did you start working with *name of the innovation department*? 

o With which project were/are you involved 

• Since when have you worked with *name of middle manager* as being his/her boss? 

• Can you shortly explain your role in relation *name of the innovation department*? 

 

 Part 2: Decision-making related to *name of innovation department* 

• Shaping the Environment at *name of the innovation department* (department level) 

o How did you decide to allocate resources (financial and human) for *name of the 

innovation department*? 

o How did you take action to create or sustain an innovative culture at *name of the 

innovation department*?  

o How did you decide on the strategy (goals/vision) to follow at *name of the 

innovation department*?  

• Opportunity Identification (projects-level) 

o Have you yet identified a specific opportunity for *name of the innovation 

department* to be worked on/ to be carried out/explore by the company? 

• Selection (project-level)  

o When taking a Go/No-Go decision, how did you decide to pursue certain 

ideas/projects instead of others?  

§ related to protecting and portfolio management 

o When taking a Go/No-Go decision, have there been critical decision(s) to (not) 

continue with a certain project?  

§ If yes, when and how? 
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o How did/should you decide to allocate resources (financial and human) to 

projects? 

• Development (projects-level) 

o Did you at some point interfere in a certain project? 

§ Planning, process (how it should be done), HR, change in concept 

  

Part 3: Information flow 

For every identified decision in part 2: 

• Why: On what information did you base this (decision)?  

• Where did you get the information from?  

o If not from own knowledge/experience: who gave you the information? 

• What was the role of *name of middle manager* in this process? 

o How did *name of the middle manager* influence this process? 

• Do you perceive that the *name of middle manager* did not provide you with the 

necessary information?  

  

Part 4: Final questions  

• Where do you feel that *name of middle manager* can add the most value you are 

making decisions for a project and *name of the innovation department*? 

o What kind of information do you feel you need from *name of middle manager* 

to take decisions? 

• When do you feel that you are the best at making decisions for a project and *name of 

innovation department* (without *name of middle manager*) 

o For what kind of information do you feel that you are the best positioned to have 

it and take decisions? 

• Do you perceive that the *name of middle manager* lacked in providing necessary 

information?  
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Interview Guide for the Middle Management 

 

Part 1: General information 

• What is your age? 

• What is your educational background? 

• In terms of business development, what is, in short, your previous experience or 

knowledge before joining this innovation department? 

• When did you start working as a middle manager for *name of the innovation 

department*? 

• Can you shortly explain your role in relation to the innovation department? 

o Can you shortly explain your role in the project? 

  

Part 2: Information to employees 

Some questions will refer to the identified employee-activities: (1) Opportunity Identification, (2) 

(Idea) Selection, (3) Development 

• For all 3: Do the employees ask you for specific information regarding *activity 

category*? (strategic, market, technological, financial) 

o If yes: which? 

o Do you perceive that this information influences the employees in their decision-

making? 

• For all 3: Do you provide the employees information on your own initiative for *activity 

category*? 

o If yes: which? 

o Do you perceive that this information influences the employees in their decision-

making? 

• Is there any information you do not provide to the employees, which may limit them in 

their decision-making? 

o If yes: why? 

• For all 3: How do you perceive your role (influence) in the decision-making of the 

employees? 
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Part 3: Information to top management 

Some questions will refer to the identified top management activities: (1) Shaping the 

Environment, (2) Opportunity Identification, (3) Selection, (4) Development. 

• For all 4: Does *name of the top management* ask you for specific information 

regarding *activity category*?  

o If yes: which? 

o Do you perceive that this information influences *name of the top management* 

in this/her decision-making? 

• For all 4: Do you provide *name of the top management* information on your own 

initiative for *activity category*? 

o If yes: which? 

o Do you perceive that this information influences *name of the top management* 

in his/her decision-making? 

• Is there any information you do not provide *name of the top management*, which may 

limit him/her in his/her decision-making? 

o If yes: why? 

• For all 4: How do you perceive your role in the decision-making of *name of the top 

management? 
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Interview Guide for the Employees 

 

Part 1: General information 

• What is your age? 

• What is your educational background? 

• In terms of business development, what is, in short, your previous experience or 

knowledge before joining this innovation department? 

• When did you join the innovation department? 

• Since when have you worked with *name of the middle manager* as supervisor? 

• On what project are you working? 

o Can you shortly explain your role in the project? 

 

Part 2: Decision-making related to *name of the employee’s project* 

• Opportunity Identification 

o How did you identify the opportunity leading to *name of the project*?  

• Selection 

o When you started working on *name of the project*, how did you decide to 

pursue this idea instead of others? 

o Have there been critical decision(s) to (not) continue with *name of the project*?  

§ If yes, when and how? 

• Development  

o How did you develop *name of the project* from idea to the current 

concept/project?  

o Did you, at some point, make significant changes to the *name of the project*? 

§ If yes: why did you undertake and how? 

o (How) Did you choose with whom to work on this project?  

o How did you acquire and spend the financials for the project? 

o How did you plan your time for the project? 

 

 



 
 

  92 

Part 3: Information flow 

For every identified decision in part 2: 

• Why: On what information did you look for/base this (decision)?  

• Where did you get the information from?  

o If not from own knowledge/experience: who gave you the information? 

• What was the role of *name of the middle manager* in this process? 

o How did *name of the middle manager* influence this process? 

 

Part 4: Final questions  

• Where do you feel that *name of the middle manager* can add the most value when 

making decisions for *name of the project*? 

o What kind of information do you feel you need from *name of the middle 

manager*? 

• When do you feel that you are the best at making decisions for *name of the project* 

(without *name of the middle manager*)  

o What kind of information do you feel you need from *name of the middle 

manager*? 

• Do you perceive that the *name of the middle manager* lacked in providing necessary 

information? 
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Appendix 3: Quotes and 2nd Order Themes 

 
1. Setting the Strategy for the Innovation Department 

 
Quotes 2nd Order 

Themes 
Actually, the first really test is on Monday when we’ll do out quarterly review with him [top 
manager]. That’s something I [middle manager] have been inviting him to and the CFO, that’s 
nothing he has been asking for. And that’s my way of showing that what we’ve done, decreasing 
the lengths, distance, between the top and my team 

        Informing 

I expect, what I expect is to get some updates on what they are doing, get some information and 
insights 

 

I [middle manager] think it’s important that he knows about our progress, but not on every step of 
the way, but more, okay, we have reached this level, now we have this many customers, now we 
have sold that many courses, you know, the broader picture of the success 

 

So, I [middle manager] do influence his picture of our success in how often I give him updates 
and feedback about what we’re doing and how I present things 

 

My [middle manager] team is about doing things differently and doing things in new ways and 
sometimes it’s challenging the way we do it today 

Inspiring 

But I [middle manager] could also be the one who tries to inspire then to think differently. 
Sometimes I bring up trends and insights that we found or early ideas or concepts of what we 
could do 

 

Yeah, of course, I [middle manager] would say that my biggest challenge is to explain to [top 
manager] why we should do this or that [about explorative project]. Is it something that is a 
natural part of [innovation department] ecosystem or portfolio, or is it something outside, not at 
all related (new insights) 

 

[Middle manager] is reporting to me so now we have sort of regular reviews and discussion about 
how to develop that part [innovation department in general] 

 

He came up with this model you’ve seen with the different stages, that was [middle manager]. He 
proposed that model to me and said it was fine 

 

 
2. Allocating Resources for Specific Projects 

 
Quotes 2nd Order 

Themes 
I [middle manager] can also talk about new ideas, new products, and try to get them hooked on 
that 

Championing 

He has value by putting forward things he believes in and that has gone through his scrutiny and 
he things we should prioritize. I always put him in that role because I trust him, and I think he can 
deliver 

 

I [middle manager] would say, since it is up to me more or less how I present things and what I 
want to present, and what I want to focus on, I do influence him 
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He is in a way pitching it. Ok this is what he would like to do. And he’s, I am always listening to 
his advice, thoughts about it. But because he got the pitch form his team, he is a bit of a 
gatekeeper in that sense as well. So, I mean he is putting it forward if it is not endorsed by him 
then it would not come to me 

 

Then I’m [middle manager] the agency director or salesman again I would say. I come with a 
concept and I spend money on it and now I want more money on it. My boss it the client in that 
case and I’m the one who wants to sell him something 

 

You need to show her/him. Why you’re doing the right thing like the thing you’re doing and the 
way you’re doing it why is it right? And it always has to come with a vision on where you will 
end up by doing it the way you’re doing it 

 

In the end it depends if I believe in that project and that it will deliver and that I based on as I said 
before on how much do I feel like [middle manager] and the team believe in the product, if they 
believe very strongly then of course I get influenced by that 

 

The questions he generally asks are of course management questions in general. He wants to know 
the stuff we talked before: How do you make money? And what will be the costs? [...] he’s 
interested in what made us choose to go with that project and what insights have we found 

Informing 
(projects) 

Thoughts [from middle manager] in terms how it fit in our strategy, how we would integrate this 
long term to the business, how the potential of this project 

 

I’ve been following the projects a little bit and I got this decision material now and then we will 
have a discussion where I can ask questions and get a better feel for where things are. 

 

I [middle manager] do but I would say at this point I would say it was more about risks that 
opportunities. Because there’s a lot of things that happen that they or we (since I’m a part of the 
team as well) handle it not the way we should and perhaps not understand it the way we should. 
And sometimes I’m really subjective and something I really know that we have to do it differently 
or think about it differently. Then I’m more like a missionary sometime or maybe, that’s the word 
to use 

 

Yes, we had examples in that, where top management sees something that we need to get more 
information on just to get help on understanding and then I [middle manager] bring back the 
question to my team, research it then we deliver insights 

 

 
3. Opportunity Identification 

 
Quotes 2nd Order Themes 

Just looking back at the time with [innovation department], 4-5 months, I haven’t that many 
questions, but we had that as a prioritize activity to find areas we could look in 

Providing 
direction 

Well, he and I met with him very regularly, and it made sense to him as well to focus on this 
segment, so the most important thing that he contributed in that phase was like giving the go 
ahead that we should go on doing this 
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But I think it’s more like he might also see that as a help for us to be able to focus, because I 
know that a lot of people in [innovation department] that have a hard time focusing, like a hard 
time seeing the blank paper, like what should I do? 

 

He is sort of setting the strategy for like how much projects we’re gonna do and maybe which 
area’s we should focus on 

Demarcating 

[...] Like in the beginning when it comes to narrowing down what we need to go for 
 

She [middle manager] sets our strategy and with the steering group as well. But like which, 
what should we be to the publishing houses and what should we contribute within [company 
name] 

 

I’m also responsible for the whole company’s relations with Google. And of course, there is a 
lot of opportunities of information coming from that, these meetings, about trends and facts 

Bringing external 
insights 

So, I don’t really know how… but I just think they [middle managers] are aware of everything 
that is happening [in the organization] 

Bringing internal 
insights 

I tried to inform me first and then them about the projects that are running of the other part of 
the organization 

 

 
4. Selection  

 
Quotes 2nd Order 

Themes 
She was involved in the sense that she knew that we were developing something. But she was not 
really uh, involved in that sense. She was more like, do make sure you have plan forward and that 
you have a business model 

Allowing 

Well, she let us do it, let us spend our time on it. But it wasn’t the only project that we were doing, 
but she of course supported it in the sense that, yeah, I see that you managed to find a good idea, 
now try to prove it more 

 

So, the most important thing that he contributed in that phase was like giving the go ahead that we 
should go on doing this and also backing it up with the resources, so we could get in [name] as a 
consultant to do all of the back-end work. 

 

From the initial ideas into, well concept more like, okay ‘go, for this concept’, I think he could be 
more like, harsher there, instead of some projects just like flying around in a vacuum in some 
sense, like ‘oh we have great ideas, and then, because we don’t get a go or a no-go decision, they 
sort of just like, fly around. 

 

I think they pushed me a lot because they [middle manager] trust me that I have the feeling for the 
product and business case 

Encouraging 

I would say it’s my [middle manager] role is to give them a feeling that we do this together, we are 
a team we are doing this together, the feeling of security. 

 

So, I started gradually focusing more and more on that and each time I did that, as I remember it 
today, I got pretty positive feedback from [middle manager] and others 
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Because it was such a political challenging project and it took a lot of our energy. So, we wanted to 
like, okay, are we gonna do this, or are we not gonna do this, because we cannot be in a sort of 
middle land. So, it was [middle manager] who said that we should pause it, because we sort of 
wanted him to kill it 

Taking over 

Because we can only do to an extent, we can only do what we can when it comes to trying to 
influence the political issues in this company and then [middle manager] needs to take the ball. And 
if he feels like it’s easier to not do something that’s political challenging, then he should be the one 
that makes the decision. 

 

They tend to ask me what I think about the ideas of course in general. They don’t really ask me for 
decisions, they haven’t… 

Giving 
opinion 

I think they see me as a senior person and therefore maybe tend to listen a bit more to me. They 
also know that I’m responsible for the budget, and therefore my voice tends to mean, my option on 
thing tend to mean, weigh heavier. 

 

But I would say it is more related to if it makes sense to the strategic point of view. If the CEO 
would appreciate. Questions in that direction 

 

I am depending on him to see more the strategic view and maybe yeah as we talked about, like 
portfolio, we should do something more within this and this and this and maybe not only projects in 
that. That way he should focus on this project 

 

And also, maybe have this critical mind looking at the ideas since I’m a bit further always from the 
actual development and also the strategic role: why is this more important to go instead of that 
idea? 

Being critical 

They will present a roadmap saying, 'this is our priority within this next phase' or 'this is the short 
term roadmap and the long term roadmap on what we want to achieve' and then I can question their 
prioritization 

 

 
5. Development 

 
Quotes 2nd Order Themes 

He told me to do those list [about what is important and not] but didn’t make any control at all 
about that 

Prioritizing 

He helps us to prioritize. We said for example that we are going to make a little movie for 
[innovation department] and do a new movie every third month. So, we had something we can 
share on social media and show when we do presentations. And I said, well, I said that I 
wanted to do that, but how important is the movie? Cause it will be time-consuming. He said, 
well you better do the movie after the meeting with [top management] 

 

Then he can of course then prioritize, like these are the most important projects now and I 
know he’s done it for [coworker], but I haven’t really reached the level that I feel like I can’t 
prioritize my own time 
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I think he [middle manager], his standpoint is, okay, let me know if you have trouble allocating 
your time to different projects, then I can step in and help you with that. If someone is like ‘I 
am so stressed, and I don’t know what to do, aaaah.’ 

 

I [middle manager] have a general boss role. I’m the manager of this, so I decide what’s more 
important. But more of and of course the business developers themselves have quite good idea 
and understanding of what’s most important. Then it becomes my role to help them think and 
focus and help them to clearly schedule to be able to actually go ahead with the things which 
are more important 

 

He often has another perspective on these things than I have and when you’re working in the 
project, you sort of, it’s very easy to like lose the greater perspective on what you’re working 
on, and you tend to focus on details, so what he often helps me to do, is[...] just sort of help me 
gain other perspectives on what I can do [...] And he, with his other perspective, can help me, 
to see more clearly, what choices I should make) 

Providing the big 
picture 

So, he was also helpful in helping me see more clearly what is the problems here, why isn’t 
this working, and what should we do about it? 

 

I could describe it as a facilitator. [...] I think today that’s my role in this phase. We work a lot 
with design thinking in this part of the process and I have experience form that but that much, 
[...] But as long as I can bring more insights into the process, I can at least make it better 

Providing 
structure 

Others have things laid out on their desk and a system that I maybe can’t understand and then 
they need some help structuring that. 

 

Not sure it’s insights. I would rather say that since there is a proven way of working with 
design thinking, it is more showing methods and coaching to do more of the hard part of 
design thinking. 

 

Now, it’s more like [middle manager] and I deciding like what to do next within the project, 
like we could do something for [project], which we did, and we tried to involve [project]. And 
we spoke about maybe doing something for [project] 

Guiding 

[Middle manager] is just there to make sure that it’s a decision that’s gonna make the product 
better. Like, make sure it’s not strange, too far from like the original idea or concept but also 
that it’s an opportunity to grow, which I think she’s seen, and that’s why it’s also approved 

 

I think for the strategy overall, where to go with the whole project. [...] 
 

But it could also be like, so, I am struggling with finding this person, they don’t really repeat 
[respond], or like, would you, I don’t know, fix it? Haha, or could you give me advice on 
someone else I could talk to? 

 

I can go to him for advice on the same level, but I can also go with different. Like more, the 
strategic questions 

 

Then I’m huge part on that decision but it’s part of the product manager to identify why we 
should make a pivot [...] and also define, identify and define the possibilities of making a 
pivot. And when they have set up the framework maybe or the bigger picture of why we 
should do it, then I’m a part of that discussion 
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So, in that sense with the like politics of this corporation, uhm, that’s also one aspect that I 
asked [middle manager] for guidance a lot 

 

[middle manager] told me to do that [contacting the consultancy firm] because we had no tech 
developer in the organization to do this 

 

He let me do the decisions, but I discussed it with him before [about strategic shift], so he is a 
good chief, manager for me 

 

I think I can acquire a lot of information myself. But I don’t always know how it works within 
the organization, like, who [middle manager] has to speak to, where he has to check within the 
organization, like, what are the politics or the powers 

Complementing 
knowledge 

But when it comes to financial [....], I need [middle manager] help. So, I think really most for 
the process with the strategies within, or the strategies for [project] maybe… It’s good to have 
a good discussion with [middle manager]. 

 

But [middle manager] also knows like who’s the product owner for this project, talk with that 
person. He is also the insights in the organizational capabilities, of course also very valuable 

 

Does he also bring insights from his experience working at [company]? What he can gain from 
[organization], like the organization? Yes absolutely 

 

I mean he has been, uhm, sort of uhm helping us along the way and making sure we don’t do 
anything too crazy and like uhm, signing off on what we do, I can’t really recall any specifics. 
[Middle manager] generally doesn’t, I mean, he doesn’t, the way he manages his staff, he 
doesn’t go into a lot of details, unless I ask him to 

Allowing 

I wrote some applications and me and [co-worker] were responsible for the other one. And 
[middle manager] of course approved them before we sent them in 

 

I was like ‘I have some time’ and we have been talking like I had done some branding, but on 
a smaller scale. And then she [middle manager] said okay, this is what we have decided 

 

Uhm, but if I need to hire another person within the group, or if I need to increase our 
overhead expenses, like dramatically, or if I need to make a change in our strategy, then I 
would need [middle manager] to sign off on that 

Participating 

You know, if they [employees] want to have more money or if it’s a pivot for example, they 
want to change the concept or the core of what we’re doing. If they see we can add this if we 
take another turn and if we can have a better business if we go off that target group instead of 
that target group. When it comes to bigger decisions, I would say [that I am a part of the 
decision] 

 

Both from like strategically and financially, that’s where I need [middle manager] to say yes or 
no 

 

I think it was a mutual decision to like, with [middle manager] and the steering group, that we 
should see if there’s another way to do it [pivot]. 

 

I hadn’t done any start-up before, so I had a lot of coaching from [middle manager], [co-
worker], and [co-worker]. I had a really strong idea. And they supported me a lot, so I was 
really a rookie 

Encouraging 


