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Abstract 
Innovation outside the company’s core business is essential for any company in a fast-changing 

environment. Companies that want to engage in strategic innovation in order to embrace emerging 

opportunities need ways of managing the innovation process. There is currently limited research 

on how to select among and evaluate innovation proposals for emerging opportunities in the 

context of intrapreneurship. This master thesis investigates how an incumbent high-tech company 

that promote intrapreneurship uses criteria in the selection process of innovation proposals. The 

study conducts an embedded single-case study of the case company, referred to as Company A, 

by collecting qualitative data through archival documents and 19 semi-structured interviews. The 

study uses Christensen’s theory of disruptive innovation to analyse the results. Findings show that 

an incumbent high-tech company uses a set of criteria that is a mix of the previous findings in the 

context of new product development and external investors. The criteria utilized in the selection 

process are within the dimensions market and value, product and technology, operations and 

financials, corporate alignment, and team. The conducted interviews exposed that personal 

considerations constitute additional informal criteria for the evaluators, and much emphasis is put 

on the intrapreneur’s characteristics and presentation. Findings from the interviews suggest that 

criteria should be utilized less strict in the beginning of the process, which is supported by previous 

researchers. Criteria also contribute with transparency to the innovation process and can be used 

as guidelines for the innovator. Christensen’s theory contradicts the use of the criteria market size, 

corporate alignment and to validate the innovation with a customer because of the nature of 

emerging markets and technologies.   
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Sammanfattning  
Innovation utanför företagets kärnverksamhet är viktigt för alla företag på en snabbt föränderlig 

marknad. Företag som vill satsa på strategisk innovation för att kunna ta tillvara på nya möjligheter 

behöver metoder för att kunna hantera innovationsprocessen. Detta examensarbete undersöker hur 

ett etablerat högteknologiskt företag som främjar intraprenörskap använder kriterier i 

urvalsprocessen att välja mellan olika innovationsförslag. Studien genomför en fallstudie genom 

att studera ett bolag, benämnt företag A, och samlar in kvalitativa data genom arkivdokument och 

19 semistrukturerade intervjuer. Studien använder Christensens teori om disruptiv innovation för 

att analysera resultaten. Resultaten visar att det studerade högteknologiska företaget använder ett 

antal kriterier som stöds av tidigare forskares resultat inom området produktutveckling och externa 

investerare. Kriterierna som identifieras i studien är inom dimensionerna marknad och 

värdeskapande, produkt och teknik, företagsverksamhet och ekonomi, hur väl innovationen passar 

företaget och team. Intervjuerna avslöjade att personliga överväganden utgör ytterligare informella 

kriterier för de som utvärderar, som lägger stor vikt på intraprenörens egenskaper och presentation. 

Resultaten tyder på att kriterierna bör användas mindre strikt i början av processen, vilket stöds av 

tidigare forskning. Kriterier bidrar också till insyn i innovationsprocessen och kan användas som 

riktlinjer för innovatören. Christensens teori stödjer inte användningen av kriterierna 

marknadsstorlek, hur väl innovationen passar företaget och att verifiera innovationen med en kund 

på grund av osäkerhet kring framväxande marknader och nya teknologier. 
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1 Introduction 

This chapter introduces the background to the problem investigated in this study, including 

important aspects related to strategic innovation and its challenges. The background then serves 

as a basis for the developed problem formulation, purpose, and research questions. Moreover, it 

helps to determine where this study intends to make a scientific contribution. Lastly, the 

delimitations of the study and the disposition of the report are outlined.   

1.1 Background 

Strategic innovation in areas outside of the current core business is of great importance for any 

company in a dynamic and fast changing business environment (Schlegelmilch et al., 2003). 

Organizations that rely on old ways of doing business risk getting disrupted by new technologies 

and market entrants (Christensen, 1997). Schlegelmilch et al. (2003, p.118) define strategic 

innovation as “the fundamental reconceptualization of the business model and the reshaping of 

existing markets (by breaking the rules and changing the nature of competition) to achieve 

dramatic value improvements for customers and high growth for companies”. It is especially 

crucial in the high-tech industry where the pace of changing environment and emerging 

technologies is even higher (Alderman and Ray, 2017).  

Organizations today therefore need to improve existing competences and business (exploitation) 

to assure sustained return on capital while simultaneously experimenting with more uncertain 

returns and technologies (exploration) to survive. The two opposite innovation strategies are 

difficult to combine and require different organizational structures and leadership. Creating new 

business opportunities and recognizing radical innovations that differ from the existing business 

is particularly difficult for large established organizations (Elfring, 2005).  

A poll made by McKinsey (2013) reveals that 84% of global executives claim that innovation is 

critical to their strategies for growth, but only 6% were satisfied with their innovation performance. 

As argued by Lucas and Goh (2009), large established companies owe their success to their well-

developed processes for making decisions and allocating company resources. However, it is also 

what makes them reject disruptive innovation and technology, since they do not necessarily 

provide value to existing customers (Lucas and Goh, 2009). This can possibly explain why global 
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executives are dissatisfied with their innovation efforts. It could further be explained by the 

“innovator’s dilemma”, outlined by Christensen (1997). The innovator’s dilemma refers to the 

choice of either serving current and high-end customers by improving existing offerings 

(sustaining innovations) or neglecting them and start focusing on new low-end customers to 

prevent getting disrupted, which initially provide lower margins (disruptive innovations) 

(Christensen, 1997). Moreover, Christensen (1995) argues that new entrants have the “attacker’s 

advantage”, which means that smaller organizations can easier adopt and manage disruptive 

innovation because the initial target market is smaller, and hence, the market is better suited for 

the size of the organization and its processes for adopting customer needs (Christensen, 1997). 

Consequently, large established organizations struggle in the innovation process to obtain 

resources, and to find approval to start new ventures within the organization.  

Christensen and Raynor (2003) also claim that disruptive ideas often lose their potential for growth 

as they are trying to get funded. They therefore argue that organizations need different strategies 

and competences to manage disruptive innovation. A possible solution is to create a separate 

operating process that is responsible for fostering and shaping the ideas to give them better chances 

of becoming successful (Christensen and Raynor, 2003). Koen et al. (2002) further support this 

and claim that a designated innovation hub, which is responsible for selecting and coordinating 

ideas, can reduce uncertainties in the front end of innovation projects. Another strategy to foster 

innovation is to promote corporate entrepreneurship or intrapreneurship. Intrapreneurs develop 

new businesses within the existing organization and can create value to the company by exploring 

new business opportunities (Elfring, 2005).  

It has been established in research that activities in the front end of innovation are the most 

important for innovation performance (Forde and Fox, 2016). Limited company resources force 

organizations to choose between different ideas for innovation projects. Early go/no-go decisions 

must often be made with limited and uncertain information (Cooper and De Brentani, 1984). 

Common mistakes when selecting among ideas are to waste scarce resources on the wrong projects 

and to reject potentially successful ideas (Hammedi et al., 2011). To avoid this, formal selection 

procedures and criteria can be used. Formal criteria help to make sure that all ideas are evaluated 

on the same basis, and that the process is communicated clearly (Hammedi et al., 2011). Moreover, 
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using transparent criteria can help to select more disruptive innovations, which tend to be rejected 

because they are outside of the current core business (Lucas and Goh, 2009).  

Although there is no single best practice for idea selection criteria that is general for all types of 

settings (Koen et al., 2002), many researchers have investigated criteria to choose between 

innovation projects. Some of the early authors on the subject are Cooper and De Brentani (1984) 

that argue that the product’s financial potential is the most important screening dimension. A later 

study by Carbonell-Foulquié et al. (2003) shows that the criteria used and their relative importance 

in the different stages of the innovation project differ, and that the number of criteria used gradually 

decreases during the new product development process. Researchers on external investors’ 

processes argue that the entrepreneur’s characteristics is one of the most important criteria 

(Tyebjee and Bruno, 1984; MacMillan et al. 1985). Hart et al. (2003) suggest that criteria should 

be formulated to target specific requirements and expectations at the different stages along the 

project. Previous studies of criteria for idea selection indicate that criteria can be individual and 

differ on type of project and setting (Carbonell-Foulquié et al., 2003; Hart et al., 2003; Cooper and 

De Brentani, 1984). 

1.2 Problem formulation 

Strategic innovation in areas outside of the current core business is essential for companies in a 

dynamic and fast-changing business environment. Particularly, high-tech industries are faced with 

a technology shift, where emerging technologies, enabled by e.g. Internet of Things or artificial 

intelligence, put pressure on incumbents to seize and manage new opportunities (Alderman and 

Ray, 2017). However, this type of innovation requires different ways of working compared to the 

ones that a company uses for sustaining innovation within its core business area (Christensen and 

Raynor, 2003). A possible solution is to create a special innovation hub that is responsible for 

gathering and fostering ideas (Koen et al., 2002) and to promote intrapreneurship (Elfring, 2005). 

To enable strategic innovation and improve the chances of becoming successful in it, companies 

must find ways to generate and manage large quantities of ideas. However, limited resources force 

companies to choose between ideas for innovation projects (Cooper and De Brentani, 1984). Large 

well-established companies further struggle with disruptive innovation because it targets smaller 

and uncertain markets that do not match their processes or serve their current customers, which 

makes them reject disruptive ideas (Christensen, 1997; Lucas and Goh, 2009). Ultimately, one of 
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the aspects that differ from sustaining innovation, and is essential, is how to evaluate opportunities 

given the high levels of uncertainty.  

The ability to conduct an adequate evaluation of newly discovered opportunities is a key capability, 

which requires certain types of knowledge, criteria and processes that reduce biases and 

uncertainties in an effective and efficient manner (Forde and Fox, 2016). While many researchers 

have investigated screening criteria for innovation projects, most of the research is based on and 

directed toward new product development or venture capitalists, and not intrapreneurship and 

emerging opportunities.   

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore criteria that help incumbent high-tech companies that 

promote intrapreneurship to manage, evaluate, and select among large quantities of innovation 

proposals for emerging opportunities. Furthermore, the aim is to fill a gap in current research 

(further explained in section 1.5) by investigating a unique case context, which is innovation hubs 

that promote intrapreneurship.  

1.4 Research questions 

The research question is divided into one main research question (MRQ) and two sub-research 

questions (SRQ).  

• MRQ: How does an incumbent high-tech company use criteria to evaluate and select 

among innovation proposals for emerging opportunities?  

• SRQ1: What criteria support an incumbent high-tech company in the selection of 

innovation proposals for emerging opportunities? 

• SRQ2: How are the evaluation criteria utilized by an incumbent high-tech company in the 

selection process of innovation proposals? 

1.5 Scientific contribution 

Today, most research in the subject of evaluation criteria that can facilitate idea selection is in the 

context of new product development or the external perspective of investors. Moreover, there is 

limited research when there is a large quantity of ideas that needs to be assessed (Forde and Fox, 

2016). Therefore, this thesis aims to make an empirical contribution by conducting a case study 
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on a unique type of empirical setting (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). The empirical setting is 

innovation hubs at a high-tech incumbent company in the telecom and communication industry, 

referred to as Company A. The context constitutes a new angle because the innovation hubs 

evaluate a large quantity of ideas, and target not only new products or services, but also emerging 

markets and business areas that are aligned with their strategic intent.  

1.6 Sustainability aspects 

The United Nations (UN) have 17 sustainable development goals with the objective to end poverty, 

improve welfare, reduce inequality, promote economic growth and reduce the climate changes 

(UN, 2018). This study aims to contribute to sustainable economic development and growth by 

supporting incumbent high-tech companies in the innovation process. The ambition is to improve 

the selection process of innovation proposals for emerging opportunities. Effective innovation 

processes prevent companies from wasting resources on inappropriate projects. According to UN, 

innovation is important for sustainable development because it contributes to economic growth, 

more efficient use of resources, improved welfare and industrialization (UN, 2018).  This study 

aims to contribute to UN’s 8th and 9th goal.  

 

UN’s 8th sustainable development goal is to “Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth, full and productive”. A part of this goal is to achieve higher productivity with 

help from technology improvements, better use of global resources and to promote 

entrepreneurship and innovation (UN, 2018).  

 

UN’s 9th sustainable development goal is to “Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation”. One of the milestones to achieve this goal is to increase 

access to cheap communication technologies for the least developed countries, which is enabled 

by innovation and technology improvements (UN, 2018). The case study company act within the 

telecom and communication industry, and new technologies and innovations can contribute to 

achieve this goal.  

1.7 Delimitations 

The empirical investigation is limited to the unique case company’s innovation hubs and 

employees. Moreover, the data collection is limited to the perspective of innovation managers. 
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Thus, the focus is on the evaluators of innovation proposals, and not the innovation owners that 

are evaluated. The time frame of the study is from the middle of January 2019 to the beginning of 

June 2019. The aim is to investigate early innovation proposals, and not fully developed innovation 

projects. The focus is limited to the beginning of an innovation process and will not consider the 

entire innovation process or different innovation processes.  

1.8 Thesis sponsor 
The case study company, referred to as Company A, is a large, global, incumbent high-tech 

company within the telecom and communication industry. The company develops and provides 

hardware, software and services business-to-business. Company A has recently launched 

innovation hubs to engage in intrapreneurship and target new markets and opportunities.  

 The researchers have signed a non-disclosure contract to protect sensitive information to be 

published and to gain access to internal company information. Therefore, information about the 

company is delimited.  

1.9 Disposition 

The report is divided into chapters that start with a brief description of the chapters’ content.  

Chapter 1: The first chapter introduces the background to the problem, the problem formulation, 

the research purpose and questions, and the scientific contribution. 

Chapter 2: The second chapter provides the theoretical framework and discusses previous findings 

that are relevant for the study. 

Chapter 3: The third chapter discusses the methods used to conduct the study.  

Chapter 4: The fourth chapter describes the empirical context of the case study.  

Chapter 5: The fifth chapter presents the findings and analysis of the empirical data with help from 

the theoretical framework and literature study.  

Chapter 6: The sixth chapter presents the conclusions of the study by answering the research 

questions and discussing managerial and sustainability implications.  Lastly, the study’s 

limitations and recommendations for future research are presented.  

  



   

 

 7 

 

2 Literature review and theory 

This chapter provides findings from the literature review that was conducted. First, it is explored 

why incumbents struggle with innovation, where Christensen’s theories are used to explain and 

understand the circumstances. Then, literature on innovation processes and evaluation criteria in 

different contexts is reviewed. Lastly, research on how criteria can be used for idea selection is 

explored.  

2.1 Incumbent firms and innovation 

Large established firms have difficulties in pursuing new business opportunities that are radically 

different from their existing business. They struggle with both recognizing new business 

opportunities and providing the necessary resources and support to drive them (Elfring, 2005).  

Leonard-Barton (1992) studied firms’ core capabilities by performing 20 case studies of new 

product and process development projects in five different companies. She argues that a 

company’s core capabilities can both promote and hinder innovation. According to her study, a 

company’s competitive advantage and core capabilities reside in four dimensions: employee 

knowledge and skills (1), technical system (2), managerial system (3), and values and norms (4). 

But the company’s strength is also its weakness, and the company’s core activities can become so 

rigid that it is close to impossible to respond to new market entrants or innovations (Leonard-

Barton. 1992).  

Tushman and O’Reilly (2004) argue that organizations need to look back, to attend to the present 

needs, while at the same time looking forward, preparing for the future environment. This strategy 

is called organizational ambidexterity, and entails exploiting existing capabilities while 

simultaneously exploring new opportunities, both dealing with sustaining and disruptive 

innovation. They further argue that this is one of the biggest organizational challenges and that 

few incumbent firms manage to do it well. They claim that successful ambidextrous organizations 

have one thing in common, they separate the units that work with exploiting existing capabilities 

from the units that are new and exploratory. This allows them to have and develop different 

capabilities, with separate processes, values, and structures. However, executives at the senior 

level connected to the different units still maintain a strong connection (Tushman and O’Reilly, 

2004).  
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2.1.1 The theories of Christensen on established firms and disruptive innovation 

Sustaining and disruptive innovation are two commonly used terms when talking about innovation. 

Christensen (1997) defines sustaining innovation as improvements of established products with 

the same dimensions of performance, which the mainstream customer already values. Disruptive 

innovations, on the other hand, change the rules of the game by offering completely new value 

propositions that change the market conditions. The technology is initially worse, simpler, and 

cheaper, to eventually outperform existing products (Christensen, 1997). 

While established firms focus on satisfying their current high-end customers by sustaining 

innovation, new entrants can take advantage of that and target their low-end customers (by using 

disruptive technologies). If a disruption happens, they eventually advance and steal the high-end 

customers too (Christensen and Raynor, 2003). Disruptive innovations can occur in two places, 

which Christensen et al. (2015) call low-end or new-market footholds. In low-end footholds, 

incumbent firms focus their effort on trying to satisfy the most profitable and demanding 

customers, and they forget the less demanding customers. This creates an opportunity, where a 

simpler product can fulfill the needs of the low-end customer. In contrast, new-market footholds 

create an entire new market and customer (Christensen et al., 2015). 

To understand why large incumbent firms struggle to pursue new business opportunities and 

disruptive innovations, and understand what is required of them, the theories of Christensen (1997) 

are used as the theoretical framework. His theory of disruptive innovation is widely spread and 

can explain why established firms struggle with disruptive innovation. Christensen (1997) outlined 

five principles that explain what cause great firms to fail. The principles are: 

1.  “Companies depend on customers and investors for resources.” 

2.  “Small markets do not solve the growth needs of large companies.” 

3.  “Markets that do not exist cannot be analyzed." 

4.  “An organization's capabilities define its disabilities.” 

5. “Technology supply may not equal market demand.” 

The first principle means that customers and investors determine how firms’ resources will be 

allocated. High-performing companies have well-developed processes for resource allocation that 

serve to reject ideas that customers do not ask for. Consequently, it is hard to obtain resources for 

disruptive innovations that, by definition, their current customers do not want (Christensen, 1997).  
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The second principle refers to the challenge that disruptive innovations initially target small 

markets, and that it is difficult and not prioritized for large firms to enter and seize growth 

opportunities in small markets. 

The third principle refers to the dilemma that markets connected to disruptive innovations are the 

most uncertain, yet they provide the strongest first-mover advantage. No financial projections can 

be certain. Therefore, companies that require market size data will make mistakes. This makes it 

hard for established firms that practice good management and want to make decisions based on 

data and be able to plan for every action. 

The fourth principle means that organizations have capabilities independent of the individuals 

within them. The capabilities lie in an organization’s processes and values. These processes and 

values are what make large companies successful in their context, but they constitute their 

disabilities in another context. He therefore argues that firms must sometimes create an 

independent organization that can better create the new capabilities required to cope with 

disruptive change. 

The fifth principle means that sometimes the performance of products exceeds the market demand, 

which creates an opportunity for disruptors with lower performance and price to emerge in that 

market (Christensen, 1997). 

Christensen (1997) claims that these principles cannot be ignored. He argues that firms should 

address them and harness them to their advantage. Some strategies have helped incumbents in 

harnessing them. First, the disruptive technology is not necessarily developed with current 

customers, but the right customers. Second, an independent organization is created that is better 

suited for the emerging market and the size of it. Third, fail early and inexpensively in search for 

the right disruptive technology and market. Fourth, the main organization’s resources are utilized 

when necessary, but its capabilities are not leveraged. The independent organization creates its 

own processes and values. Last, markets that value the disruptive attributes are found or developed 

for commercialization (Christensen, 1997).  

In the first version, Christensen (1997) limited his theory to disruptive technologies. In an 

extension of the theory, Christensen and Raynor (2003) stretch the concept of disruptive 

innovation to also include disruptive products and business models (e.g. discount department 
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stores, low price and mass market). The theories of disruptive innovation have since it was 

introduced been challenged and debated by other researchers and many have focused on the 

theory’s predictive power (Yu and Hang, 2010; King and Baatartogtok, 2015). Tellis (2006, p.35) 

is one of them and questions the predictive use of the theory by saying “If one must wait till the 

disruption has occurred, then what predictive value is there in the concept?”. Markides (2006), 

addresses another problem with the later theory and states that no previous literature on business-

model innovation supports Christensen and Raynor’s (2003) suggestion that established firms 

must exploit disruptive innovation by creating an independent organization. However, as argued 

by Tushman and O’Reilly (2004), the theories of organizational ambidexterity support the creation 

of independent organizations when exploring opportunities.  

Markides (2006) debates whether if some of the examples of disruptive innovation provided by 

Christensen and Raynor (2003) (e.g. Seiko, Canon and Honda) in order to explain the concept, in 

fact only are the upscaling of niche-markets, and not disruptive innovation. Christensen et al. 

(2015) further state that a common misunderstanding of the concept disruptive innovation is that 

disruption is equal to success but explain that disruption can come without success. Disruption is 

the process where small newcomers, with less resources, manage to challenge large established 

firms on a market (Christensen et al., 2015). Furthermore, they state that the theories of disruption 

cannot be used to explain everything about innovation and success because there are infinite forces 

that are involved (Christensen et al., 2015). For logical reasons, this study will not address all 

forces, but focuses on disruptive theories.  

Despite the criticism of Christensen’s theories, this study has chosen his theories and concepts as 

the theoretical framework to analyse the empirical data. His theories are well established and can 

provide clarity to the case context of this study, which is unique and not yet as established. 

Moreover, the theories are well suited for the context of the research questions and the case context 

of the study, a large incumbent firm exploring emerging opportunities and innovation. 

2.2 Methods for the innovation process  

Schlegelmilch et al. (2003) explain how incremental improvements of existing products can lead 

to a competitive trap, where companies compete only with cost and/or quality. Companies stuck 

with this strategy will eventually find it difficult to improve their performance based on only 

efficiency and quality improvements. To escape the competitive trap, companies need 
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fundamentally new ways of doing business (Schlegelmilch et al., 2003). Developing radically new 

innovative products provides greater opportunities and higher rewards for companies, but it 

includes more risk than incremental improvements of existing products. Therefore, it is important 

to reduce failure early in the process, before they lead to resource losses for the company (Schmidt 

and Calatone, 1998). 

In an innovation process, the first step is to evaluate and screen innovation proposals. Taking a 

go/no-go decision can be difficult and complex for managers who face the decision of committing 

resources to a new project or shutting it down. The lack of reliable information in the early 

screening stage can force managers to make decisions without access to reliable information 

(Cooper and De Brentani, 1984) with the consequences that good ideas risk being rejected, and 

poor ideas accepted.  

The innovation process can be executed in different ways. Two of the most commonly used 

processes for innovation are the development funnel and stage-gate model (Tidd and Bodley, 

2002). The innovation funnel is often used to demonstrate the innovation process. Many ideas 

enter the funnel but only few, the best ones, pass through. It is a linear process where the 

innovations are gradually refined through different processes and activities as the funnel narrows 

its scope. The funnel includes review points where the ideas are evaluated against predetermined 

criteria in order to proceed (Akhilesh, 2014). The innovation funnel can be open, allowing both 

external ideas and technologies to enter, or closed, allowing only internal technology (Cantamessa 

and Montagna, 2016). Hakkarainen and Talonen (2019) criticize the funnel model and claim that 

allowing too many ideas to enter the funnel can cause bottlenecks that delay the innovation process. 

Furthermore, they also point out that ineffective review points can have a negative impact on the 

quality of the ideas in the funnel (Hakkarainen and Talonen, 2019). 

The stage-gate model was introduced in the 1980s by Dr Robert Cooper after having studied how 

successful intrapreneurs brought new products to the market (Cooper, 2014). The stage-gate 

process is a model to step-by-step bring new products from idea to reality, see Figure 1 for 

illustration. The process consists of a number of stages and review points, called gates, where new 

products are evaluated against predetermined criteria, specified for each stage. Every stage in the 

process is well defined with clear objectives and instructions of the activities that need to be done. 

Data is gathered at each stage to reduce uncertainties and risks. The project cost increases for every 
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step the product takes in the process. The review points (gates) include must-pass and should-meet 

criteria and work as quality-control checks. The should-meet criteria are used to prioritize between 

new projects and activities. The new products must pass through each gate and taking shortcuts 

risk leading to product failure (Cooper, 2008). The stage-gate model has through history been 

criticized to be linear, bureaucratic and not able to manage innovative and dynamic projects, which 

has resulted in a modern, more flexible, iterative and agile version of the model compared to the 

version introduced in the 1980s (Cooper, 2014).    

 

Figure 1. Illustration of what Cooper's stage-gate model can look like (Cooper, 1994, p.5). 

Another process for managing innovation is the Lean Startup methodology that can be used by 

both established firms and entrepreneurs to streamline the innovation process (Ries, 2012). Ries 

(2009) argues that new product development processes are flawed because they tend to be focused 

on improvements of products based on what the team thinks would be useful. Whereas in Lean 

Startup, the focus is on customer behavior. Lean Startup uses an experiment and data driven 

methodology. It advocates experimentation and early customer interactions to ensure that the 

customers want the product, and thus, prevent wasting time and resources on unwanted projects. 

It is achieved by developing an early minimum viable product (MVP) to test and demonstrate for 

potential customer. The data collected from customer interaction is then used to improve the 

product (or service). When the MVP has been modified after customer insights, it is tested again 

in an iterative process (build-measure-learn feedback loop), until satisfied results (Ries, 2012).  

Regardless of innovation process, criteria can be used at various decision points to support the 

decision maker with knowledge about the alternatives and to promote the best ideas. The subject 

of criteria for idea selection has through time been studied by many researchers in the field of new 

product development in the pursuit of trying to identify new product performance in the first 

screening stage (Cooper and De Brentani, 1984; Ronkainen, 1985; Tidd and Bodley, 2002; Hart 

et al., 2003; Carbonell-Foulquié et al., 2003; Paasi et al., 2007 Schmidt et al., 2009; Marinsuo and 
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Poskela, 2011). Despite this, literature includes no general and accepted criteria for idea screening. 

Instead, criteria seem to depend on the context and phase. 

2.3 Evaluation criteria for idea selection  

From a company’s internal perspective, criteria can be used by managers and decision makers to 

evaluate innovation projects and to make go/no-go decisions. To extend the scope and get a holistic 

view of the subject, the external perspectives of angel investors, venture capitalists, and 

entrepreneurs are explored. Differences in decisions of allocating resources to a project between 

companies and investors can then be analysed. 

2.3.1 Criteria for new product development 

While corporate entrepreneurship or intrapreneurship target more strategic innovations and require 

an evaluation of ideas based on those premises, new product development (NPD) also includes the 

process of evaluating and selecting among different ideas and proposals for internal innovation 

projects. However, there are differences between the two operations when it comes to targets, 

processes and prerequisites for their innovations. NPD usually comprises more incremental 

projects in their current business area, where the market is familiar and existing, the team and its 

expertise already exists, and technical aspects are known. Despite this, it is of interest to investigate 

the subject in this context because both involve the internal perspective of a company, and they 

are similar in wanting to invest resources in the most promising ideas to avoid wasting company 

resources. Thus, many insights can be used and compared. 

Cooper and De Brentani (1984) were two of the early researchers to study criteria for new product 

selection. Together they studied how managers could gain better insights in the screening of new 

product ventures. The study collected data through a questionnaire with 192 managers involved in 

the screening decision of new product development project. The results show that the most 

important screening decision was the product’s financial potential followed by corporate synergy 

(e.g. fit to existing distribution channels), technological and production synergy (e.g. fit to 

competences and production facilities), and product’s differential advantage. As demonstrated in 

Table 1, other researchers have also found that financial potential or performance is a commonly 

used screening criterion, but they do not stress its importance to the same extent (Carbonell-

Foulquie et al., 2003; Paasi et al., 2007; Ronkainen, 1985; Tidd and Bodley, 2002). In fact, the 

findings from this early study are not highly confirmed by subsequent research. Other researchers 
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share more similar findings where they find, and agree on, other criteria discussed below 

(Carbonell-Foulquié et al., 2003; Hart et al., 2003; Paasi et al., 2007).  

Carbonell-Foulquié et al. (2003) examined 77 innovative projects through questionnaires. They 

studied usage and relative importance of criteria at different stage gates. The most commonly 

applied criteria in approval of new product concepts were quality, sales volume, project total cost, 

alignment with the firm's strategy and window of opportunity. The study reveals that the criteria 

can be grouped into five dimensions that influence decisions the most: strategic fit, technical 

feasibility, customer acceptance, market opportunity and financial performance. The most 

important dimensions of criteria in the approval of new product concepts were strategic fit and 

customer acceptance, and the least applied, in contrast to what Cooper and De Brentani (1984) 

found, was financial performance. However, the influence of the financial aspects becomes more 

important in later stages of projects (Carbonell-Foulquié et al., 2003).  

Hart et al. (2003) and Tzokas et al. (2003) together study evaluation criteria at different gates in 

the NPD process. Based on a survey of 166 managers from UK and Dutch companies, the 

researchers suggest companies to apply different criteria at different stages of projects. They argue 

that the criteria should be formulated to target specific requirements and expectations at the 

different stages along the project. In the early screening stage, criteria regarding the technical 

feasibility, intuition, product uniqueness, and market potential are most frequently used. 

Furthermore, the criteria product performance, quality, and staying within the budget are less 

important in early stages but become important after the product has been developed. During and 

after product launch, criteria considering customer acceptance and satisfaction are essential, but 

managers should be customer oriented throughout the entire NPD process (Hart et al., 2003; 

Tzokas et al., 2003).   

To manage the selection process, Paasi et al. (2007) developed a scorecard with criteria for 

managing the high uncertainties in the front end of radical technological innovations. They 

conducted an interview study of Finnish companies with innovation management practices. Their 

findings suggest criteria that are in line with the findings from Carbonell-Foulquie et al. (2003). 

The criteria are product advantage, market attractiveness, financial reward vs risk, strategic 

alignment, fit to competence, human resources, and technical feasibility. However, Paasi et al. 
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(2007) suggest that the first three criteria (product advantage, market attractiveness, and financial 

reward vs risk) must be met to some extent if an idea is to proceed to the last four criteria.   

Another study, conducted by Tidd and Bodley (2002) based on a survey of 50 high-novelty projects 

in 25 different firms, come to similar findings. But it also supports Cooper and De Brentani (1984) 

with regards to the use of more financial criteria. The most frequently used financials (used by 

more than 79% of respondents) were estimated total cost, net present value and payback. However, 

more non-financial criteria were found to be used by a larger share of the respondents. The most 

applied non-financial criteria (used by more than 89% of respondents) were probability of 

technical and commercial success, market share, fit to core competences, degree of internal 

commitment, market size, and competition (Tidd and Bodley, 2002).    

Ronkainen (1985) was another early author to analyse decision criteria at different gates in the 

NPD process by using a less common research design. The research used a qualitative approach 

with interviews and data provided by four large companies. The interviews showed that decision 

makers used multiple criteria that could be further divided into three dimensions: product, 

marketing and financial. The purpose of the criteria was to answer three main questions:   

1.“Is there a market for the concept?”  

2.“Can the concept be transformed into a concrete product?”   

3.“Can the concrete product be manufactured and marketed profitably?”.  

Ronkainen (1985) further shows that the relative influence of the different criteria dimensions 

shifts during the process. Market criteria were most frequently applied in the concept phase of a 

new product while financial criteria become more applied as the project proceeds. Some criteria 

were more frequently used, such as technical feasibility (Ronkainen, 1985). However, since the 

study is based on a small sample it is not possible to draw any general conclusion from the study.  

Marinsuo and Poskela’s (2011) study, based on surveys of 107 front-end project managers, is 

somewhat contradictory to what other researchers have found regarding companies’ use of formal 

criteria. It shows that companies do not use formal assessment systems extensively, although they 

use the more general criteria strategic, market and technical aspects to evaluate ideas. They argue 

that evaluation criteria help companies to promote competitive potential in the front end of 
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innovation. However, too strict formal assessment systems can interfere in the early stage of 

product development and is not significantly connected with innovation performance. Hence, too 

formalized and strict evaluation processes might hinder the innovation process, while more general 

criteria can help.   
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Table 1. Overview of the most frequently used criteria identified by authors on the subject. 

 Cooper 
and De 

Brentani 
(1984) 

 

Ronkaine
n (1985) 

 

Tidd and 
Bodley 
(2002) 
 

Carbonell-
Foulqie et 
al. (2003) 

 

Hart et 
al. 
(2003) 

Paasi et 
al. (2007) 
 

Frederiksen 
and  

Knudsen 

 (2017) 

Market 
conditions 

x x x x x x x 

Size  x x     
Growth  x      
Market share x  x     
First to market x       
Customer 
acceptance 

  x x    

Market 
potential 

   x x x x 

Competition  x x     

Product 
characteristics 

x x x x x x x 

Technical 
feasibility 

 x x x x x  

Product 
uniqueness/ 
originality 

 x   x  x 

Product 
advantage 

x x    x  

Usefulness       x 

Financial 
aspects 

x x x x  x  

Financial 
performance/ 
potential (e.g. 
ROI, NPV) 

x x x x  x  

Legality  x      

Corporate 
alignment 

x x x x  x  

Fit to 
competences & 
resources 

x  x   x  

Strategic fit    x  x  
Corporate 
synergy 

x       
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After having reviewed the literature on this subject, the criteria most frequently found by 

researchers can be grouped into the four more general dimensions; market conditions, financial 

aspects, product characteristics, and corporate alignment (See Table 1). Table 1 summarizes the 

findings of previous research on the most important evaluation criteria used for idea selection. 

Researchers have also investigated how criteria, the number of criteria, and their importance 

change during the different phases of product development. Carbonell-Foulquié et al. (2003) show 

that the criteria used and their relative importance in the different stages of the project differ, and 

that the number of criteria used gradually decreases during the new product development process. 

Hence, companies use more criteria in the front end of innovation projects, with an average of nine 

criteria (Carbonell-Foulquié et al., 2003). In contrast, Hart et al. (2003) and Tzokas et al. (2003) 

argue based on their study that the number of criteria irregularly varies during the project 

development process. Another aspect that makes the number of criteria vary is the type of 

innovation, and the research of Schmidt et al. (2009) shows that the number of criteria that is used 

to evaluate projects differs between incremental and radical NPD projects. The study shows that 

more criteria were applied to evaluate incremental NPD projects. The most applied dimension for 

radical NPD project was the financial, while it was technical for incremental projects (Schmidt et 

al., 2009).  

Another common factor in the literature on this topic is that the research is based on questionnaires, 

using a deductive approach with predetermined criteria, where the respondents can either confirm 

that they use the researchers’ criteria or reject them. An issue with this approach is that the 

respondents can be misled and influenced by the predetermined criteria, and rather than accurately 

stating the criteria they use, fill in the criteria that seem appealing. All research reviewed in this 

section, except Paasi (2007) and Ronkainen (1985) that instead used interviews, has used this 

approach. Thus, the quality of the research stream can be debated.   

2.3.2 Evaluation criteria for external investors 

Besides from the internal perspective of product innovations at established companies, angel 

investors, venture capitalists, and entrepreneurs are also forced to choose between different 

investment options. Therefore, it is of interest to investigate what criteria external investors use to 

support the decision of investing resources in new business opportunities.  
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Some of the early authors in the area of evaluation criteria for venture capitalists are Tyebjee and 

Bruno (1984) who state that most venture capitalists evaluate ventures by using five basic criteria. 

The criteria are market attractiveness (e.g. size, growth, need, and accessibility), product 

differentiation (e.g. uniqueness, technical skill), managerial capabilities (e.g. quality of 

management team, talent of entrepreneur), environmental threat resistance (e.g. competition, 

technical obsolescence, economic cycle), and cash-out potential (i.e. exit opportunities in the right 

time) (Tyebjee and Bruno, 1984). Much alike their study, MacMillan et al. (1985) also investigated 

venture capitalists’ use of evaluation criteria, and the results are similar, but more emphasis is 

placed on the entrepreneur. The overall criteria are the entrepreneur’s personality (e.g. intense 

effort, ability to evaluate and react to risk) and experience (e.g. familiar with the market, 

demonstrated leadership), characteristics of the product (e.g. proprietary and protection, market 

acceptance) characteristics of the market (e.g. market growth, existing market or new market, 

familiar with market, competition) and financial considerations (e.g. return of 10 times the 

investment in 5-10 years, can easily be make liquid, subsequent investments). Moreover, 

Macmillan et al. (1985) found that the most important aspect to venture capitalists is the quality of 

the entrepreneur. It can therefore be debated whether the focus on the business plan is misplaced, 

which does not reveal any information about the entrepreneur.  

In a later study, MacMillan et al. (1987) extended their earlier research by trying to distinguish 

successful and unsuccessful ventures by using criteria. They found that two criteria significantly 

help to predict success, which are (1) the extent to which the venture is initially protected from 

competition, and (2) the degree to which there is demonstrated market acceptance. This is 

somewhat contradictory to their previous study, which did not find that these two criteria were 

essential.  

It is evident that an essential difference between criteria used for NPD and venture capitalists, is 

that investors focus much more on the entrepreneur and managerial capabilities. Zacharakis and 

Meyer (1998) concluded that most researchers together have established that the four basic criteria; 

entrepreneur/team capabilities, product attributes, market conditions, and potential returns are 

most important to venture capitalists. This is consistent with the research by Tyebjee and Bruno 

(1984) and MacMillan et al. (1985). Hudson and Evans (2005), on the other hand, argue that 

researchers have not identified criteria that lead to successful investments, but only frequently used 
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criteria. However, MacMillan et al. (1987) aimed to find the criteria that could identify successful 

ventures in their study. Hudson and Evans (2005) further argue that, due to methodological choices 

in data collection that make the studies hard to replicate and misleading, and that venture capitalists 

themselves do not understand their processes, researchers have not come to an agreement on the 

criteria typically used by venture capitalists. However, Tyebjee and Bruno (1984) argue that 

venture capitalists differ in the use of criteria because they have different strategies connected to 

their industry, preference for geography and risk, and investment policy.  

 

Table 2. Overview of the most frequently used criteria by external investors. 

 Tyebjee 
and 

Bruno 
(1984) 

 

MacMillan 
et al. 

(1985) 
 

MacMillan 
et al. 

(1987) 
 
 

Timmons 
et al. 

(1987) 
 

Hall and 
Hofer 
(1993) 

Sudek 
(2007) 

Ismail et 
al. (2014)  

Market conditions x x x x x  x 
Size x   x x   
Growth x x x x    
Barriers to entry x   x    
First to market        
Market acceptance  x x     
Market 
opportunity/potential 

      x 

Competition  x x x    

Product 
characteristics 

x x x x   x 

Product attributes x x x    x 
Proprietary  x x     
Product advantage x   x    
Growth potential x       

Financial aspects x x x x  x x 
Cash-out method x    x x  
Expected ROI x x  x    
Liquidity  x x     

Entrepreneur 
characteristics 

x x x x x x x 

Skill and experience x x x x x x  
Team  x x  x x x 
Personality  x      
Motivation      x  
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In a slightly different but nearby setting, Sudek (2007) shows that the criteria most frequently used 

by angel investors when evaluating investment opportunities are trustworthiness of the 

entrepreneur, quality of the management team, enthusiasm of the lead entrepreneur, and exit 

opportunities for the angel. He further finds that the most important criterion among these common 

criteria is the passion and commitment of the entrepreneur, but he also highlights that the team is 

essential for the success of a new venture (Sudek, 2007). In contrast, the study by Ismail et al. 

(2014) suggests different criteria as the most common among angel investors. They propose 

financial considerations, market attractiveness, entrepreneurial/management team, and 

product/service characteristics. Interestingly, Ismail et al. (2014) propose criteria that resemble 

the criteria used by most venture capitalists. Table 2 provides an overview of the most frequently 

used criteria among venture capitalists and angel investors, and it is evident that the most applied 

dimension by external investors is the characteristics of the entrepreneur. 

In a more general matter, Sobakinova and Yan (2017) developed a set of criteria to be able to 

rapidly evaluate early-stage entrepreneurial ideas. The criteria are market, economic, social, and 

novelty. Each criterion is connected to three indicators that can be used to distribute numerical 

scores to ideas, and thus, the ideas can be compared and assessed. The market criterion has the 

indicators; the business is not that available in the market, it will enable consumers to solve a 

problem, and that no special conditions are required to be able to sell the product or service. The 

economic criterion is connected to the indicators; initial capital needed can be raised without 

difficulty, investments can be repaid within a few years, and the idea attracts investments. The 

social criterion has the indicators; the target market is not largely limited to consumers with high 

financial capacity, the business is useful to a large segment, and the product or service meets a 

common human need. The novelty criterion has the indicators; the product or service is rare in the 

context of the market, or that the available products or services are insufficient in quality, 

functionality, or specification, and the product or service will be in demand for at least ten years 

(Sobakinova and Yan, 2017). The idea is that the indicators get scores of 0 or 1, and the total score 

of an idea is its final grade. The final grade then reveals the riskiness of the proposed business idea 

(Sobakinova and Yan, 2017). 
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2.4 How can the criteria be used?  

Besides having decided on what criteria to be used for evaluating and selecting among the ideas, 

there are also different ways of using and applying the criteria. The criteria can be used as 

guidelines in evaluating the projects or as a strict and formal process where all ideas must fulfill 

the criteria to proceed. The founder of the stage-gate model, Cooper (2008) propose to use must-

pass criteria for new product projects to proceed, as well as should-meet criteria to prioritize 

projects. Another alternative is to let the criteria be conditional if there is no information available 

yet to assess the ideas on certain criteria, but this is only applicable if information about the idea 

will emerge later to be able to answer them (Cooper, 1994).  

Researchers have debated whether to use formal or more informal processes to select among ideas. 

Cooper and Kleinschmidt (2001) argue that the use of formal processes to select projects can 

benefit the company’s idea success rate. A formal process for selecting which ideas to pursue 

includes a predetermined process, criteria and decision-making guidelines (Cooper and 

Kleinschmidt., 2001). A group of people is often involved in the idea selection process, following 

predetermined decision rules. Koen et al. (2001) argue that, on the one hand, formal processes can 

be useful to enable comparison of projects, to provide an equal process for the idea owners, and to 

ensure consistency for the evaluators. However, they argue that the evaluation process should be 

less strict in the front end because of high uncertainties and the limited information available in 

the beginning, and because it might harm creativity and the more radical ideas (Koen et al., 2001). 

Martinsuo and Poskela (2011) argue in their study that formality in the use of evaluation criteria 

is negatively but non-significantly associated with innovation success. Furthermore, Hammedi et 

al. (2011) state that an over-rigorous use of evaluation criteria can have a negative effect on new 

product performance. Montoya-Weiss and O’Driscoll (2000), on the other hand, showed that it is 

possible to use a highly formal process, without reducing creativity, by using a developed model 

that objectively can evaluate ideas based on preferred characteristics. However, their study is based 

solely on NPD projects and not disruptive or radical innovations.  

There is also a debate on whether to use formal processes or not for selecting incremental or radical 

innovations. One side of the debate argues that formal processes have been posited to be 

advantageous when selecting incremental new product ideas (Holahan et al., 2014) and that formal 

processes are less advantageous for selecting radical new innovations (Seidel, 2007). Other 



   

 

 23 

 

researchers claim that formal and consistent idea selection processes can be used for selecting both 

types of innovation (Schmidt et al., 2009). A study by Eling et al. (2016), based on data from 161 

firms, further supports the latter statement with the finding that the highest idea success rate is 

related to the use of formal processes to select the both types of innovation. Koen et al. (2014) find 

no connection between front-end performance and the use of formal idea selection processes for 

either radical or incremental innovations. However, they still argue that the importance of formal 

idea selection remains debatable (Koen et al., 2014). 

According to Cooper et al. (2001), there are also different methods for comparing projects, and 

two common ways are to rank projects against each other and/or to compare it against a scale to 

make a go/no go decision. Another method is a rating model with a set of evaluation criteria that 

can be used to compare different projects against each other based on their rating. The rating could 

be on a scale (for example 0-10). A study by Cui et al. (2019) finds that the rating method highly 

outperforms the ranking method when it comes to the probability of selecting the ideas with the 

highest quality. Checklists are not a commonly used tool but can be applied for making go/no-go 

decisions on individual projects (Cooper et al., 2001). 

Despite the formality of how the criteria are to be utilized, they can be used to prevent decision-

making biases and increase selection performance. For instance, according to Rietzschel et al. 

(2010), people are biased to select ideas they believe in, and they think can and should be adopted, 

at the expense of more original ideas. They further state that people do not perform well in idea 

selection if the criteria are contradictory (e.g. originality contradictory to feasibility) (Rietzschel 

et al., 2010). An investor’s decision to invest money in a company is often affected by the 

impression of the entrepreneur. The initial meeting, often called screening, is when the 

entrepreneur presents the company and afterward answers to the investor's questions (Sudek, 

2007).  

Moreover, Beretta (2018) argues that innovators’ formulation of ideas affects the evaluators, 

because it is claimed to reflect their abilities and motivation to drive the idea forward. As argued 

both by Berretta (2018) and Dahlander and Piezunka (2015), a challenge lies in finding an optimal 

formulation of ideas. Too little information in the description may result in a negative evaluation 

because it does not provide enough information to assess the idea, and it signals that the idea owner 

is not dedicated. However, too much information in the description can be time consuming, 
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confusing and lack focus on the essentials, and might also result in a negative evaluation 

(Dahlander and Piezunka, 2015). Beretta (2018) therefore argues that the evaluators should be 

aware of this and should make sure that the intrapreneurs can provide an optimal amount of 

information in the idea formulation. In this sense, to ensure that the intrapreneurs provide the 

details about the idea that are necessary to evaluate it, the criteria can be used as guidelines for the 

intrapreneurs when formulating the ideas for submission. 

Considering the context of this thesis (companies that promote intrapreneurship and want to 

engage many employees in idea generation and development), many employees will have to be 

involved in this bottom-up innovation process, and it is therefore essential to maintain employee 

engagement. Birkinshaw et al. (2011) argue that the selection process needs to be transparent and 

provide follow-ups and feedback to keep the ideas coming long term. Beretta (2018) further 

supports this by claiming that a lack of transparency in the selection process will result in less 

participation and quality of employee engagement. The criteria can therefore also be used by and 

directed towards the intrapreneurs. The criteria can provide transparency for the intrapreneurs by 

showing what companies are looking for in ideas, but they can also support rejections of ideas in 

a transparent way by using the criteria to show what they are not looking for. The feedback can 

then be connected to the selection process and its criteria (Birkinshaw et al, 2011; Beretta, 2018).   
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3 Method 

This chapter discusses the research process of this study. It describes and motivates the chosen 

research design for this study, as well as the chosen case company. Later, it describes how data 

was collected and how it complied to research ethics, and then how the data was analyzed. Lastly, 

it discusses the actions that were taken to achieve high quality of research. Figure 2 provides an 

overview of the research process of this thesis.   

 

 

Figure 2. Illustration of the research process. 

3.1 Research design 

As mentioned in the introduction chapter, there is currently limited research on the evaluation of 

innovation proposals when there is a large quantity of ideas that needs to be assessed. Moreover, 

previous research has rarely covered the investigation area in the context of intrapreneurship or 

corporate entrepreneurship. These conditions call for an exploratory purpose and perspective 

(Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). Consequently, a case study seemed like the most suitable approach. 

Moreover, Yin (2009) and Blomkvist and Hallin (2015) argue that case studies are suitable when 

a research question starts with how and when contemporary events are being studied, which is the 

case in this report where the main research question starts with how and the case company’s 

operations are present. This thesis also uses a single-case study because, as reasoned before, the 

case context is unique, which is argued to be a rationale for choosing a single-case study (Yin, 

2009).  
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Moreover, to achieve more in-depth insights and analysis to the single case, an embedded case 

study was used (Yin, 2009). This was possible because logical subunits were identified. The larger 

unit of analysis is the organization of Company A and its innovation hubs, where archival 

documents about the processes connected to the phenomenon were collected. The subunit of 

analysis is individual employees, where data was collected through semi-structured interviews.  

This study altogether used an abductive approach, which is common when working with 

qualitative data and when the study is strongly impacted by the empirics (Blomkvist and Hallin, 

2015). This enabled an alteration of how the empirics were influenced by the literature and vice 

versa. In the early phases, a deductive approach was used to read up on the subject and discover 

where this study can contribute in order to formulate the problem and questions, as well as to 

understand the data collected through documents (archival data) from Company A. Later, when 

conducting the interviews, an inductive approach was used. This method was used to ensure that 

the informants were not influenced by the researchers’ perspectives to increase the validity of the 

study. It prevented leading questions and potential biases, which enabled the informants to speak 

freely and elaborate independently (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015) 

An alternative to this research design could have been to use a deductive approach throughout the 

study, and rather have used questionnaires as the main data collection method, where findings from 

the literature review could be confirmed or rejected by the informants. However, in line with the 

arguments above, this might have influenced and biased the informants, which could have led to 

faulty conclusions. Moreover, as the case is unique in the subject, prior research cannot fully reflect 

the phenomenon under these circumstances, and thus, more exploring and elaborated insights from 

empirics are required than what can come from questionnaires.  

3.1.1 Selection of case company and respondents 

The company for this single-case study is a large incumbent high-tech company in the telecom and 

communication industry. The company has launched several innovation hubs worldwide to 

promote intrapreneurship and growth through emerging opportunities, and they are therefore of 

significant interest to study when exploring this phenomenon. Furthermore, it was of interest to 

investigate because the literature review found that the phenomenon has rarely been studied in this 

setting.  
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The innovation hubs at Company A were identified with the help from employees and documents 

from the company. Then, the managers or employees responsible for managing and evaluating 

ideas at the respective hubs were contacted for potential interviews. They were chosen because 

they were involved and engaged in the phenomenon being studied and could therefore provide 

many insights to the study. Some of the contacted innovation managers could not participate in the 

study. In total, 19 informants from 10 out of the 14 contacted innovation hubs participated. Later, 

a snowball sampling was used to identify further informants that the initial informants felt could 

contribute to the study (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). This method was appropriate because the 

study does not intend to represent an entire population (as in more quantitative studies), but rather 

represent the unique case context.   

3.2 Data collection 

As described in the previous section, this thesis used a case study with qualitative data that was 

collected through archival documents and semi-structured interviews. 

3.2.1 Literature review 

The purpose of the literature review was to provide the theoretical framework, to define relevant 

key terms used in the research, and to provide an overview of current research and its methodology 

in the fields of this study. Furthermore, it motivates the gap in previous literature that this study 

aims to contribute to, and consequently, the appropriate research design to fulfill the purpose.  

3.2.2 Archival documents 

Data was collected through archival documents at Company A, both from the company’s internal 

platforms and from informants of the different innovation hubs. The documents were used to find 

official and formal data about their processes connected to the phenomenon, and to compare and 

triangulate with the other empirical data, the interviews. The documents covered the official 

criteria used by the different innovation hubs as well as their idea selection processes. The data 

was adjusted and generalized to leave out too company-specific and sensitive information and is 

presented in the findings section.  

3.2.3 Interviews  

The interviews were conducted with the two researchers and one interviewee, either by face-to-

face meetings or by web conferences if the parties had different locations. The interviews had a 
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duration of 45 to 60 minutes and were either held in English or Swedish. One of the researchers 

was responsible for asking questions, and the other for taking notes, which is a tactic that 

Eisenhardt (1989) argues can contribute to viewing the material in diverging ways.   

The researchers started the interviews by briefly describing the focus of the research, and then by 

asking about the background of the interviewee to understand the context of the answers. All 

interviews were recorded, after asking for consent, to enable transcription and coding of the data, 

and to ensure that all evidence was addressed. The interviews’ purpose was exploratory, and thus, 

the questions were open ended and flexible, and answers were followed by supplementary 

questions, to achieve complementary insights (Yin, 2009; Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). The 

interviews were terminated by asking if the interviewee could suggest someone that would be 

suitable to further interview in the subject, using a snowball sampling as mentioned earlier.   

The interviews were conducted until the study reached empirical saturation, which was achieved 

after 19 interviews. Further material did not provide new insights, only affirmed recent findings.  

During the process of data collection through interviews, the researchers have aimed to overlap 

the data collection with analysis, to enable flexibility (Eisenhardt, 1989). By doing so, the 

interview questions could be altered to reach further interesting findings, additional data sources 

could be included, and additional topics could be explored.  

3.2.4 Ethical Aspects 

The master thesis undertakes The Swedish Research Council’s (Vetenskapsrådet) 

recommendation of good research ethics by telling the truth about the study, openly accounting 

for the used methods and results, showing transparency and being well-organized 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). The study continuously strived to achieve good research ethics by being 

as transparent as possible. The study used qualitative methods and gathered data through semi-

structured interviews and archival documents. The Swedish Research Council (2002) has four 

principal requirements that this study has adapted: 

1. Information requirements to inform the participants about the purpose of the study. The 

interviewees have the right to anytime cancel their participation. 

2. Consent requirements and the participants must agree to be studied. 
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3. Confidential requirements, the material collected in the study must be treated 

confidentially. 

4. The “good use” requirements and the collected material may only be used for the intended 

purpose (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 

The researchers took several actions to fulfil these requirements. All participants of the study were 

informed of the purpose of the study prior to the interview and could thus decide to participate 

based on that information. Furthermore, all informants were asked if the interview could be 

recorded. The researchers have signed a non-disclosure contract to protect sensitive information 

to be published and to gain access to internal company information.  

Information regarding the interviewees is limited to title and type of innovation hub to protect their 

anonymity. High level of confidentiality is argued to contribute to the quality and depth of 

discussion (Baez, 2002). 

3.3 Data analysis 

As mentioned earlier, the empirical data was contrasted and analyzed during the data collection 

process to enable flexibility and additional findings (Eisenhardt, 1989). This study used a thematic 

analysis approach where the empirical material was sorted and color-coded into categories 

(Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). This process started by scrutinizing the notes from the interviews 

to get a holistic view. Later, the two researchers read up on all transcripts independently to identify 

the themes, to then be able to establish the appropriate categories together. Thus, the categories 

emerged from recurring patterns found in the empirical material, instead of using predetermined 

categories. The categories and their connected codes are: 

• Aspects of the different criteria (what criteria, extra important, challenges and 

uncertainties). 

• Informal criteria and personal considerations (the intrapreneur, presentation and 

documentation, biases). 

• Using the criteria (purpose of using criteria, how the criteria are used, risks with using 

criteria). 
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This approach was used to address and utilize all the empirical data. The material in the different 

categories was then analyzed and further sorted into codes, which in more detail served to provide 

understanding of the different categories. 

When analyzing the data, the aim was to address and include all evidence from the empirical data 

(Yin, 2009). This was achieved by scrutinizing the interpretations of the findings and looking for 

alternatives and rival explanations.  

3.4 Research quality 

Throughout this study, actions have been taken to increase the quality of the research. In general, 

this entails increasing the validity and reliability of the study (Blomkvist and Hallin, 2015). 

Validity is considered by ensuring that the literature review, theory, research design, and 

discussion are tallying with the stated problematization, purpose and research questions. Hence, 

ensuring that the study investigates the right things to be able to answer the research questions. 

Reliability is achieved by also studying the right things in the right way (Blomkvist and Hallin, 

2015). More specifically, as argued by Yin (2009), quality of research can be achieved, in this type 

of exploratory case study, by testing the construct validity, external validity, and reliability.   

Construct validity (investigating the right things in the right way) has been achieved by taking 

several actions. First, by using multiple sources of evidence, both in empirical data collection and 

in reviewing and triangulating literature. Second, maintaining a chain of evidence by creating a 

case study database with both raw data and coded data, by citing interviews and documents to 

support the findings, and by providing accurate interview protocol and time of the interviews (see 

Appendix A and C). Last, by validating preliminary findings with key informants in a feedback 

session held in the end of April.  

External validity has been achieved by using relevant and multiple units of analysis, and by using 

the theoretical framework to analyze the data and aiming for analytic generalization. Meaning that 

the results from this study and its context could possibly be generalized to contexts where the 

theoretical framework (Christensen’s theory on disruptive innovation) is also applicable. For 

instance, the results may be generalizable to other large incumbent companies that promote 

intrapreneurship and are faced with or want to manage disruptive innovations.   
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Lastly, reliability was achieved by providing clear documentation of data collection methods, 

creating a case study database, and providing interview protocol and information about the 

interviewees in appendices (see Appendix A and C) (Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt, 1989; Blomkvist and 

Hallin, 2015). 
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4 Empirical setting  

This chapter introduces the empirical context of the research; the case company, the company’s 

two types of innovation hubs, and the innovation processes.  

4.1 The case company 

The case company is a large incumbent high-tech company in the telecom and communication 

industry with a global network of innovation hubs that serve to promote innovation and 

intrapreneurship. The company have two types of innovation hubs, referred to as Type 1 and Type 

2, and are sorted from A to H.  

There are total three Type 1 innovation hubs, located in different continents. Type 1 innovation 

hubs were founded as a part of the company’s strategy to promote intrapreneurship and innovation 

in emerging markets and technologies (e.g. smart manufacturing, smart logistics and autonomous 

vehicle). Type 1 hubs are a part of the company’s organization and have full-time employees 

working in different roles to support and promote innovation. The aim is to find and promote 

innovation in emerging businesses and technologies by collecting innovation proposals from the 

company’s employees. Type 1 hubs do not focus on incremental innovations of the company’s 

existing products. Proposals of that nature are meant to be managed by the respective line 

organization. 

Type 1 innovation hubs have a stage-gate process with five steps and four decision points, see 

Figure 3. The ideas are collected through internal communication and activities, or through a web 

application where the employees can submit and describe own ideas on a shared platform.  

Submitted ideas through the web application are open for other employees to comment and discuss. 

When the company decides to go forward with an idea, the innovation enters the Initiation stage. 

In that stage, the idea owner gets a personal innovation coach, to help improve and prepare the 

innovation proposal for the Angels’ Room. The innovators work with the project on spare time, 

besides their full-time job, and have no allocated budget in terms of project money yet. 
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Figure 3. Illustration of Company A's innovation process, called 5I. 

The decision in the Angels’ Room is made by a group of managers that evaluate ideas by using a 

set of predetermined criteria. The manager of the innovation hub is responsible for taking the final 

go/no-go decision, allowing the idea to continue to the next stage or not. The manager’s decision 

in Angels’ Room determines whether to invest corporate money and resources in the idea or not. 

After the Angels’ Room, the project’s budget and resources increase for every gate the innovation 

passes in the 5I stage-gate process. 

In the ideation stage, the innovator gets the opportunity to work fulltime with the innovation for a 

set period and the project is assigned a budget. The innovator builds a prototype to test and iterate 

with potential customers. Moving further, the innovation is reviewed in Dragons’ Den, where the 

manager of all Type 1 innovation hubs is responsible for the go/no-go decision. Next stage is 

Incubation. It includes the activities to build a minimal viable product (MVP) and to validate the 

product and the market fit. The innovation is then reviewed again in the Pioneers’ Nest, this time 

by the head manager of this specific part of the organization. Going further, the innovation is scaled 

and industrialized before the last decision point, the Acceleration Board. This time it is reviewed 

by the company’s CEO. Finally, the innovation has developed into a new business area where it 

can grow and scale.  

The Type 2 innovation hubs are voluntarily operated innovation hubs where the employees can 

work with innovation projects on their spare time. Some of the Type 2 innovation hubs have one 

or few employees working part time to manage and operate the hubs’ basic functions. The hubs 

are sponsored by the local site and not funded by the head organization. This means that the 

innovation projects have no allocated budget from the company and must apply for funding by the 

local site or from collaboration with external parties. There are in total eleven Type 2 innovation 

hubs, located in different regions, countries and continents. The Type 2 innovation hubs have three 
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purposes. The first one is to promote an innovation culture where the employee can explore and 

experiment with new technology and learn new abilities. The project does not necessarily have to 

be connected to a customer problem, rather personal interest. The second purpose is to promote 

intrapreneurship and innovations in emerging markets connected to a customer need, which do not 

have a place or time within the company’s existing organization. Third, Type 2 innovation hubs 

can prepare innovation proposals with high potential for the Type 1 innovation hubs. 

The Type 2 innovation hubs operate independently. The innovation processes are slightly different 

between the hubs and are influenced by local experience and knowledge. In general, incoming 

ideas are evaluated by a small group of people engaged in the hub. The criteria are developed to 

fit the local site’s purpose with the innovation hub. When a project is accepted, the innovator is 

responsible for the project’s progress and outcome. The sites provide support from innovation 

coaches and other voluntarily engaged employees. Projects that aim to explore new technologies 

or to learn new abilities are eventually shut down when there is nothing more to learn. Successful 

customer projects can advance to the Type 1 innovation hubs or eventually be absorbed by the 

local site.  
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5 Findings and analysis  

This chapter provides the results and findings from the empirical data and includes citations from 

the empirics to support the findings. The findings are analyzed and contrasted with the theories 

and previous empirical findings that were presented in the literature review and theories section.  

5.1 The criteria used by Company A 

The results show that all innovation hubs at Company A use criteria, but to various degree, to 

select and evaluate innovation projects. Table 3 shows the criteria used at the different innovation 

hubs. Some of the innovation hubs share the same set of criteria. 

Table 3. Criteria used by the different innovation hubs. 

Type of 
innovation 
hub/ 
Criteria 
dimension 

1A, 1B & 
2F 

2A & 2B 2C 2D 2E 2G* 2H 

Market & 
value 

- Market size** 
- Market 
growth  
- Validated 
customer 
problem & 
solution 

- Validated 
customer 
problem & 
solution 
- Competition 

- Customer 
problem & 
solution 

- Competition  
- Formulated 
business model 

- Customer 
problem & 
solution   
- Formulated 
business model 

 - Customer 
problem & 
solution 
- Go-to-market 
strategy 

Product & 
technology 

- Technical 
feasibility  

- Clearly 
defined MVP  
- Product 
advantage & 
originality 

 - Product 
originality 

- Defined MVP 
-  Product 
originality 

 - Product 
originality & 
advantage 
- Idea 
feasibility 

Operational 
& financial 
aspects 

- Prototype 
within budget 
and time frame 

- Fit with 
budget  
- Time frame 

- Fit with 
budget 

- Fit with 
budget 

  - Budget,  
- Time frame  
- Resources 
- Risk 
assessment 

Corporate 
alignment 

- Strategic Fit   
- Go-to-market 
synergy 
- Fit to 
competences 
& resources 

- The 
innovation 
extends 
business in 
new areas 

- The 
innovation 
extends 
business in 
new areas 
- Add value to 
the company 

- Fit to 
competences 
and resources  
- Go-to-market 
synergy 

 - Strategic fit 
- Fit to 
competences & 
resources 

- Anything 
related to the 
Company 
business 

 

Team - Intrapreneur 
secured 

- Team secured 
- External 
partner on 
board 

  - External 
partner 

  

*Use no formal set of criteria, but must be related to the company’s business 

**Bold = must pass criteria 
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Finding 1: The innovation hubs at Company A use criteria within the dimensions market and value, 

product and technology, operation and financials, team, and corporate alignment to evaluate and 

select among ideas. 

Most of the innovation hubs at Company A use criteria regarding a formulated customer problem 

and solution. The Type 1 innovation hubs put more focus on this criterion by wanting the innovator 

to validate the problem with a potential customer.  

“In the beginning I think is about what problem are you solving. Who validated the need for that 

problem?” (Informant 13, 2019) 

Furthermore, all interviewees are of the opinion that solving a real customer problem is an extra 

important criterion. Many argue that the innovators tend to get fixated on a technical solution, and 

rather try to force the solution at a customer problem. Despite how advanced or innovative the 

solution might be, this could result in an inability to get the solution sold. Instead, they strongly 

propose that the solution should derive from the problem and not vice versa. Some of the 

informants further propose that the problem must be verified by a customer, while others argue 

that the problem at least must be existing and identified.  

“There are always people who come up with solutions, without them having a real problem. 

They say, "I want to do blockchain". But what are the problems you solve with the technology? 

Their answer is that you can solve all the problems. Then it gets very difficult from an innovation 

perspective. It is not possible to sell anything that solves everything. You have to start at the end 

of solving a specific customer problem.” (Informant 19, 2019) 

Surprisingly, no explicit criterion regarding the customer problem was found in the literature 

review, neither in previous literature on NPD nor external parties. However, the Lean Startup 

methodology strongly promotes customer-centric approaches. Christensen’s (1997) first principle 

“companies depend on customers and investors for resources” suggests that being too customer 

oriented might hinder disruptive innovations because customers do not initially want them, not 

until the disruption has happened. The problem can be there, but the general customers might not 

validate it. Hence, the Type 1 hubs, which have the validated customer problem as a must-pass 

criterion, might miss out on potentially disruptive innovations. However, in some cases, the right 
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customer, perhaps a low-end customer with unmet demands (Christensen et al., 2015), might 

initially value the disruptive innovation and validate it.  

Most of the innovation hubs at Company A use criteria in the dimension corporate alignment, 

similar to the findings in other studies (Cooper and De Brentani, 1984; Ronkainen, 1985; Tidd and 

Bodley, 2002; Carbonell-Foulqie et al., 2003; Paasi et al. 2007). 

Criteria regarding corporate alignment were reported to be used to promote innovations aligned 

with the company’s strategy and competences. A repeatedly used criterion was go-to-market 

synergy, meaning how the innovation can use the company’s existing infrastructure, sales force, 

and distribution channels. This was one of the most frequently used criteria according to Cooper 

and De Brentani’s (1984) study. The corporate alignment criteria were also used by Company A 

to promote innovations in markets where the company brand was trustworthy and reliable and to 

avoid markets where it was not. Two of the respondents explain this by saying:  

“We need to stay in the arena we are good at, we don’t have to be famous, but we need to be 

good at it. And learn to say that certain markets are not for us, because you might trust google 

or GE or someone else more. No matter how good the idea it will not take off. It is really about 

anchoring in our own competences.” (Informant 13, 2019) 

“If you can't name any person in the company that has the needed competences the idea might 

not be for us. We must consider the idea we have competences to.” (Informant 8, 2019) 

At the same time, the very purpose of the innovation hubs’ existence is to strategically extend their 

business in new areas by embracing emerging opportunities. The criterion the innovation extends 

business in new areas was frequently used by the Type 2 innovation hubs to ensure that they keep 

exploring and learning new things. A possible conflict could derive from the fact that they want to 

extend their business in new areas while at same time use the same go-to-market strategies and 

competences.  In contrast to more sustaining innovations in NPD where they rely on their current 

competences and capabilities (and most use fit to competences and resources as a criterion), 

innovations that are to target emerging markets might require new capabilities (Christensen, 1997). 

Moreover, according to Christensen’s (1997) fourth principle “An organization’s capabilities 

define its disabilities”, individuals themselves cannot create the new processes and values required 

for another context within the organization because they are not flexible. Thus, if targeting new 
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emerging markets, companies might have to consider creating new capabilities outside the main 

organization. Therefore, the criteria connected to corporate alignment might hinder the pursuit of 

entering emerging markets.  

The market size and growth criteria were used exclusively by the Type 1 innovation hubs to 

promote innovations in big and growing markets. This is partly due to the purpose of their 

innovation hub. Market criteria are applied in various degrees in all reviewed literature, such as 

market size, market growth and market share criteria. The market size criterion was found in 

Ronkainen’s (1985) and Tidd and Bodley’s (2002) studies and in most of the reviewed literature 

on venture capitalists, see Table 2. Other researchers are focused on the market potential or 

opportunity, see Table 1 in the literature review.   

“For how many do we solve the problem? How big is the market? So that you avoid thinking 

“this is a cool thing" but then it is only a dozen people who are helped. Then there is nothing for 

a company like us to offer such a solution.” (Informant 19, 2019) 

“According to our criteria we cannot invest resources in something that most likely does not 

have a growing market.” (Informant 1, 2019) 

However, the market size criterion was reported to be difficult to apply by some of the respondents, 

and the validity of the estimations was questioned. The innovator may have no previous experience 

of estimating market size or growth when submitting an idea. Therefore, the numbers from 

estimating the market size and growth can be uncertain. Some of the informants argue: 

“It is difficult to apply the criterion market potential because it is black magic coming up with 

the numbers, quantifying the market size.” (Informant 11, 2019) 

“You say that the market is this big, just because you think I would like to hear that number, the 

moment when I ask where you got that number? There is nothing. I am trying to look for strong 

data-driven foundations for your assumptions.” (Informant 13, 2019). 

One of the respondents even argue that it is close to impossible to estimate the future market size 

for disruptive innovations, with no currently existing markets. The informant states: 

“How can you make a customer validation in a market that does not exist?” (Informant 6, 2019). 
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This argument is supported by Christensen’s (1997) theories where he explicitly states that 

“markets that do not exist cannot be analyzed”. He further argues that companies that require 

market size data on markets connected to disruptive innovations tend to make mistakes 

(Christensen, 1997). This suggests that too strict criteria regarding markets could kill a potentially 

disruptive and successful innovation. Thus, depending on the target of the innovations, it can be 

questioned whether the focus on the market criteria by innovation hub Type 1 is misplaced, 

especially considering that they are must-pass criteria. Christensen’s (1997) second principle 

“small markets do not solve the growth needs of large companies” also highlights the issue that 

large companies avoid investing in ideas connected to markets that are initially small, but once the 

disruption has happened, the market will have grown significantly. Altogether, companies should 

be careful to use the market criteria strictly when it comes to emerging markets.  

Financial performance or potential measurement (e.g. payback method, ROI or NPV) was not 

used by any of Company A’s innovation hubs. In the reviewed literature, financial performance 

and potential was a commonly used criterion for selecting between NPD projects and for external 

investors, see Table 1 and Table 2.  The only frequently used criteria regarding financial aspects 

were criteria regarding the project’s budget and time frame, which were used by most of Company 

A’s innovation hubs. However, the project cost criterion was not common in the literature review, 

only found by Carbonell-Foulqié et al. (2003). The motivation behind having a limited budget and 

time frame for Company A was to force the innovator to first prove the product advantage within 

a reasonable budget.  

 “They do not need to build a whole elephant in order to test the problem. I am looking for 

something which they quickly can take out, rip off if they need to and start all over again. I am 

looking for scalable, small, interactive thinking. That is important for the innovation, otherwise 

you are building.” (Informant 13, 2019) 

The choice of having a limited time frame and resources, early customer interaction, and an 

iterative and experimental process is supported by the Lean Startup methodology (Ries, 2012). 

Christensen’s (1997) theory, which states that customers do not initially want disruptive 

innovations, contradicts the Lean Startup methodology and specifically to test the innovation with 

a customer, as previously discussed. However, Christensen (1997) does propose to fail early and 

inexpensively in an iterative process.  
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Three of the Type 2 innovation hubs use criteria regarding having an external partner onboard. An 

external partner is not necessarily an active working partner, nor customer, but someone to have 

an active dialogue with about the problem. In that aspect, the external partner criterion differs from 

the customer criteria. Furthermore, an external partner could be someone who contributes with a 

part of the solution or has found a specific problem that needs to be solved for their customer.  

“Partners are really important; we do not start any projects without external partners or 

customers. If you go to a pitch without a partner, it will not qualify.” (Informant 9, 2019). 

The product advantage and originality criteria were frequently applied by the Type 2 innovation 

hubs and in the reviewed literature (Cooper and De Brentani, 1984; Ronkainen, 1985; Hart et al., 

2003; Paasi et al., 2007; Frederiksen and Knudsen, 2017). Interestingly, few of the innovation hubs 

use formal criteria regarding the innovation's technical feasibility, which is a frequently applied 

criterion in the literature (Ronkainen, 1985; Tidd and Bodley, 2002; Carbonell-foulqie et al., 2003; 

Hart et al., 2003; Paasi et al., 2007). However, one of the informants at Type 2 innovation hub 

expresses that the innovation’s technical feasibility was an extra important criterion when 

evaluating innovation proposals (Informant 8, 2019), despite not being a formal criterion. Informal 

considerations will be further discussed in section 5.2. 

5.2 Informal considerations and interpretations 

Although it has been established that all innovation hubs use criteria to various extent for selecting 

among ideas, it was also discovered that most informants working with idea selection consider 

additional things when evaluating them, which are informal or not established.  

Finding 2: There are both formal and informal criteria when evaluating ideas. The evaluations 

are inevitably influenced by the evaluators’ personal biases and considerations. 

One informant expresses the presence of informal criteria explicitly by saying that: 

“There are other criteria, but they are not mentioned on the list of criteria. There are a lot of 

questions that I am reading even though they’re not on the list”. (Informant 13, 2019) 

Most of the respondents argue that the quality of the person or team behind the idea, the 

intrapreneurs, are a crucial part of the innovation project. Thus, besides the criteria, the 

intrapreneur is assessed when evaluating the idea itself. The intrapreneurs are being assessed on 
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various things, including for instance background, talent, passion, and motivation. The informants 

argue, in different ways, that the idea will have higher chances of succeeding if the idea owner has 

the prerequisites for driving the project. Some of the respondents argue that: 

“I look for the glow in the eyes and energy in the presentation that would give me a good hint 

that this person is curios and passionate about that. The passion behind the idea and the energy 

could be a good indicator to me why we should say yes.” (Informant 10, 2019) 

“I usually look into the quality of the talent behind that idea. I look at the background of the 

intrapreneur to see how you will react to obstacles to determine if the idea will have the chance 

to advance”. (Informant 1, 2019) 

“I look a lot at the people, their attitude, if they want to hand over the idea versus if they want to 

build it. Are they working well together, do they need another co-founder? Do they have what it 

takes when it gets tough to see something through?” (Informant 13, 2019) 

“Motivation and the entrepreneurial spirit to solve the problems that came up was something I 

was looking for, even though I wasn't that aware of it". (Informant 19, 2019) 

In this sense, the innovation hubs are more like venture capitalists because they extensively assess 

the intrapreneur’s characteristics (see section 2.3.2), while NPD does not. This is probably due to 

the fact that the innovation hubs and venture capitalists want to invest time and money in a project 

that is more like a start-up than a regular project. A start-up requires a committed team that is 

suited for the task whereas NPD projects already have their established teams. Despite the 

agreement among the informants that the quality of the intrapreneur is crucial, the only thing 

included in the formal criteria regarding the intrapreneur is that an intrapreneur or a team is 

secured.  

Another aspect that the respondent had in consideration was the presentation of the innovation 

proposal. Ideas with better research, documentation, description and more details could be more 

positively evaluated. To quote one of the respondents: 

“I hate when it’s the first time that people ever have thought about it. Then the persons haven't 

done any research and the problem can’t be anchored in reality.” (Informant 13, 2019).  
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One of the respondents addresses this issue and argues that everyone should be equally evaluated, 

despite presentation skills, and that this is to be considered a problem that can have a negative 

effect on the innovation processes: 

“The criteria and template must be developed so that not only do the well-spoken receive project 

money, regardless of how bad the presentations are” (Informant 6, 2019). 

This issue was also found in the literature review, where Beretta (2018) and Dahlander and 

Piezunka (2015) argue that the amount of information presented in the idea formulation affects the 

evaluators. In line with Beretta’s (2018) argumentation, the criteria should guide the intrapreneur 

in the idea formulation to be able to provide sufficient information when submitting the idea.  

An issue with having personal considerations when evaluating ideas is that it could result in a lack 

of transparency in the selection process. As outlined by Birkinshaw et al. (2011) and Beretta 

(2018), it is important to provide transparency and feedback in the selection process in order to 

maintain future engagement of the employees. Feedback and transparency were in fact asked for 

by the employees submitting ideas to both Type 1 and Type 2 innovation hubs, as well as the status 

of the submitted idea. If an idea is rejected because of a personal consideration, the intrapreneur 

might be demotivated because they did not know that it was something they were being assessed 

on. Or the evaluator might not able to give the actual reason for the rejection to be able to provide 

constructive feedback. This can result in that the selection process loses its transparency and the 

employee is less likely to try again.  

The finding of how the criteria are used is further presented and discussed in section 5.3. 

5.3 The use of criteria 

The informants of this study argue in various ways that the criteria are there to help and guide them 

and the intrapreneurs in the process, but in the early phases it is hard to apply some of them and 

calculations are uncertain. They are therefore used more as guidelines with more qualitative data. 

As expressed by two informants: 

“In the beginning I think they should be used as guidelines, in order to later in the process fulfil 

them. They work as a quality assurance, so we know that we have gone through the criteria we 

know are important in order to take an idea further.” (Informant 16, 2019) 
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“Calculations can gain too much attention in the early phases and steal the focus from the 

innovation.” (Informant 2, 2019) 

Finding 3: Most hubs utilize the criteria as guidelines rather than must-pass criteria when 

deciding whether to proceed with an idea or not. 

The majority of the respondents are positive to use of criteria to select and evaluate innovation 

projects. Criteria have several purposes in the innovation hubs: to screen and evaluate a large 

quantity of innovation projects, provide equal opportunities for the intrapreneurs, follow up 

projects, promote the best innovation projects, and work as guidelines for both innovators and 

innovation coaches. The process of evaluating innovation projects can be time consuming and 

criteria can help. Overall, one informant argues that: 

“You have to be willing to take the risk but be sure that your criteria guide it to be low 

complexity, low cost and low risk.” (Informant 13, 2019) 

The informants argue that the criteria work as guidelines for both the evaluator and the 

intrapreneur. They help to show the maturity and quality of the idea. For the innovation hubs, they 

also serve to ensure that they stay focused on their targets and what they want to do. Some of the 

quotes on this subject are: 

“In the early stages it is important to not have too heavy criteria, but rather that you get them to 

start thinking a little wider. So, there they work as guidelines for the innovator too.” (Informant 

3, 2019) 

“To use predetermined criteria to select among innovation project is important, especially if you 

have multiple options” and “Criteria are very important to focus on what we want to do.” 

(Informant 1, 2019). 

“The innovators by themselves realize the strengths and flaws of their ideas when you ask 

questions connected to the criteria.” (Informant 7, 2019) 

Another aspect of using criteria is that they can help avoid biases and ensure that the intrapreneurs 

get the same chances of succeeding. One informant expresses that: 
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“The criteria help us to work in an equivalent way, and to make sure that the innovators get the 

same treatment, and the same chances and opportunities when they meet us. For us, they provide 

structure and ensure that we ask the right questions.”  (Informant 3, 2019) 

If the criteria are meant to provide equal opportunities for the intrapreneurs then, in line with 

Beretta (2018) and the previous reasoning in 5.2, they can also be framed to guide the intrapreneurs 

in the formulation of ideas to ensure that they do not get a negative evaluation based only on the 

amount of information.  

 One of the respondents argue that having too strict criteria can have a negative impact on the 

outcome, and thus must-pass criteria must be handled with caution: 

“If you think of criteria as a gate yes/no you will miss a lot of great ideas. I don’t think Facebook 

would have passed a lot of our criteria. It is knowing with wisdom when and how the criteria are 

for. They are not to gate keep but to guide.” (Informant 13, 2019) 

This reasoning is supported by Koen et al. (2001) that argue that the evaluation process in fact 

should be less strict in the front end because of high uncertainties and limited information, and that 

it could harm creativity and the more radical ideas. This is also consistent with the study by 

Hammedi et al. (2011).  

The reasoning is also in line with Christensen’s theories of disruptive innovations in emerging 

markets where there are many uncertainties. However, it is somewhat contradictory to the formal 

criteria used by Type 1 hubs, where it is stated that some of the criteria must be passed. Must-pass 

criteria is utilized in Cooper’s (2008) stage-gate process for a new project to proceed. However, if 

the criteria are to serve the purpose of ensuring that all ideas get the same chance, the actual use 

of them should be communicated between the employees. The same informant argues that the 

reason for having some of the criteria as must pass (although they do not always have to be passed), 

is that they want to avoid that people submit ideas that are unusable and not suited for the hubs’ 

purpose, and to be able to reject insufficient ideas with support from the must-pass criteria. 

Formally stating that some of the criteria are must pass, although they are not, and using the must-

pass criteria as an excuse to reject ideas, could result in a decline of employee engagement by not 

being able to provide transparency and constructive feedback (Beretta, 2018; Dahlander and 

Piezunka, 2015).   
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6 Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the study’s implications considering past research by answering the 

research questions. The researchers provide managerial implications for how an incumbent high-

tech company can use criteria to evaluate and select among innovation proposals for emerging 

opportunities. Lastly, the chapter discusses implications for sustainability, limitations in the study, 

and suggestions for future research.  

6.1 Research implications 

Generally, this study’s empirical findings are in line with the theories of Christensen (1997). It was 

found that Company A’s innovation activities, as a large established company, can be explained 

by four out of the theory’s five principles (see section 2.1.1). They are customer oriented and 

depend on their customers for resources (first principle), they do not embrace opportunities 

connected to small markets (second principle), they require market size data although emerging 

markets are uncertain (third principle), and they are determined to exploit their existing capabilities 

(fourth principle).  

Furthermore, to address the purpose of the thesis, the research questions need to be answered. The 

following subchapters therefore answer the main research question and the two sub research 

questions.  

6.1.1 Addressing the main research question 

MRQ1: How does an incumbent high-tech company use criteria to evaluate and select among 

innovation proposals for emerging opportunities? 

The findings from this thesis, and the answers to the two sub questions below, suggest that an 

incumbent high-tech company uses a set of criteria that is a mix of the previous findings in the 

context of NPD and external investors, to evaluate and select among innovation project for 

emerging opportunities. The criteria are within the dimensions market and value, product and 

technology, operations and financials, corporate alignment, and team, see Table 3. More emphasis 

is put on the intrapreneur because these kinds of innovations require people that can drive the 

innovation to become a successful business, in contrast to more incremental innovations developed 

in the daily operations in the line organization.  
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In line with Christensen (1997), possible conflicts can derive from using strict criteria connected 

to the market size, which can be uncertain, initially small, or not existing when dealing with 

emerging markets and technologies. Furthermore, a conflict could arise when aiming to extend 

business in new areas, which might require new capabilities, with the criteria of using the same 

competences and go-to-market strategy. The criterion to have validated the innovation with a 

customer need might be counterproductive because customers do not initially want disruptive 

innovations (Christensen, 1997). This criterion was found in the study’s empirical context but had 

no support from the conducted literature study.  

Lastly, findings indicate that it is beneficial to use the criteria less strict in the early phase of the 

innovation process, as well as to use them to guide the intrapreneurs in their development of ideas.   

6.1.2 Addressing sub-research question 1  

To be able to answer the main research question, the following sub research question was 

formulated: 

SRQ1: What criteria support an incumbent high-tech company in the selection of innovation 

proposals for emerging opportunities? 

The criteria that support an incumbent high-tech company, Company A, in the selection of ideas 

for emerging opportunities are presented in Table 3. The criteria are in the dimensions: market and 

value, product and technology, operational and financial aspects, corporate alignment and team. 

This finding is consistent with previous research in the context of both NPD and external investors 

that together have the same dimensions. The specific criteria used in this context constitute a mix 

of the criteria used by NPD and external investors (see Table 1 and 2).  

This study also identified that most evaluators are influenced by their personal considerations, 

resulting in additional informal criteria. The majority of the informants assess the characteristics 

of the intrapreneur, which is not a formally stated criterion, but it is strongly supported by external 

investors’ selection process (see Table 2). The context is, on the other hand, more consistent with 

NPD in that they both focus on aspects connected to corporate alignment. However, companies, 

like Company A, that want to embrace emerging opportunities and markets will require some new 

capabilities (Christensen, 1997). Companies with this purpose should therefore be more flexible 
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in the use of the criteria connected to corporate alignment and when dealing with more disruptive 

ideas and markets.  

As many researchers have found, in the context of both NPD and external parties, market size is a 

commonly used criterion (see Table 1 and 2), which Type 1 innovations hubs also use. However, 

the criterion was reported to be difficult to use and estimate by many informants because of the 

high uncertainties in the beginning and especially in emerging markets. Moreover, markets that do 

not exist cannot be analysed (Christensen, 1997). It can therefore be argued that the criterion 

market potential is more suited for this context, as proposed by Carbonell-Foulqié et al. (2003), 

Hart et al. (2003), Paasi et al. (2007), and Frederiksen and Knudsen (2017).  

A criterion that was strongly proposed by all the informants was that the idea should derive from 

a real customer problem. This finding contradicts previous research because no study explicitly 

suggests this criterion. Some of the hubs further require that the customer problem and solution 

must be validated by a potential customer. This finding is not supported by the theories of 

Christensen (1997), because when it comes to more disruptive markets and technologies, 

customers will not initially recognise and want them until it is too late.   

6.1.3 Addressing sub-research question 2 

The second sub research question was formulated in order to further understand how to use the 

criteria that can support an incumbent high-tech company in the selection process, and ultimately, 

to be able to answer the main research question:  

SRQ2: How are the evaluation criteria utilized by an incumbent high-tech company in the selection 

process of innovation proposals? 

Generally, criteria can be used to select and screen innovation proposals for emerging 

opportunities. The findings suggest that criteria should be utilized less strict in the beginning of 

the process to later in the process become stricter, which is supported by precious researchers 

(Koen et al., 2002; Hammedi et al., 2011). One of the risks of having must-pass criteria early in 

the process is to miss potentially good innovations before they are fully explored. Christensen’s 

(1997) theory of disruptive innovations, and the principal that markets that do not exist cannot be 

analysed, questions the use of strict and quantitative criteria to select among innovation projects.  
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Findings show that the criteria also can be used to guide the intrapreneurs and should be formed 

to help them develop and present their ideas in an optimal way, and to infuse transparency in the 

process to maintain future employee engagement in line with Beretta (2018). Furthermore, criteria 

can facilitate the evaluator to select innovation projects according to the company’s strategic goals.  

6.2 Managerial implications 

The managerial implications are based on the findings from having investigated idea selection in 

both previous research and from conducting a case study of Company A. This section discusses 

five recommendations: 

1. Use market potential criterion instead of market size. 

2. Use the criterion Validated customer problem with caution. 

3. Guide the intrapreneurs to provide optimal amount of information and prevent biases. 

4. Increase transparency in the selection process to keep ideas coming. 

5. Avoid becoming stuck in old patterns - reconsider fit to competences and resources and 

go-to-market synergy criteria. 

The market size criterion was found difficult to apply by innovators, business coaches and 

evaluators. Christensen’s (1997) theory of disruptive innovations, and that non-existing markets 

cannot be evaluated, make the market size criterion unsuitable, particularly for disruptive 

innovations. Christensen’s second principle “small markets do not solve the growth needs of large 

companies” also highlights the issue with having a market size criterion.  Large companies avoid 

investing in ideas connected to small markets, but once the disruption has happened, the market 

will have grown significantly. Based on this, our recommendation is to use the market size criterion 

with caution. We argue that the criterion market potential is more suitable to evaluate the market, 

in line with Carbonell-Foulqié et al. (2003), Hart et al. (2003), Paasi et al. (2007), and Frederiksen 

and Knudsen (2017), for instance, by estimating the number of potential buyers that might be 

interested in the product.  

It was strongly agreed by the informants that it is extra important that all innovations and solutions 

must derive from a real customer problem to avoid developing technical solutions that no 

customers want. However, since companies like Company A want to explore emerging markets, 

managers should be aware that their current customers might not initially want them (Christensen, 
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1997). Consequently, customers tend to reject potentially disruptive innovations, resulting in that 

customer validations might be counterproductive. It is therefore recommended that managers 

should be careful when using the validated customer problem criterion and be aware when it is not 

applicable. If a disruptive innovation is to be validated, managers should look for the right 

customer and not necessarily the current customer.  

Informants and previous research by Dahlander and Piezunka (2015) and Beretta (2018) suggest 

that the way an idea is formulated and presented affects the evaluation of it. Therefore, we suggest 

that the intrapreneur should be guided to provide optimal amount of information in the presentation 

of an idea to avoid decision-making biases. This could be done by preparing a template with the 

most significant information, preferably connected to the criteria, that innovators need to fill in 

before a pitch or submission. 

Our findings indicate that there is a lack of transparency in the selection process. Firstly, because 

some of the innovation hubs have formally stated that certain criteria must be passed, while 

informants argue that they do not actually have to be passed. Moreover, the majority of the 

respondents at Company A told that they informally looked at the innovator's personality, 

background and track record in the evaluation process. Because a lack of transparency and 

feedback could result in a decline of employee engagement (Birkinshaw et al., 2011; Beretta, 

2018), which companies that promote intrapreneurship depend on, our suggestion is to increase 

transparency in the selection process. This could be done by including informal considerations in 

the evaluation processes. The intrapreneur or team behind the idea is a frequently applied criterion 

by external investors (see Table 2). Moreover, the selection process (whether must-pass criteria 

are used or not) can be communicated clearly both internally and to the intrapreneurs to be able to 

provide constructive feedback.  

The criteria fit to competences and resources and go-to-market synergy work for incremental 

innovations but might not support companies that are trying to strategically extend their business 

in new areas. Christensen’s (1997) fourth principle “An organization’s capabilities define its 

disabilities” explains how old capabilities can impede companies when entering new markets. 

When targeting new emerging markets, companies might have to create new capabilities, which 

differ from the existing. Therefore, the criteria fit to competences and resources and go-to-market 

synergy might hinder the pursuit of successfully entering emerging markets. Our recommendation 
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is to reconsider these criteria because emerging markets can require other capabilities that 

substantially differ from the company’s present.  

6.3 Sustainability implications 

This study contributes to sustainable economic development and growth by supporting incumbent 

high-tech companies in the innovation process. It provides insights on criteria that can facilitate 

and support the selection of different innovation proposals. Well-functioning selection processes 

can prevent companies from wasting resources on inappropriate and unsuccessful projects, and 

thus, promote both sustainable economic and environmental development.  

The study addresses two of UN’s sustainable development goals. UN’s 8th sustainable 

development goal is to “Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive”. Implications for this goal are that innovation leads to economic growth and providing 

an efficient way of continuously promoting innovation and supporting creativity will enable a 

steadier pace of economic growth (Hopkins, 2011).  

UN’s 9th sustainable development goal is to “Build resilient infrastructure, promote sustainable 

industrialization and foster innovation”, and included within the 9th goal is to increase access to 

information and communications technology (UN, 2018). The case company operates in the 

information and communication industry, and hence, they can directly contribute to the 9th goal 

by fostering innovation and building infrastructure for communication technology globally 

6.1 Limitations 

One of the limitations of this study is that the literature review lacks more recent authors and 

research in the subject of evaluation criteria for idea selection. The most eminent authors, identified 

when conducting the literature review on this subject, conducted their research in the past. The 

limited time frame of this thesis meant that the researchers did not have access to an actual 

selection process (e.g. Angels’ Room), which could have been beneficial to observe. Moreover, 

after having revisited the research design, a longitudinal case study of this case would have been 

interesting to study if it had been possible.  

Many of the conducted interviews was limited to skype-meetings because of geographic distance, 

which sometimes limited the quality of the interviews in terms of conversation flow, recording, 

and interpretations. Face-to-face meetings would have been the preferable option for all the 
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interviews if it had been possible. Lastly, the empirical context, Company A’s innovation hubs, 

are relatively new and not yet well established. Thus, there is limited information of the actual 

benefits of their selection process. It might therefore be of interest to further investigate this case 

in the future. Despite the limitations, this thesis provides useful insights on a phenomenon by 

studying a unique case context, which is becoming more and more relevant in a fast-changing and 

dynamic industry. 

6.2 Future research 

Generally, this phenomenon has not been studied enough in this context. More research and 

theories should be developed under these circumstances. Based on insights from the interviews 

and previous research, our first recommendation for future research is to explore reward systems 

for intrapreneurs and corporate entrepreneurship that would both benefit the company and the 

intrapreneurs. Furthermore, because the respondents explicitly told that they look at the 

intrapreneurs background, personality and track record when evaluating innovation proposals, our 

second recommendation is to further explore how strongly the innovator’s characteristics affect 

the evaluators. Our third recommendation is to investigate the actual benefits of using certain 

criteria by using different innovation projects’ outcome as the unit of analysis. Our last 

recommendation, connected to Finding 2, is to further investigate decision-making biases and 

personal considerations in the evaluation process. More specifically, how the process can use 

debiasing techniques to improve decision making and transparency.  
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Appendix  

Appendix A – Information on the interviewed informants 

 

Title Works with innovation hub type: 

Innovation and Strategy Execution 

Manager 

Type 1 

Strategy Execution Manager  Type 1 

Principal Researcher Business 

Models 

Type 1 

Innovation Hub Performance 

Manager 

Type 2 and 1 

Product Development Leader Type 2 

Partner Manager Ecosystem  Type 1  

System Designer Type 2 

Innovation Strategy and Business 

Manager 

Type 2 

Research Manager Type 2 

Line Manager Type 2 

Dir Product Management Type 1 

Developer Type 2 

Head of Innovation Hub Type 1 Type 1 

Line Manager Type 2 

Senior Customer Support 

Professional 

Type 2 

Principal Researcher Business 

Models 

Type 1 

Senior Researcher Type 1 

Project Manager Type 2 

Senior Project Manager Type 2 
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Appendix B – Reference list of informants 

Number assigned to informant Works with innovation hub type: Date 

1 Type 1 7/2-19 

2 Type 1 11/2-19 

3 Type 1 14/2-19 

4 Type 2 and 1 6/3-19 

5 Type 2 11/3-19 

6 Type 1  12/3-19 

7 Type 2 18/3-19 

8 Type 2 18/3-19 

9 Type 2 25/3-19 

10 Type 2 25/3-19 

11 Type 1 27/3-19 

12 Type 2 28/3-19 

13 Type 1 1/4-19 

14 Type 2 2/4-19 

15 Type 2 2/4-19 

16 Type 1 9/4-19 

17 Type 1 9/4-19 

18 Type 2 11/4-19 

19 Type 2 23/4-19 
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Appendix C – Interview questions  
 

Interview template 
Name: 

Title: 

Date: 

Introduction 

• Start with a short presentation of us, our background and the purpose of the interview 

• Ask if the participant agrees to be recorded 

• Start recording 

• Ask the participant to introduce himself/herself and his/hers background, the innovation 

hub, how it was created, how it operates etc. 

Idea Selection 

1. Can you tell us about the process of how you select among different innovation projects? 

If they use criteria, ask question 1.1 - 1.10 

1.1 What criteria are used for evaluating and selecting among ideas? 

1.2 Why are criteria necessary in idea selection? 

1.3 How do you use the criteria? 

1.4 What criteria do you feel are of extra importance in finding successful innovation 

projects? Example? 

1.5 What criteria/factors often help to predict failure? 

1.6 Do you follow up criteria? 

1.7 How did you come up with the criteria? 

1.8 Do you use the criteria differently? 

1.9 Does something about the idea affect your evaluation? 

1.10 Besides criteria, what do you consider when evaluating ideas? 

Continue by asking question regarding the innovation hub and the innovation process. Examples 

of question: 

2. Who selects among ideas? 
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3. How do you collect ideas? 

4. Could you tell us about a successful innovation project? What made it successful? 

5. Could you tell us about an unsuccessful innovation project? What made it fail? 

End of interview 

• Ask the participant for other interesting employees to interview (snowball effect) 

• Thank the participant for his/her time 

• Stop recording 

 


