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Abstract 
 

Front-end activities prior to the product and process development have been pointed out by 

studies to be an essential part in development of new products and processes. Here selecting 

ideas is found to be route cause of success and failures of the new product and process 

development outcomes. The existing studies concentrate on larger companies, where tools and 

processes often are not fitting into the SME which have different needs and settings and lack 

attention regarding effective and sustainable processes in the front-end.  

 

This thesis addresses the need for a more detailed view of the most important factors that 

influence selecting innovative ideas in SME, with a purpose to address these factors and improve 

them in the front end process of these companies. 

 

For this, by means of extensive literature study on SME, front-End and idea selection theories, a 

theoretical model for critical success factors for idea selection is developed, containing 21 

factors. These factors are divided in main aspects of Shared vision, Innovation strategy, 

Leadership and management, Appropriate, structure and organization, Key individuals. 

Subsequently this model is tested in a case study of Bioteria Technologies AB in which the 

company’s idea selection process is analysed with the model.  

 

The empirical analysis and discussions resulted in learning about the status of the company 

against the factors from which propositions follow.  

 

The outcome of the study is a model that can be used for addressing what the challenges and 

opportunities are for the SME related to improving or adopting an idea selection phase. 

 

 

Key-words: Idea selection, Front end, Innovation, SME   
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This section provides an introduction, followed by problem statement and the purpose of the 

research. Next, the delimitations are descried as well as research question is defined which will 

be answered during the research. Furthermore delimitations and outline of the thesis are 

presented. 

In today’s globalized and rapidly changing economy as well as increasingly complex business 

environment (Pérez-Luño and Cambra, 2013), it is important for companies to constantly be 

ready to adapt to market changes in order to survive and develop their competitive advantages 

(Pérez-Luño and Cambra, 2013; Saleh & Wang, 1993). Particularly sensitive is this for many 

Small and Medium sized Enterprises (SME) that are not large enough to dominate and control 

markets. Innovation becomes the key to success. 

Innovation process usually starts with ideas, and companies, - especially the entrepreneurial- 

mainly do not suffer from lack of ideas (Vandenbosch et al., 2006). The main challenges are 

rather in how to implement an innovation process which is referred to as Front-End (FE), in 

which ideas are moved forward and selected in an efficient way, aligned with company’s goals 

and overall strategy (Bessant, 2003). This results in further development in the company’s new 

products and processes, or improvements of the existing ones as well as organizational 

improvements in which the critical success factors for selecting ideas need to be addressed 

(Florén and Frishammar, 2012). The eventual aim of these processes is mainly to create value 

through a sustainable system which also implies to consumption of resources, in which the value 

of products and services created is greater than the consumed resources in terms of value over 

longer time (Engwall et al., 2014).  

Annual reports for EU (2014/2015) show that SME accounted for 99,8% of all enterprises in the 

non-financial business industry (e.a. government services, education, health arts & culture 

excluded) of EU companies in 2014 (Annual report for EU, 2014/2015). SMEs produce 58% of 

the value added in the European Economy and are responsible for two-thirds (67%) of 

employment in the EU with entailed 71% of increase in employment in 2014. Still this section 

lacks attention regarding effective and sustainable processes. For these companies to have an 

efficient process especially for innovation, contribution can be done to a more effective use of 

resources and labour, which is today one of the most pressing problems facing 12% of the SMEs 

in the EU28
1
 in 2014 (Annual report for EU, 2014/2015).  

In many studies the tools that are proposed, are usually adapted to the large established 

companies (Pullen et al., 2009; Bos-Brouwers, 2010) that have the resources for application of 

the processes and established operational activities (i.e. proposal of Florén and Frishammar, 

2012). These processes are not always applicable to the SME due to lack of advanced structure 

(Laforet, 2013). Therefore, studies are needed that look specifically on these types of businesses. 

 

 

  

                                                 
1
 EU28 refers to the extent of the report over the 28 European member countries of the European Union.  

2
 The study was based on PRIMA project (aiming at developing an instrument to gain insight into the sustainable innovation 
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1.1 Problem Statement  

 

The Front End (FE) is considered as driver to successful product and process innovation, and 

cause of success. However studies that analyse this stage typically address it conceptually and 

have a holistic view over the entire front end (Kock et al., 2015).  

The strive for innovation and efficiency during the New Product and Process Development 

(NPPD), calls for a focus on the FE activities where product concepts still can be changed and 

modified at relatively low cost (Elmquist and Segrestin, 2007). It is unclear how ideas are 

selected in the FE, and Van de Ende et al. (2014) points out from (however) anecdotal evidence, 

that moving from selected idea to implementation in a traditional innovation funnel system is not 

easy and often fails. Recent studies such as those from Florén & Frishammar (2012), Van den 

Ende et al. (2014), Nicholas et al. (2015), Tidd and Bessant (2013), have pointed that failure and 

success of the products and processes may have the cause routed in the idea selection and the 

innovation process. This, due to the fact that the ideas chosen prior to the New product and 

process development (NPPD) end in a Go/no-go decision which is where decisions are taken for 

setting ideas and concepts to direction of development, or for discontinuation.  

Idea selection is a step in the innovation process that is particularly difficult for companies of all 

sizes to cope with (Koen et al., 2001; Boeddrich, 2004) especially for SME. This is because the 

value that lies in this step comes on a long term basis and the resources are often limited for 

these companies (Bos-Brouwers, 2010). Thus it is important to investigate what it takes for a 

SME company to succeed with this step of the innovation process. 

Issues that stand out in the literature, when it comes to managing ideas for new products and 

services in firms are the following: firstly, the existing studies concentrate on larger companies, 

where tools and processes often are not fitting into the SME with different needs and company 

settings (van den Ende et al., 2014; Aquil, 2013; Turner et al., 2012; Bos-Brouwers, 2010; Pullen 

et al., 2009). Secondly, they usually attempt to design tools, approaches and methods that focus 

on idea generation and thus concentrate more on the facts that foster creative idea generation and 

idea variation (Van den Ende et al., 2014). Third, there is a need for proper structure and settings 

for the selection of ideas, where settings are provided to the company’s structure and desired to 

evaluate ideas in order to develop and select them. 

As SME contribute to a large part of the economy, and an increase is to be expected in the years 

to come with 7% on value added and +1,2% on the number of enterprises till 2016 (Annual 

report for EU, 2014/2015) it is important to focus on SME regarding their needs and specific 

challenges that they face when managing ideas. A study by Van den Ende et al. (2014, p.5) 

supports this by stating “investigate the antecedents of how a idea management systems are 

developed and thus what types of strategic assumptions or external and internal search for 

legitimacy drive the set-up of these systems with regard to incentive mechanisms and 

participation architectures”. 

With the overwhelming theoretical research of this holistic view on the front end, the academic 

research still lacks studies that measure and identify the critical success factors that a SME needs 

to have in order to select ideas. 
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1.2 Purpose  

 

As the modern Industrial management is extensive, it includes a large number of sub-disciplines 

among others: strategy, Innovation, organizational theory, project management, product 

development and entrepreneurship (Engwall et al., 2014). This study is positioned within the 

context and frame of industrial management with these mentioned areas. Hence it concerns the 

Innovation in an entrepreneurial environment of SME (both in Literature study as well as 

Empirical) and concentrates on the process of innovation, operations and industrial strategy as 

they are defined according to Engwall et al. (2014). 

This thesis addresses the need for a more detailed view of the most important factors that 

influence selecting innovative ideas in SME. The study aims to create a model that can be 

compared to the SME in order to address the critical success factors that a company needs to 

have in order to select ideas.  

The purpose of this study is to learn more about how SME can improve their innovation idea 

selection process in the FE. The research aims at creating a model that can be used to asses and 

improve the innovation idea selection process in the FE of the SME, with the goal to reach a 

sustainable process and flow of ideas in the FE. 

This is important not only for the success of the companies but also for sustainable reasons. If 

companies can improve this process they can both save resources and improve their innovation, 

both important factors for sustainability. This is especially important when the company, like in 

the empirical case study of this thesis, is a company focused on having a leading role in building 

a sustainable future (Bioteria Technologies AB) who will contribute to sustainability by 

improving their innovation process. The aim here is to find the critical success factors for idea 

selection for SME when practicing Front-End activities in their Innovation Process.  

1.3 Research question 

Based on the stated purpose the research addresses the elements that contribute to the 

innovativeness of a company; the main research question (RQ) is a general question that will be 

broken down into a sub questions. Answering the sub-question will result in analysis, leading to 

an answer of the researches main question:  

 

RQ:  How can SME improve innovation idea selections in their front-end process?  

 

 

The sub-question to be answered is: 

 

SQ: What are the Critical success factors for supporting innovation idea selection in the front-

end stage at SME? 
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1.4 Delimitations and Scope 

There are several delimitations connected to the scope of this thesis, mainly subject to the 

research objectives as well as limited time constrains.  

The thesis is limited to the organizational and structural aspects within the company and the 

scope covers strictly the aspects subjected to the idea selection phase. 

As for the SME category, the characteristics of SME are analysed which contain both “small” 

and “medium” sized companies. However in comparison the empirical study of this thesis, a 

“small” company is mentioned a few times to mark the awareness of the variety within SME. 

Nevertheless, this distinction between the two sizes is not taken into consideration. For 

distinction made between the differences within the SME it will be referred to further in-dept 

researches. 

The interpretation of innovation is considered strictly in the context of front end, any 

organizational point of view and activity within the New Product and Services Development and 

the “mass” or “regular” flow of the organizations process is outside the scope of this research. 

With this, other technological, market, type of industry and other industrial parameters are 

outside the delimitation boundaries, since these parameters would require a more extensive and 

thorough research and scope.  

Also as Boeddrich (2004) argues, there are general requirements, and company specific 

requirements which are usually based on the type of industry and company mainly can be 

achieved by empirical research. In this report the industry and company specific aspects are not 

taken into consideration and will be recommended as further studies since they require a more in 

dept study. This has been specifically a challenge since information is not as explicit at SME as 

in Larger Enterprises, and therefore time limitations set limits to the scope of the project. Hence, 

the scope of this study is mainly to look at the holistic view from the existing literature and from 

a theoretical perspective. Since this research is about one company in a Bio-technological 

industry, the requirements for the type of industry should mainly be based on an empirical study 

with several companies of the same industry, therefore they are not considered in the frame, and 

subsequent to the above stated, they are also excluded from the research.  

1.5 Thesis outline 

The procedure in this thesis is as followed: problem statement, purpose and research question as 

well as delimitations and are presented in the introduction.  

 

In methodology the overall design of the research is presented: the methodological approach, 

research design, process of interviews and research ethics.  

 

In Literature review two parts are presented: first the characteristics of the SME, Front End, idea 

selection and sustainable idea selection are reviewed. Second, as a result and further 

argumentations, the model for critical success factors for idea selection is presented. Here answer 

to sub-question is provided.  

 

The Empirical results show the overall results of the Empirical research, the case of Bioteria 

Technologies AB presents the company’s overall description, containing: context, business 

operation, values goals and strategies, products and service activities, innovation process and 

mission and sustainability orientation. 
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In the chapter of analysis and discussion the empirical findings are analysed and assessed with 

the model of critical success factors. Here the analysis is combined with the discussion. The 

chapter ends with a summary of analysis and further discussion of the answers to the research 

(sub-) question. 

 

Finally, the conclusion provides the answers to research questions for both the empirical results 

as well as the general context. Here implications, limitations and further research are presented. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter presents the course of actions taken during the research. It starts with approach 

and also presents the design of the method that can answer the research questions in the most 

proper way. Subsequently the process of interviews and research ethics are described. 

2.1 Methodological approach 

The objective in this thesis is to gain knowledge about the Idea selection phase in FE for SME 

companies, so that they can improve their idea selection process. The approach to gain this 

knowledge is mainly interpretive; this means that the author accepts other ways to understand the 

same factual circumstances. The theoretical model created in this thesis as a tool to find key 

challenges for SME companies in their idea selection process, could and probably would have 

been formulated in another fashion if done by another researcher (Collis and Hussey, 2014). In 

this thesis however, it will be shown by the author that the created model will give substantial 

information to improve the innovation process for a SME company using it.  

 

The purpose of this thesis is to conduct an analytical research. To be able to create a model for 

improvement of the idea selection phase at SME, the idea selection phase must be analysed first, 

not merely described. The aim of the analysis is to find the critical factors for SME companies 

mentioned in the sub-question. 

 

From the mainly interpretive approach follows that the empirical research process tends to be 

qualitative and none-numerical (Collis and Hussey, 2014). That will also be the case in this 

thesis where the empirical data consist of interviews with employees, the homepage of the 

company, handbook for the employees (Lilla Gröna) and corporate annual report, as well as 

newspaper articles about the company. The empirical part of the study also has other 

characteristics that are typical for the interpretive paradigm such as a small sample researched in 

its natural location (Collis and Hussey, 2014). 

 

The outcome type is applied, since the objective is to create a model that can be used to 

investigate and improve idea selection methods in the FE of the SMEs innovation process.  

 

The logic of the study is both deductive and inductive. The overall methodology of the study, 

with first creating a theoretical model that subsequently is tested empirically, is more deductive. 

This moves the research slightly towards positivism (Collis and Hussey, 2014). The method of 

the empirical part of the study in itself is, on the other hand, more inductive. Here the author of 

this thesis lets the empirical reality sum up to answer the theoretical model.  

 

Over all, the thesis method is identified as an interpretive contextual analysis (Collis and Hussey, 

2014). Due to the importance of the context in this type of research, the context will be 

extensively described. 

2.2 Research design 

To answer the main research question about how SMEs can improve their Idea selection, the 

Thesis consists of two main parts. The first part contains a systematic literature review from 

which a theoretical model is created with the purpose to be used as a tool that can improve the 

idea selection process at SME. The second part is an empirical case study. The purpose of this 

part is to verify the model; i.e. to see if the model provides information to the SME that can be 

used to improve its Idea selection process.  
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To create the model, and answer the sub-question, a systematic literature review has been 

conducted. Here triangulation of previous research, to make the model as accurate as possible, is 

the main method. First, characteristics of FE and SME are described. Thereafter the literature is 

reviewed to identify main aspects relevant for selecting ideas. The identification process is done 

to be able to create order between the critical success factors of idea selection, and to categorize 

them relevant to each other within the right “aspect”.  

 

Thereafter a theoretical content analysis is carried out on each aspect (see 3.6 Critical Success 

factors for idea selection) to find the critical success factors for SME in Idea selection. In this 

analysis the characteristics of SME are taken into account. In these characteristics though, 

concerning s critical factors, not much can be said specifically about the SME compared with 

LE, since they can be applicable to both. As stated above this theoretical model could have been 

created in a different fashion, especially depending on how the main aspects have been 

identified. Hence, the empirical part of the thesis is vital for two reasons. First to see if the 

theoretical model works on a SME company since some of the research that the model is based 

on is made on LE. Second to see if the model as a whole gives usable information to the SME 

company to improve its Idea selection. The empirical part of the study will verify or refute the 

theoretical model as a tool for improving Idea selection for SME (Collis and Hussey, 2014).  

 

The second part of the thesis in which the theoretical model is tested on one SME company a 

single case study is conducted. The type of case study is an explanatory case study were existing 

theory is used to explain the researched subject (Ryan et al., 2002). Considering the interpretive 

approach of the study and the need to get depth of information from only one research sample, in 

order to properly apply the theoretical model on a SME company, the choice fell on a case study. 

The reason for this is as follows: 

 

- Case study gives in depth knowledge of natural settings, which is important when the 

goal of the outcome is application 

- Case study benefits from prior development of a theoretical model as guide for collecting 

data and analysis 

- The variation of data available in this case study is possible to triangulate, fitting the need 

of triangulation in case studies (Yin, 2003) 

 

Reliability and validity 

As typically for a study with interpretive approach, the reliability of the study is relatively low, 

and the validity is high (Collis and Hussey, 2014).  

 

Low reliability refers to the theoretical model that could be fashioned in a different manner. 

Hence, the authors aim has been to improve the reliability by using approved methods, when 

creating the model in this thesis. Subsequently, by using well documented and reliable primary 

and secondary data and documents, as well as presenting a clear description of method scope and 

(de-)limitation.  

 

On the other hand, the empirical study gives high validity due to the opportunities it provides for 

depth and insightful information that can be reached – in this case by means of a single case 

study (Yin, 2003). The process concerning the interviews is further described in the next section. 
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2.3 The process of Interviews 

The majority of the information is retrieved through open interviews and the company internal 

distribution document “Lilla Gröna”. Therefore major part of the time was consumed by 

acquiring general data about the company which is mainly the empirical results. The second 

purpose was to gain knowledge about the idea selection methods and routines, which contains 

the data gathered for the analysis of this thesis.  

 

As the information may be subject to Bias concerning the reliability of the interviews, especially 

representations of values in process and ways of working and considering the interpretive type of 

research, efforts have been made to use triangulation method. This, with the goal of achieving 

different positions with possible difference in point of view in dimension of assessment, thus 

different opinions. Hence, the criteria set for the interviewees were aimed at (i) managers 

representing different corporate levels and disciplines; (ii) employees representing different 

business areas and levels as well as positions. In total 5 interviews were carried out by the author 

of which four have been managers.  

 

Also some information is retrieved by “piggybacking” (Collins & Hussey, 2014); at a later stage 

in the research, access was granted by Bioteria to use recorded data from another research. 

Twelve interviews prior to this thesis were carried out by Susanne Nilsson, researcher at KTH, 

on a simultaneous research on Innovation that is being performed at Bioteria. Data from these 

interviews have been collected and analysed, from which some minor relevant information has 

been used as complement to the empirical research and interviews.  

 

All interviews have been carried out face-to-face and in a semi-structured method, to gather the 

qualitative data, partly due to the nature of the research paradigm which is an interpretive 

approach (Collins & Hussey, 2014). It is of importance to mention that questions have been 

tailored to the different interviewees and not all questions have been asked to everyone; although 

the questions list (appendix I) has been present, it has been used rather as a guide to an open 

interview session with an unplanned application of Probes for clarification of the subjects 

(Collins & Hussey, 2014). 

 

An earlier interview in relation to initiation and kickoff of the master thesis at Bioteria has been 

carried out with the CEO of Bioteria Niklas Axelsson, the applicable information that has been 

valid and of relevance for this research, is used. Due to the unfortunate unavailability of the 

company’s CEO further information was taken from company’s website, published articles and 

internal documents (these sources are referred to) and the above mentioned accessed interviews. 

2.4 Research ethics 

In this study the ethical factors have been substantial and highly valid in the empirical research; 

as research ethics refers to the manner of the conduction of the research and handling of the data 

as well as recoding and reporting (Collis and Hussey, 2014). It is important to notice that given 

the small size of the company, with 32 employees of which approx. 15 are situated in the main 

office, the information becomes more sensitive as positions are unique in each department.  

 

Also the additional information on interviews have been provided in strict discretion in which 

the author was requested not to reveal the identity of the interviewees.  

 

Due to these aspects, the author has chosen that the interviewed objects are kept confidential 

except when general information is acquired from the CEO and COO when describing general 

company. In the case where the name is revealed consent has been given by the participant. This 

is only valid for the interviews carried out by the author herself. 
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Furthermore, research ethics have been obtained through maintenance of confidentiality and 

sensitivity towards information that participants could experience as uncomfortable. This is 

especially difficult due to the small size of the company. 

 

The thesis also satisfies the need for reciprocity between the researcher and the researched 

objects, since the study is wished by the researched company and it may give the company useful 

information for improving its processes (Bell and Bryman, 2007). 
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3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter the aim is to present the most applicable theories possible to use, in order to 

better understand the application of idea selection of front-end activities in SME. First, the 

characteristics of SME are analyzed, and specified. This, mainly for two purposes: (i) in order to 

decide what type of front-end model fits the SME best in general; (ii) in order to orient the right 

company size category. Second, the literature related to the activities in the front-end of the 

innovation process is reviewed, followed by the literature of the most referred major aspects of 

idea selection phase in the front end. Third, the main aspects are categorized based on the 

literature review. Here, the critical success factors of each aspect are specified. These factors 

will be a direct answer to SQ, as well as basis to the model. 

3.1 Innovation and idea selection 

Ideas and innovation matter to companies, therefore they use idea management programs to 

generate, foster, conceptualize and evaluate them into products and processes (van den Ende et 

al., 2014). As there are many types of innovation, incremental and radical are the ones mainly 

referred to, the term “Innovation” is commonly associated with, and referred to as the concept of 

the radical changes or disruptive breakthroughs (Goffin and Mitchel, 2010). Therefore it is 

important to clarify the different types of innovation that are relevant. It is not a question of 

whether innovation is needed or not, but what the innovation is needed for and to what extend 

the innovation is applied; e.g. radical changes or incremental improvements etc. One of the 

challenges that Bessant (2003) addresses are for firms actually recognizing the need for 

continuous innovation that they may find difficult in framing into an agenda. Especially in 

smaller companies this may have a crucial affects on the results with the risks of having 

allocated costs on the wrong choice (Bessant, 2003).  

 

In this search for innovation it is widely accepted that organizations require both exploration and 

exploitation activities in order to be successful over extended periods of time (Nicholas et al., 

2013, p. 27) here exploration refers to seeking new information about alternative technologies 

and markets to improve future returns, as exploitation stands for using current available 

information to improve present returns (Nicholas et al., 2013, p. 27). Exploration is considered 

more risky than exploitation, and according to Nicholas et al. (2015) it results in radical 

innovation, which is also considered having a significant impact on the company’s development, 

structure and organization. Here as the complexity of environment increases, the type if 

innovation moves towards radical. Defining a search strategy is closely related to the company’s 

cognitive frame (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1: Outline map of innovation selection space (Tidd & Bessant 2009, p. 271; Nicholas et al., 2013, p.29)  
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The radical/incremental (vertical) represent shallow or deep search context, as the nature of the 

cognitive frame (horizontal) represents the breadth of the search effort. Here going from 

“exploit” to “Unbounded Exploration” the companies go from low risk incremental innovation to 

more experimental and search where lack of routines and low information is accepted with 

entrepreneurial mindset (Nicholas et al., 2013). 

 

In abstract terms, ideas are the result of mental activity and are present at any time and 

occupation, which can be formulated verbally so that they can be represented (Van den Ende et 

al., 2014). After the first challenge of companies creating the open and trusting culture so that the 

ideas are shared, the next challenge is to select and sort them in order to develop them into 

feasible concepts, which will have an impact on other innovation activity any time during the 

end-to-end process (Florén and Frishammar, 2012).  

3.2 SME 

As it is mentioned earlier, this study aims at a specific type of organizations, that is the Small 

and Medium sized Enterprises (SME), addressed as heterogeneous group in terms of size and 

industrial diversity (Hillary, 2006). According to the European commission which took effect 

starting in 2005, a SME counts a staff headcount of <250 (with a turnover of <50MEUR) in 

which a small sized company has a staff headcount of less than 50 employees (with a turnover of 

<10 MEUR) (European commission 2005), which is the most prominent difference between 

SME and Large companies (Davig and Brown, 1992; Gibcus and Van Hoesel, 2004). Further it 

will be referred to the small established companies. Established refers to companies that are not 

in their start-up stage, have operated for several years within their market, and have developed 

own products to their target customers (Löfqvist, 2010). They use their own resources, and have 

their new development and design activities in-house (Löfqvist, 2010).  

In the literature, diffusion of innovation is mostly researched and discussed, however limited 

attention is paid to models of the relation between adoption of innovation and firm size 

(Nooteboom, 1994) this is recognizable in later researches done by Pullen et al. (2009); Bos-

Brouwers (2010); Bocken (2014), in which the same statement is pointed out. As is, in many of 

the literature reviewed on company structures, framework study, Front-End and NPPD (Brem 

and Voigt, 2007; Brem & Voigt, 2009; Brentani and Reid, 2012). 

 

 

3.2.1 SME Characteristics 
According studies conducted by Davila et al. (2010) the companies tend to adopt management 

systems as they grow. The studies that have been conducted on SME, address some aspects that 

are typical due to the size and resources that these companies have, which will be shortly named 

here. It should be noted that all these characteristics are not absolute and they can vary much 

between different companies within this category (Davila et al., 2010). These are however a 

complement to distinguish SME as a general category in order to carry out analysis of the 

advantages and disadvantage of SME to larger types of companies (i.e LE) as mentioned before. 

According to Davila et al., the founder-CEO of an SME (especially in the smaller firms) 

typically wares multiple hats, where she is involved in most of the activities and makes the 

important decisions. The management style is change from a personal management style (which 

is typical for early stage entrepreneurial SME) into a more formalized one as the company grows 

(Davila et al., 2010). That need however appears at a point that the company contains 

somewhere between 50 and 100 employees (Davila et al., 2010).  
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An aspect that characterizes the SME is the limited amount of available resources (Halme and 

Korpela, 2013; Davila, 2010; Nooteboom, 1994; Laforet, 2013). Bos-Brouwers (2010) shows, 

labour update of knowledge and Attraction of skilled employees, is generally scarce within SME, 

in which Labour and development of skills is considered as one of the important resources for 

initiation and progress within Innovation (Freel, 2005). Another characteristics connected to 

SME is that they are flexible and decisions can be fast taken due to the subsequent fast internal 

communication (Bos-Brouwers, 2010) which is a result of the minimal organizational processes 

and formalization.  

 

 

3.2.2 SME strength and weaknesses 
Due to the characteristics that are named in the previous section, SME have some advantages 

and disadvantage compared to larger companies which will be further discussed. These lead to 

strength and weaknesses while dealing with Innovation, and therefore the question here is, how 

to turn them to their advantage.  

Based on a large body of literature and collection of companies
2
 Bos-Brouwers (2010) developed 

a comparison between SME as opposed to the LE (Table 1) showing the typical differences in 

characteristics of the two types as well as the overall advantages and disadvantages of Innovation 

capabilities of SMEs. Here the author also argues that the innovation process and type of 

innovation for the SME companies is significantly different than the ones from LEs, which also 

leads to differences in innovation capacity (Bos-Brouwers, 2010; Nooteboom, 1994; Salavou and 

Avlonitis, 2008). With this said, the tools, policies as well as theories that are designed for the 

larger companies, may not necessarily lead to successful outcome, and thus are not applicable for 

the SMEs (Bos-Brouwers, 2010). Therefore specification for different stages of the process for 

the SME is necessary.  

Table 1: Upper; Characteristics of SME vs. LEs. Lower; Innovation capabilities of SME,      

(Bos-Brouwers, 2010, p.419,420) 

 

 

 
 

                                                 
2
 The study was based on PRIMA project (aiming at developing an instrument to gain insight into the sustainable innovation 

activities of participating companies) in which 26 companies participated. Average company size of  
71,2 employees; headcounts ranging from 7 to 230 employees. Most companies had headcount between 10 and 50 which is a 
small to medium size (Bos-Brouwers, 2010, p. 422).  
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In the SME category of enterprises, especially those of smaller size, NPPD is of high importance 

in means of survival and growth (Pullen et al., 2009; Bos-Brouwers, 2010). This is mainly since 

the companies usually have few products that generate the steady return on interest (Nooteboom, 

1994; Kaufmann and Tödtling, 2002). Other aspects that may be of typical problems are the 

greater financial constraints, i.e. manpower bottlenecks in terms of too few or inadequately 

qualified personnel (Pullen et al., 2009). Hence the company’s focus will be more on the NPPD 

(Florén and Frishammar, 2012).  

 

Due to inefficient and lack of sophisticated environmental scanning or competitive intelligence 

systems, the firms react to crisis of unexpected events (Souder, 1987). D’Amboise and 

Muldowney (1988) argue that small firms generally are considered more vulnerable to 

competitive challenges, partly due to spending more time adjusting rather than predicting and 

controlling the business environment. This leads to a reactive rather than a proactive approach, in 

which the company is not expected to be a successful innovative organization in the longer term 

(Saleh and Wang, 1993). This is later supported by Nicholas et al. (2013; 2015) that lack of 

resources is an influencing factor, where companies do not have the (qualified) spare resources 

to engage in exploratory research and are mainly busy “firefighting”. 

As aforementioned, SME can be fast and flexible in taking decisions, a.o. due to the subsequent 

fast internal communication and complicated organizational processes and formalization (Bos-

Brouwers, 2010). With this, SME are faster in actually implementing the changes in the 

organization but often lack sophisticated implementation programmes (Baumann-Pauly et al., 

2013; Nooteboom, 1994; Bos-Brouwers, 2010). This is mainly due to lack of overall structure in 

the company settings. However, according to Del Brio and Junquera (2003) the lack of structure, 

process and formalized planning may prevent the SME to engage and act proactively in the 

innovation process. From these perspectives – emphasized from most research – SMEs are 

considered to display a “reactive” behavior towards the environment, market and social issues 

(Kleiwitz, 2013, p.3) on the other hand, argued by Nooteboom (1994) smallness is an advantage 

of a greater potential flexibility and closeness to the customer, this is further suggested that this 

advantage is characterized by an entrepreneurial attitude with lean organizational structures (eg. 

Kleiwits 2013, Darnall, 2010 (in Kleiwitz), Bos-Brouwers 2010) dominated by their owners 

(Kleiwits 2013).  

3.3 The front-End of Innovation  

Moving from selected idea to implementation in a traditional innovation funnel is not an easy 

task and it often fails (van den Ende, 2014, p.6). The Front End activities, also referred to as pre-

development of the product, process or services of the innovation process take place before the 

“main stream” (Brem and Voigt, 2009); that is, the formal and well structured New Product and 

Process Development (NPPD) (Koen et al., 2001) also referred to as “Multi Project 

Management” (Boeddrich, 2004). In most large companies the well-known “stage Gate
TM

” 

process proposed by Robert G. Cooper (Cooper 1990) is implemented in the NPPD (Koen et al., 

2001; Florén and Frishammar, 2012), to have a well defined and structured project in order to 

ensure that resources are well allocated. Still many of these projects fail to meet their objectives, 

and the root cause can often trace to the Front-End (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). 

 

Many studies have been conducted in order to understand the role of the front-end, in the 

innovation process, and each has different methods presented (Brem and Voigt, 2009; Dechamps 

et al., 1995; Koen et al., 2001; Boeddrich, 2004). One of the most referred and used (Montoya-

Weiss and O’Driscoll, 2000; Brem and Voigt, 2009; Bocken, 2014), is the “Fuzzy Front End” 

where “fuzzy” refers to the lack of accountability and difficulty to distinguish the responsible 

manager for the activities, as well as consistence of unknowable and uncontrollable factors 
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(Koen et al., 2001). In this report however it is referred to the term “front-End” (FE) by the 

author. 

 

3.3.1 The Front-End In the literature 
According to Kim and Wilemon (2002, p.270) the front end begins “when an opportunity is first 

considered worthy of further ideation, exploration and assessment, and ends when a firm decides 

to invest in the idea, commit significant resources to its development, and launch the project”. 

This includes the entire chain from the birth of idea to product launch, which includes “second-

cycles” where products enter the NPPD for further development and improvement (Kim and 

Wilemon, 2002). Boeddrich (2004) proposed a framework for a process-oriented procedure, 

structured to a limited extend, that requires low financial investment but highly sensitive and 

transparent leadership. Here, the innovation process is divided between the front end activities, 

and Multi Project management phase where the NPPD or any other type of project takes place 

(Figure 2).  

 

Within the front-End activities, there are four stages (Figure 2), and the main stage that is 

focused on in this report is the idea screening (referred to as idea selection) stage, in which the 

ideas are clustered and converted into a concept (Boeddrich, 2004).  

 

At the end of this Front-end stage, a decision of “go” or “no-go” is taken, and in case of 

acceptance, the outcomes are pushed into the MPM (Boeddrich, 2004; Florén and Frishammar, 

2012; Koen et al., 2001).  

 

Figure 2: Proposal for structuring the fuzzy front end of the innovation process   

(Boeddrich, 2004) 

 

 

There are several types structures for the FE and NPPD proposed by various researchers some 

focusing solely on FE (Brem and Voigt, 2009; Boeddrich 2004; Koen et al., 2001), some 

focusing on NPPD (Cooper 1990), and some on a end-to-end view (Specht, 2002; Thom, 1980). 

Among the latter, Hansen and Birkinshaw (2007) propose a value chain of idea Generation-Idea 

conversion-idea diffusion is proposed, where a.o. the weakest link in the process can be 

identified. 

Similarities can be found in the models “The New Concept Development Model from Koen et al. 

(2001) and the front end model proposal from Boeddrich (2004) in which the selection phase is 
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distinct from the other phases. According to Koen et al. (2001; p.51) “definition of the financial 

return in the FE is at best often just a ‘wild’ guess”. Here the authors emphasize the need of 

specific tools designed for FE to identify risks, investment levels, competitive realities, 

organizational capabilities and unique advantages along with financial returns.  

 

Boeddrich further designs the model by moving the strategic guideline for innovation in the very 

beginning of the FE process (Figure 2) in which the ideas are clustered and developed according 

to company’s strategy (Boeddrich, 2004), that entails the factors named above. With this, 

development of both incremental a radical Innovation can be a part of the strategy and 

subsequently these strategies that are super-ordinates to Key Performance Indicators (KPI)
3
 that 

will be further broken down to “action points”. 

 

Boeddrich (2004) makes a distinction between general and company specific requirements, for 

which the SME have advantages and disadvantages (Table 2) for applying them. These 

requirements may not all apply to SME due to low or lack of structure in both NPPD and FE. 

Given the relevance of the organization structure, operations and processes in the entire 

innovative processes, these topics will be further explored in relevance and the extent of 

application later in this study. 

 

Table 2: General and company-specific requirements (Boeddrich 2004) 

General requirements Company-specific requirements 

Existence of strategic guidelines for innovation Definition of company-specific idea categories 

Installation of a broad idea-collection point Commitment to company-specific evaluation methods 

and selection criteria – especially 

Systemic idea clustering With regard to K. O. criteria for approved projects. 

Cross-functionality of the decision –making 

gatekeepers in the idea management process 

Commitment to the owner of the idea management 

process 

Predefined and transparent criteria for selecting and 

implementing ideas 

Commitment to certain individuals or organizational 

units that promote innovation within the company 

Funnel function for the selection process of 

implementation of stage gates 

Definition of creative scopes for the company 

System simplicity – making it easy to manage Influence of the top management on the fuzzy front end 

 Number of stages and gates in the tailor made idea 

management 

 Investigation of stakeholders in the structured fuzzy 

front end and establishment of their participation 

 

 

3.3.2 The front-End in practice 
A study done by Pullen et al. (2009) on innovation performances in SME found the results that 

theory focus on one variable to research and thus implies that these theories are not always 

applicable in practice. This is due to the fact that in practice companies combine multiple 

organizational characteristics, and unless there are several variables measured in relation to each 

other the results will not match the practical complexity (Pullen et al., 2009). This is also pointed 

by Kock et al., who argue that majority of research on the FE adopts a single project perspective 

(Kock et al., 2015). 

 

The front end activities often take place in informal organizational settings are ill-defined, and 

are characterized by ad-hoc decision making (Florén and Frishammar, 2012; Montoya‐Weiss and 

O'Driscoll, 2000). Therefore many enterprises focus on the NPPD, due to the chaotic and mainly 

                                                 
3
 KPI are Indicators that vary between companies and industries depending on the priorities and performance 

criteria (Fitz-Gibbon, 1990). Today also Books, checklists as well as (digital-) tools exist for helping to identify and 
sort the KPI.  
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unstructured process of the FE. It is common to claim that the fuzzy front end has to remain 

“fuzzy” in order to guarantee creative impact on the innovation process (Boeddrich 2004, p.275).  

There is a resistance against adopting processes, due to the claim that the system quickly turns 

into a bureaucracy, which is devastating to the entrepreneurial and innovation spirit (Davila et 

al., 2010). This is also confirmed by Pullen et al. (2009), who conclude from their study that in 

practice, the high performing SME have a combination of “adhocracy culture”, and a “prospector 

business strategy”. Here the adhocracy culture refers to external orientation and flexibility where 

projects are long term oriented and focus on flexibility and spontaneity (Cameron and Ettington 

1988). The prospector business strategy refers to focus on market opportunities and experiments 

with potential responses to environmental trends (Smart and St. John, 1996). These companies 

have also high level of marketing-R&D integration, with absence of formalized processes in 

which the work is done based on routines (Pullen et al., 2009).  

 

According to Boeddrich (2004) and Frishammar and Florén (2010) the absolutely free and 

somehow chaotic environment without structure is as “doomed to fail” as absolute formalization 

and controlled environment. A successful way of managing the front end entails a combination, 

therefore some degree of formalized processes and structure is needed (Boeddrich, 2004; Davila 

et al., 2010; Frishammar and Florén, 2010) that can lead to shared vision for everyone. These 

authors argument that structuring the company can help the company becoming more innovative 

as the company grows.  

 

3.4 Idea selection phase 

Nicholas et al. (2015, p.36) argue that some companies are more successful in radical innovation 

due to development of process and tools helping selecting the most promising early-stage ideas 

and development of them into concepts that is within the Front-End stage. According to Brem 

and Voigt (2009, p.352) “the final success of idea management strongly depends on the right 

process structure for the different kind of ideas and the corresponding adequate organizational 

implementation”.  This phase is where the ideas and the concept of the company’s overall 

strategy are aligned in order to test and realize the innovation concept which is a key activity and 

central to front end outcomes (Florén and Frishammar, 2012).  In a study carried out by Khurana 

and Rosenthal (1997) very few of the firms researched had a clear product strategy and product 

platform strategy. Florén and Frishammar (2008) argue that alignment between NPPD and 

Business strategy of the firms is critical to project success. Also, the alignment between the 

strategy and NPPD is established when ideas for research are chosen (Frishammar and Florén, 

2008). This is typically a stage of process ending with a gate decision for go/no-go to pre-study 

and “low-budget” projects which typically can be technology research, R&D, process 

improvement, of any department and discipline within the organization.  These however are not 

carried out within the different departments, but in the related department. This allows a project 

“champion” to test and evaluate the concept from different perspectives, having the freedom to 

work across the functions freely.  

 

 

3.4.1 Idea selecting paradigm for SME 
According to Nicholas et al. (2013) searching for ideas exploration and exploitation are common 

ways used in search for ideas and concepts, however exploration results in radical innovation 

which is both highly risky and has a significant impact on firm’s development and structure.  

According to Gutiérrez et al. (2009) there are two aspects that influence how ideas are evaluated 

and selected from empirical studies; the social and cognitive aspects, which imply the practical 

view. 
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The social aspects refers to how people interact when evaluating and selecting ideas, this might 

be formal (meetings, decision taking sessions, brainstorming and feedback exercises etc.) which 

is a part of the process for evaluation and selection of ideas; and informal (coffee break, corridor 

talks and informal meetings). In this manner, there are people within the organization that have 

the informal influences regarding to spreading the ideas, which can “make” or “kill” the idea 

(Gutiérrez et al., 2009). 

 

Cognitive aspects have demonstrated the link between the human perception to the cognitive 

frame (Nicholas et al., 2013) which means that attention is paid to what is in “the attentional 

spotlight” (Broadbent, 1971 in Nicholas, 2013). This is a way to make sense of a complex 

environment, which also leads to missing information. The cognitive aspects refer to the criteria 

that people use when evaluating and selecting the ideas. This (in the company environment) is 

mainly in means of placing the idea in the context of the company (financial value, core 

competence, market, awareness of risk and organizational goals etc.) which makes the ideas 

relevant to “good” or “bad” in a certain dimension of the company. In this manner the idea can 

be interpreted depending on different individual’s priorities and the different interpretation of the 

idea rather than main goals (Gutiérrez et al., 2009). 

 

In order to reframe the cognitive view, Nicholas et al. (2013) explored the searching strategies 

(Appendix II). The strategies presented here can help enhance the capabilities of the company 

reframing the cognitive views as well as in deepening in the existing frames. Examples such as 

sending out scouts for exploring market and new customers can enforce the former, while deep 

diving and working with existing customers reinforces the latter, which is rather than challenging 

the current frames.  

 

Their results also showed that SMEs do not use most of these techniques and are mainly less 

involved in radical innovation than LE. According to a later research by Nicholas et al. (2015) 

radical and incremental innovations require different tools. These authors state based on the 

results of their studies that smaller companies can be successful in radical innovation. These 

companies can find their ways to implement strategies that rate comparable to that of larger 

companies who enjoy certain advantages. This indicates that “radical innovation does not have to 

be limited by resources— ambitious companies can find ways to engage in interventions that 

support their radical ambitions” (Nicholas et al., 2015, p.42).  

 

 

3.4.2 Idea decision making 
When it comes to idea management many questions arise on how to select the ideas, what are the 

criteria, and how to prioritize the ideas. The goal of decision making during the execution of the 

FE is to develop a creative new product concept (Eling et al., 2014). 

 

The decision of choosing an idea is an important practice to set direction to the ideas and 

improve the idea quality (Van den Ende et al., 2014). According to this author “firms need to 

have “selection knowledge” and thus resources and cognitive attention in order to select the 

ideas that suit most in relation to novelty, strategic fit and feasibility” (Van den Ende et al., 2014, 

p.484). The process of selecting the ideas has to be organized in an efficient way so that it does 

not affect the quantity and quality of the ideas of future search activities. Van den Ende et al. 

(2014) argues and suggests that the selection process has to be fast and select the really 

promising ideas, while less ambitious or useful ideas are to be ruled out.  
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3.5 Sustainable idea selection  

Sustainability has a wide range of definitions, which are categorized in three dimensions called 

the “pillars” that represent economic, social and environmental main streams of thinking. These 

are mainly illustrated using three overlapping ellipses demonstrating that these objectives are 

dependent from each other (Adams, 2006).This has been as an illustration of the goals that were 

identified by the 2005 world Summit on social development (World Health Organization, 2005) 

for Sustainable innovation, which mainly contained economic development, social development 

as well as environmental protection.  

 

According to Bos-Brouwers (2010), Sustainable innovation can be defined as “the renewal or 

improvement of products, services and processes that not only deliver an improved economical 

performance, but also an enhanced environmental and social performance, in both the short and 

long term”. For SME the degree of success in sustainable innovation is decided by the effects of 

the advantages and disadvantages (in paragraph 3.2.1 SME Characteristics) that were discussed 

before in chapter  Here the aspects that distinct the sustainable innovation from the conventional 

innovation in SMEs, is by focusing on long term and integrated value creation in the process 

(Bos-Brouwers, 2010).  

Integrated value creation in the business language is about creating value trough integration of 

management systems in the critical processes of a company’s business (a.o. strategic planning, 

Product and services development and delivery and customer and supplier management) This is 

mainly about reducing costs, risks and fatigue (Visser and Kymal, 2014) in other words, 

effective and efficient ways of working and processes that also generate long-term profits.  

Boeddrich (2004, p.275) argues that a sustainable flow of ideas is critical to successful 

innovations on the market, in case some criteria are fulfilled: 

 Linked ideas to corporate strategy and goals at very early stage of the innovation process 

 Obvious benefits for targeted users  

 Systematically structured and conducted concept identification phase 

 

An effective and efficient flow of good ideas together with appropriate selection and 

management is crucial to innovation from which strategies emerge (Van den Ende, 2014). 

According to a recent extensive study (Ethical Corporation, 2015), sustainability has become a 

business strategy. The importance of responsible innovation and its connection to sustainability 

is emphasized by Halme and Korpela (2014). These authors together with other studies on 

integration of sustainability in companies show that the strategy for corporate sustainability and 

corporate social responsibility need to be integrated with the core business, strategy and 

Innovation in the company (Baumgartner and Ebner, 2010; Halme and Korpela, 2014). Most 

importantly Baumann-Pauly et al. (2013) showed that the integration approach of these strategies 

is not directly dependent on the company’s size; it is more important that the company’s size 

implies a range of organizational characteristics and factors, which can be more or less 

advantageous for implementing the sustainability strategies.  

 

Based on this, it is necessary to identify the organizational aspects that facilitate or hinder the 

organizational implementation of innovation and strategies (Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013); hence 

helping companies become more innovative - especially those already operating within the 

sustainable field - the successful application of sustainably and sustainable innovation becomes 

inevitable.  
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3.6 Critical Success factors for idea selection 

 

In this section, the critical success factors for idea selection in the FE of innovation are analysed 

and described. At the end of this chapter a model for assessing these factors is presented.  

 

Many studies are conducted towards the different types of strategies (i.e. the importance of 

involvement of customers, working together with partners etc), and their importance in choosing 

ideas and selecting concepts. This is however not enough; the company has to have the right 

settings for these strategies in order to select the ideas, and to have a successful innovation 

process and a sustainable system (Nicholas, 2015; van den Ende, 2014; Tidd and Bessant, 2013; 

Seebode et al., 2012; Bessant, 2003). The settings in the company refer to the presence of key 

critical success factors that may help the company to choose ideas easily and improve long term 

flow of innovative ideas, which would lead to a sustainable process for selecting ideas.  

These settings were referred to as “innovation capabilities” in a framework proposed by Lawson 

and Samson (2001) that was designed for the whole innovation process. These authors 

determined from the literature that this framework consists of seven aspects, namely vision and 

strategy; harnessing the competence base; organizational intelligence; creativity and idea 

management; organizational structure and systems; culture and climate and Management of 

technology. Each component has an own range of “factors” (in this report referring to “Critical 

success factors”). Likewise other authors have proposed similar frameworks such Colarelli 

O’Connor (2008) designing a frame also with seven main factors from a management system 

approach, with argument that firms cannot build and maintain systems for embedding 

capabilities. Björkendahl and Börjesson (2012, p.181) designed a frame with argument that 

“earlier frameworks are rather narrowly focused on issues such as breakthrough innovation”. 

They pinpointed factors that are a.o. actionable which means that they can be applied by firms to 

assess their capabilities for innovation and act on the retrieved information in order to do 

improvements.  

 

In the same manner, in this thesis the author has attempted to design a simplified model that is 

composed for idea selection phase at SME which contains main aspects, each containing critical 

success factors (Similar to a framework however here it will be referred to as “model”). The 

systems proposed by Björkendahl and Börjesson (2012); and Lawson and Samson (2001) have 

established important sources of inspiration on the technique and method of constructing this 

model.  

 

After reviewing the capability models mentioned above, the main aspects were broken down into 

their different factors and the ones relevant to idea selection were chosen based on the previously 

showed literature review. Here the model of Frishammar and Florén (2008) who based on a large 

body of literature defined 17 “success factors” for the front end was selected for FE factors. 

 

Nevertheless there were some challenges; the literature is rather fragmented between the SME, 

idea selection and FE, with some minor relations that can be found between SME and FE. 

Therefore, the author has tried to locate cross-points between them, in order to design a model as 

much as possible adapted to SME. An important source has been a recent study conducted by 

Nicholas et al. (2015); it highlighted the relation of SME to innovation processes as well as idea 

selection in these companies related to existing methods.  

 

This review resulted in the following main aspects: 

 

 Shared vision 

 Innovation strategy 
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 Leadership and management 

 Appropriate structure and organization 

 Key individuals 

In order to further design the content of these aspects above of the model to assess the SME, 

mainly researches on idea selection and validation have been used. The process of selecting the 

right critical factors has been conducted in an iterating process. As these are mainly focusing on 

LE their arguments and reasoning have been constantly filtered through the special properties of 

the theoretical perspective and characteristics presented previously in this chapter; i.e. the 

characteristics of SME and the perspective of idea selection and front end aspects. Secondly 

documents on SME characteristics have been introduced that are compared to the studies on idea 

selection and vise versa.  

 

The following paragraphs will show the argumentations and reasoning as well as analysis that 

have been conducted on the existing literature for addressing the critical success factors. 

 

 

3.6.1 Shared vision and Strategy  

Shared vision 

A common, and clear articulation of a shared vision and innovation goals is a multi way of 

understanding in an organization (Tidd and Bessant, 2013; Lawson and Samson, 2001; 

Björkdahl and Börjesson, 2012). There is a need of clear formulated goals and vision in order to 

eliminate bias in relation to the cognitive aspects of the interpretations if ideas and concepts 

(Gutiérrez et al., 2009).  

 

For knowledge based organizations core capabilities are distributed and constantly improved 

from multiple organizational resources which enhance innovation for the core activities. 

However, at the same time they can potentially hinder it (Leonard-Barton, 1992). Here “core 

rigidity” in an organization plays an important role as it becomes a struggle for the innovator to 

gain acceptance when the innovation within the organization challenges the current - highly 

competent - paradigm and mindset of the organization (Tidd and Bessant, 2013, p. 109). When 

choosing ideas, the company has to avoid the not-invented-here syndrome, in which the 

company fails to see the potential in the new ideas, or the idea is rejected when it does not fit the 

current patterns of business (Tidd and Bessant, 2013). 

 

Another aspect of shared vision is the elimination misinterpretations and achievement of 

common goals. There is a distinction done between equivovocality and uncertainty (Koufteros et 

al, 2005); Equivocality, is a term that refers to a situation in which the extent of multiple and 

conflicting meanings exist among participants of a project or team (K. E.Weick, Sage, 1995). As 

for the latter, the participants have different perception of objective matter, and therefore are in 

need of additional objective information in order to explain the subject in question (Frishammar 

and Florén, 2011). As the additional information can be indeed time consuming for the 

management, by reducing uncertainties, this time becomes an investment in efficient instructions 

regarding changes, developments and especially prioritizations. This is both by means of 

different goals as well as formulations of roadmaps by providing plans (Frishammar and Florén, 

2011).   

 

A common shared vision refers to sufficient knowledge of products and processes that result in 

relevant ideas being created, and thus facilitates the choice of ideas to relevant strategy (Kock et 

al., 2015; Van den Ende et al., 2014) may support and contribute to the sustainability of the 

process. Here, as an example, by setting criteria and providing process the ideas can be aligned 

with the goals. With this the costs can be reduced, and more importantly the quality of selection 
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will be improved. This results in having “the better ideas” stand out more, in order to receive the 

attention and consideration that they need (van den Ende et al., 2014).  

 

Innovation strategy 

“Innovation strategy is a guide that makes firms think about why they innovate before attempting 

to make an innovation” (Kalay and Lynn, 2015, p. 414). According to Porter (1996 in Kalay and 

Lynn, 2015) strategy is the set of activity that firms have present which enables them to 

differentiate themselves from their competitors. Idea-concept alignment is a key-activity that is 

emphasized by Florén and Frishammar (2012), where ideas are linked to the firms overall core 

strategy and internal operations. For this further argumentation is as followed; 

 

As it is mentioned before, a combination of adhocracy culture and prospector strategy is optimal 

to innovative SME. According to Nooteboom (1994) SME have the advantage of “smallness” 

with greater potential flexibility and the ability to create closeness to the customers. Contact with 

the customers and the outside environment of the firms’ boundaries can provide a unique 

knowledge to support creation and development of existing product and service concepts (Florén 

and Frishammar, 2012). This contact is not only crucial in the beginning of the Front end, but 

throughout the entire process (Brem and Voigt, 2009). 

 

According to Narver and Slater (1990) a market orientation, Superior to customer orientation, 

helps firms better to understand their customers and competitors, it is directly linked to 

profitability, and enables firms to enhance their competitive position and are more pro-active 

(Pérez-Luño and Cambra, 2013 p.180). It refers to continuous market and technology scanning 

activities undertaken by the firms to identify the trends, market drivers and threats (Björkdahl 

and Börjesson, 2012). Florén and Frishammar (2012, p.32) argue that although customers input 

and needs are still critical, the FE activities for radical development are not necessarily customer 

driven, however if used wisely the larger and lead users can serve for market forecasts. The re-

activity in customer focus refers to companies focusing on the development, where current 

techniques are declared. This leads to differential improvements on current products and 

services, which is good for the overall business. Hence this strategy of customer focus is not 

relevant for innovation. The innovation ideas need to be linked to the strategies prior to the 

choice of ideas (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). 

 

The front end of the innovation process has been in focus for researchers (Kock et al., 2015, 

Pullen et al., 2009; Kim and Wilemon, 2002; Brem and Voigt, 2009; Montoya-Weiss and 

O’Driscoll, 2000; Koen et al., 2001; Boeddrich, 2004) with the interest rooted in the strategic 

relevance of the FE for the success of NPPD, and eventually the organization as a whole (Kock 

et al., 2015, p.2), in which the decision for project success or failure are taken before the ideas 

enter the subsequent NPPD stage (Frishammar et al., 2011). With other words, the strategic 

decisions taken in FE have led to success of products developed in NPPD. Another advantage is 

that decision to be taken for project success or failure is made in FE (Kock et al., 2015) before 

the concept is started in the NPPD, which reduces costs and resources allocation (Verwon et al., 

2008). 

 

In an analysis study, Kalay and Lynn (2015) argue that Innovation Strategy has a positive impact 

on firms’ innovation performances. They also determine that enterprises possessing an IS are 

more innovative and successful, which is consistent with the literature suggesting that Innovation 

Strategy has impact on firms innovation performance indicators. Further, Boeddrich (2004) 

emphasizes the success factors for the FE, suggesting that a sustainable flow of ideas is closely 

linked with company’s strategic goals at a very early stage, In fact the first stage in the 

innovation process (see proposal in Figure 1 in Paragraph 3.3).  
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Different techniques facilitate the connection to the core strategy and Project portfolio 

management (PPM) is a term that is used for NPPD phase that usually is used in large 

companies. PPM is defined as collections of single projects, large amount of projects, that can be 

related to any department (products, process, marketing, strategic turns etc.), different types of 

purposes and run concurrently (Blichfeldt and Eskerod, 2008; Teller et al., 2012). An emerging 

term related to PPM is the Ideation Portfolio Management (IPM) is defined by Kock et al., 

(2015, p.3) as “managerial practices that support the generation and selection of valuable and 

relevant ideas and concepts for the transfer into the innovation project portfolio”. A portfolio 

approach in this last stage of the front end (where ideas are selected and tested) may have 

positive effects on later stages of Innovation (Kock et al., 2015; Van den Ende et al., 2014). 

According to Teller et al. (2012, p.603) both single project management and PPM formalization 

improve transparency in a project portfolio environment as a result of the increased availability 

and comprehensiveness of information. The portfolio management helps companies to manage 

resources and align different projects easier (Blichfeldt and Eskerod, 2008). Therefore the SME 

need to consider the creation of single project management as well as PPM formalization in a 

smaller scale, that fits the amount of input of ideas and output of products at the end of NPPD, 

which is the whole end-to-end process, and with this evaluate the innovation value chain 

(Hansen and Birkinkshaw, 2007). According to Hansen and Birkinshaw (2007) this allows the 

company a tailored and systematic approach to assess the innovation performance of the 

company, idea selection and choosing a best practice.  

 

On one hand companies need to obtain a well-balanced portfolio of potentially successful 

innovation projects and on the other hand they need to strictly select and prioritize promising 

ideas and concepts (Kock et al., 2015). This is in contrary to many suggestions that good ideas 

that are radical are neglected due to short and inconsistent analysis. The risks with this are that 

ideas not fitting the overall strategy of the company will be discarded. The company fails to see 

the potential in new ideas and misses opportunities (Pullen et al., 2009; Tidd and Bessant, 2013). 

Florén and Frishammar (2012) see the failures in connection to solely the strategy and suggest 

that portfolio should also entail projects and product platforms related to the core capabilities of 

the company. This is related to the future vision and the view over a longer time for which 

platforms are created. Since strategies change, and so do products, but core capabilities develop 

and are sustained over a longer period of time, and so are product platforms. 

 

 

3.6.2 Appropriate structure and process 
The structure of the organization is a main debate in the literature about front-end activities 

(Broeddrich, 2009; Frishammar and Florén, 2008) and one of the most significant factors in front 

end as a whole. As it has been discussed before, both structure and formality is necessary to 

some extent. This is by means of finding the balance between structured and unstructured process 

(Frishammar and Floren, 2008).  

 

According to Boeddrich (2004) the appropriate structure in the FE refers to a methodical, 

systemic and structured procedure. Also at the decision phase of FE, firms need to specifically 

apply a gate control with decision criteria. Lack of these procedures, leads to detrimental 

consequences, where the sustainable flow of the ideas will be disrupted (Boeddrich, 2004). This 

can contribute to the elimination of the “fuzzyness” by avoiding: a late or impossible strategic 

adjustment of innovation; endless discussion of ideas, which leads to loss of time; physical and 

emotional consumption of resources. Another important issue is that the improvement and 

process of “lessons-learned” will be lost, which is crucial to learning from previous mistakes and 

successes (Boeddrich, 2004).  

 

Nicholas et al. (2015 p.37) argue that regimented decisions can kill radical ideas before they can 

gain a foothold. The decision making processes can create a culture that drives radical innovation 
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into low risk incremental innovation, due to not meeting the requirements of the gates set in a 

stage-gate process. In case of organized approach, a solution would be to engage several 

strategies, in order to increases the probability of a radical idea to grow (Nicholas et al., 2015).  

 

The structure of the FE needs to allow cross-functional cooperation among the functions and 

departments (Frishammara and Florén, 2008). Verwon (2006) found in a study that in the most 

of the researched projects the idea assessment and selection took place in the meetings where the 

various functions in the company were represented. This is supported by Florén and Frishammar 

(2012, p.31) arguing that the concepts (and the ideas before concepts) need to be exposed to 

review and criticism of knowledgeable individuals from affected functions and departments. In 

other words, iteration within the organization (as well as outside, in case applicable; depending 

on the strategy and aim of the project) is necessary for the concepts to be developed. 

This can be alleviated by an approach carried out by Salerno et al. (2015) resulting that different 

types of innovation process fit different project types, in fact, the one-size-fits-all process (in 

front-end) should be avoided. This traditional model for process is criticized seeing that the 

financial tools (including return on investment (ROI), discounted cash flow, and net present 

value) that are utilized for evaluation of incremental innovation should not be used for radical 

innovation.  

 

The focus here should be to recognize different types of ideas and managing them by a suitable 

combination of formal and informal process (Gutiérrez et al., 2009). Or avoid one-size-fits-all 

approach and have different types of projects for different types of ideas, especially when it 

comes to distinction between incremental and radical innovation ideas (Salerno et al., 2015) that 

might lead to projects end eventually in new products (see explanation to one size fits all in 3.5). 

 

 

3.6.3 Leadership and management 
The ultimate goal of strategy is to “align” (i.e. having shared vision) all the people of the 

organization; however all the members of the organization cannot be aligned unless, first of all, 

the executives are aligned (Eigeles, 2003).  

 

Finding engagement of the management is vital for the employees to promote and practice 

innovation (Bos-brouwers, 2010; Florén and Frishammar, 2012; Eigeles, 2003). Several 

resources indicate that the application of executive support for innovation is significant for its 

process e.g. attention paid to the idea and selection (Tidd and Bessant, 2013, Bank and Raza, 

2014). Furthermore, the role of the owner-Entrepreneur in innovation is highlighted as one of the 

advantages of the SME over LE (Bos-Brouwers, 2010 p.430; Baumann-Pauly et al., 2013; 

Davila et al., 2010).  

 

Management and leadership have been addressed as the main key aspects that play a significant 

role in the process of innovation for entrepreneurial companies and SME (Bos-Brouwers 2010; 

Vandenbosch et al., 2006; Freeman and Engel, 2007; Dombrowski et al., 2007; Postma and 

Zwart, 2001). According to Vandenbosch et al. (2006) not all ideas are creative, and nor do they 

have to be, in fact they usually are altered or “re-invented” during the implementation process. It 

is up to the managers and their creativity to welcome even different and conflicting view, and 

allow the sub-ordinates to speak their minds (Vanderbosch et al., 2006). 

 

When it comes to sustainability questions, this dominant role of the managing entrepreneur in 

SME causes that the sustainability orientation of the managers appear to be of a great 

significance in the in the impact of the sustainable activities (Bos-Brouwers 2010; Baumann-

Pauly et al., 2013), a manager with strong leadership skills can influence the innovation 

activities, although the opposite is also true; disadvantages with weaker managerial skills can 
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result in short term planning and focus, which contrasts the long term focus requirement of 

sustainability, and other long-term results such as radical innovation investments (Bos-Brouwers, 

2010; Tidd and Bessant, 2013; Bessant, 2003;). Later  

 

An aspect in the managerial context that also plays a role in equivocality (as mentioned earlier) 

and elimination of uncertainty is the role of the managers distributing the information; changes 

in technology and market, internal developments and organizational priorities as well as external 

developments and competitor information (Frishammar and Florén, 2011). According to these 

authors, diminish of equivocality is achieved by enhancing rapid communication and direct 

contact with the decision takers will reduce space for interpretation of information.   

 

 

3.6.4 Key Individuals 
There are several types of key individuals that are involved in the innovation process; one of 

these is a technical gatekeeper, who collects information from various sources and sends them 

forward to the relevant people who need, or are interested in the information. The gatekeepers 

are enablers of information flow and communication within the company (Tidd and Bessant, 

2013). Another key individual can be a product or process specialist who has technical 

knowledge. This however will not be discussed further in this section.  

 

A person who comes up with great innovative and applicable idea, will not necessarily also have 

the personal or managerial skills to persuade the top management into sponsoring it. Here, 

another (key) individual steps in to fill that role (Dombrowski et al., 2007). Tidd and Bessant 

(2013) argue and refer to case studies that the presence of these key figures is of significance to 

(not only) enabling innovation. They also play a significant role of “catalysator” of the 

innovation follow, as well as keeping persistent pressure on the organization to act (Frishammar 

et al., 2008). 

 

The key individuals are not the same in all organizations and companies (Tidd and Bessant, 

2013). A research on a Japanese product development showed one side of internal Entrepreneurs, 

addressed as “champions”, working agile and spend most of the time outside the office 

communicating with people, from production all the way to customers. They are usually higher 

ranked product developers (e.g. engineers) and exercise strong informal leadership and have a 

great contact network across the organization. They establish a link between the different 

individual across the organization, which is within and outside the product development team. 

Here, the complexity and extend of the project needs to be matched to the type of project or task 

driver or manager (Clark and Fujimoto, 1991). They also have power or authority to promote the 

concepts/projects to stakeholders to seek and establish commitment, with a passion to keep the 

project alive when faced with frustration and ambiguity in the organization (Florén and 

Frishammar, 2012). 

 

In the beginning of the innovation process (in the front end), they are in the middle of ideas all 

day long and act as idea generators and blenders of ideas from different projects (Dombrowski et 

al., 2007). They also manage the ideas, being responsible for making deals (for resources) and 

brokering ideas across the organization (Dombrowski et al., 2007). In some organizations it is 

required that they have knowledge of business models and strategies, and in others, they may 

need to have project leadership skills (depending on the size of the company) (Dombrowski et 

al., 2007) in order to help in the advocacy and screening the stages of the innovation process. As 

they are manipulators of organizational structure and behaviour, they are given the name 

innovation “champions” or “visionaries” for their promoting and advocacy roles during the 

innovation process (Florén and Frishammar, 2012).  
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The leaders and champions are a member of the management team, key influencers and those 

that have informal power in the organization and are able to pull various strings of the 

organization (Dombrowski et al., 2007; Tidd and Bessant, 2013). In order to gather ideas and 

profile them, they need to be in complete alignment with the company’s strategy.  

 

3.6.5 Theoretical model for critical success factors 
The critical success factors that have been presented previously in this chapter can be assembled 

in a model (Table 3). This model will be used to assess the status for SME in each critical 

success factor. It is designed to generate results that guide the managers to find the things 

working and not working in an innovational environment. I.e. the critical success factors here are 

specifically addressed for creating the right set of pre-settings in a company for selecting ideas. 

The model can help to identify the critical success factors that the SME lack or are simply strong 

or weak positioned at, or help them to find the different areas in which they need to pay more 

attention to. If this model don´t reveal the reasons for an aspect having a certain status, it will 

however give a general view of the company’s setting and status for selecting ideas. 

Table 3: The critical success factors according to literature (K. Residegan) 

Critical success factors in literature 

Shared vision  

Innovation goals and values 

Common view on innovation 

Open to new ideas vs. “core rigidity” 

Not-invented-here syndrome 

Equivocality and Uncertainty 

Individual Product and process 

knowledge and common view 

Innovation strategy 

Ideas and core strategy aligned 

Market oriented  

Customer contact 

Strategic Roadmap 

Innovation portfolio as link between 

strategy, core capabilities and project 

portfolio 

Structure and Process 

Structure for Innovation 

Procedure with gate control 

Lessons learned 

Gate criteria  for both radical and 

incremental ideas 

Cross functional cooperation 

Leadership and Management  

Alignment of management 

Management engagement in 

innovation 

Distribution of information 

Feedback of ideas to employees 

Key individuals 

Presence of Innovation champions or 

gate keepers 



 31 

 

4. EMPIRICAL RESULTS:  

BIOTERIA TECHNOLOGIES AB 

This chapter presents the description and analysis of the empirical case study of the company – 

Bioteria Technologies AB. Here different relevant aspects of the company’s situation regarding 

organization, products, strategy, goals and vision are reviewed. Next, today’s process in means 

of Innovation process and ways of working are described, here the idea conversion stage at the 

company which entails screening and development of ideas will be described. All information is 

provided as they have been experienced, studied and obtained through meeting, interviews and 

written documents. 

 

4.1 Context of Bioteria 

Bioteria Technologies AB (referred to as “Bioteria”) is a Swedish Bio-tech company and was 

founded in 2003 by Niclas Axelsson who is also Chief Executive Officer (CEO). The company’s 

headquarter is situated in Arninge Industrial area (in the north of Stockholm), where about half 

of the company’s employees are located. The other employees, mainly service and maintenance 

operators, are facilitated in smaller local diffused offices across Sweden due to service positions.  

 

With a current 32 amount of employees and a turnover of 6,6 MEURO (+/- 60 MSEK) (Annual 

report 2014; Lilla Görna, 2016) the company can be classed within the SME (as “small”) 

according to the European Commission guidelines (2005) for SME. 

 

In order to establish a stronger market position and gain a leap from the competitors, while the 

company has the advantages of patents and their intellectual properties (IQ3-3.2), the company 

seeks to be more “innovative” in relation with growing and expanding the operations. The 

managers emphasize innovativeness in terms of creating a culture where all the ideas are 

welcome and anyone can speak their mind (stated in Lilla Gröna as a main value) and promote 

creativity and generation of new ideas. With this, the company aims to remain innovative, in 

which development of new products and the improvement of existing products are in great focus.  

Obviously, the company is already creative in the area of R&D and products (see products and 

services) and the way they have created today’s assortment of value offered to the market.  

4.2 Business Operations 

Recently Bioteria has undergone an extensive re-organization. In 2011 Bioteria adopted a 

hierarchical functional organization mainly with the aim to improve company’s effectiveness
4
 

and productivity
5
.  

 

Consisting of nine different sub-organizational divisions, referred to as “circles” (see Figure 3), 

this matrix organization contains 7 business circles, one Project Management Circle, with all the 

                                                 
4
 Effectiveness: refers to the usefulness of the activity, “capability to meet external outside demands, such as those 

from shareholders and customers”. “a company’s environment determines whether an activity has good 
effectiveness” (Engwall et al., 2015) 
5
 Productivity: there are several measures for productivity, ie. labour- (value produced per hour) capital-,  total 

productivity (value produced in relation to all resources consumed) (Engwall et al., 2015) 
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project managers gathered, and one R&D circle. The system resembles a matrix organization. 

Three of these circles, (product-, Business Administration-, and business relationship circle) are 

subordinated under the management of a Chief Operating Officer (COO) Alf Hellström, who is 

in its turn reports to the CEO, Niklas Axelsson. The three remaining Circles (Project-, Business 

Market and Business Intelligence Circles) report directly to the CEO. 

 

Figure 3: New organizational chart at Bioteria Technologies AB (Lilla Gröna 2016) 

 

 

4.3 Values, Mission and strategy 

 

4.3.1 Mission and goals 
The main internal (and to some extend the external) distribution channel of Bioteria’s all 

information, a.o. mission, values and strategy for employees is Bioterias “Lilla Gröna”. This is 

an internal document, released each year containing among others the annual goals, overall 

vision, which are stated simple and clear.  The document serves as a source of inspiration and 

cultural aspects, of being a “Bioterian” and creating the Bioterian culture; as stated in Lilla 

Gröna (2016) “the fundaments of the culture including out plan for 2016. In the Lilla Gröna the 

nice words are stated, but how we are experienced and develop through the years is our real 

culture. How well the words and actions are in balance – that is up to each single Bioterian to 

decide”. The annual report (2014)
6
 contains the results and happenings through the year. Here 

the mission, strategy and goals are not stated. 

 

The main mission of Bioteria and the goal of the company are clear; “leading the Bio-

revolution”. This is stated in Lilla Gröna (Lilla Gröna 2016) with which Bioteria aims to grow 

globally with this quoted mission (Bioteria, 2016).  

 

                                                 
6
 The latest Annual report (2015) has not been ready at this date. Interviews concerning data for Annual report 

2015 have been conducted with acquired information.  



 33 

The goals for 2016 are stated in Lilla Gröna (2016) this is presented as clear bullets, on concrete 

numbers and percentage of profitability, turnover and sales numbers as well as mission 

statements such as “increasing the Bioteria Experience” and “Prepare for export”.  

 

In order to reach these goals, each circle has the so called challenges that are set specifically, in 

bullets and a high abstract level. The actions are broken down in lower abstraction by managers 

and employees through the so called “PIRU” (interview 20160128). PIRU (Plan Implement 

Results Follow-up) is an individual plan, done by each employee themselves. The plan is not 

followed up by a superior manager (or similar), but by every individual themselves (Interview 

20160128). There is a demand that everyone carries out the planes and actions according to the 

PIRU.  A weekly review and self-reflection on how the week has been is assessed by individuals, 

in order to plan and implement the actions better.  

 

According to interviewees, there is a main goal stated for the year which is clear. The goals for 

each quarter are planned reactively to the former quarter.  

 

4.3.2 Values and vision and strategy 
According to lilla Gröna “Bioterian confidence” refers to the core value that lies in every 

individual’s behaviour that begins from each person and is integrated in the daily activities. The 

core values and vision lie in (Lilla Gröna, 2016, p.8):  

 Innovative leadership: through caring, seeing and to act, as well as dare to challenge the 

traditional ways of working with goal to create concrete improvements” 

 Sustainable social structure contribution: together with customers and suppliers build a 

better world. Develop and marketing of knowledge, products and services, we want to 

contribute to limit the use of resources and offer social wins that lead to a sustainable 

society 

 The engaged responsible: take responsibility, live and learn with passion to do good. To 

build a better company that contributes to better world. The environmental engagement 

and social responsibility reflected in everything is done corporate internal and external. 

Here, values and goals are stated however a specifically and detailed defined strategy cannot be 

found in the Lilla Gröna nor in Annual report. From the interviews it is to be understood that the 

strategies are to sell as much products as possible and thus the focus is on the customers, 

communities and larger chain enterprises that have kitchens. Also to establish better cooperation 

with the communities that set requirements for environmental friendly solutions. 

  4.4 Products and service activities 

Bioteria develops and distributes biotechnical based products and services for sustainable 

buildings wastewater treatment, waste management and professional Hygiene, which all are 

based on microbiological technique for separators, which is the primary competence of the 

company. The difference here with other companies solutions is that the grease separation there 

are based on chemical solutions that contain hazardous elements as “ozone” which is aggressive 

against the organic and environment. Bioteria claims to be “The world leader in biotechnological 

solutions for the fat, oil and grease (FOG) related problems and effective waste management” 

(Axelsson 2016, Lilla Gröna 2016), which the company holds the patent for
7
. 

 

 

                                                 
7
 Process and device for fat separation: Axelsson, N. (2000). U.S. Patent No. 6110371. Vaxholm, 

Stockholm: Sweden. http://patents.justia.com/patent/6110371 

http://l.facebook.com/l.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fpatents.justia.com%2Fpatent%2F6110371&h=7AQHrRwMHAQF36HB-d639AqCKYfO7XNxbEYC7ale2qA21qQ
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Figure 4: Bioteria’s products and services (Lilla Gröna 2016) 

 
 

Bioteria offers a range of products, services, and end-to-end knowledge that covers the whole 

value chain which is explicated in cooperation with customers and partners. E.g. Bioteria also 

provides solutions such as the ventilation system; it is a modular product which is highly 

customized and therefore in intensive interaction with the clients as well as other stakeholders in 

the supply chain of the building process. As for internal responsibilities, each product family 

corresponds with appointed manager who is also the responsible product specialist. 

 

The core capabilities of the company in term of products are the biotechnology. There are also 

other competences such as specification of the tanks and the ventilations that create an 

environment for the microbiological separators. 

 

These products as shown in Figure 4 cover a wide range of portfolio which include, grease 

separation, Draining technology, Waste treatment, Large kitchen Ventilation systems, 

Professional hygiene and Knowledge in terms of courses and Maintenance of the products. The 

products range from initial consultation to maintenance of the delivered products including 

customer information, shown in Figure 5. Here in “Hängrännan” which is according to Lilla 

Gröna a part of Bioteria’s business model shows the value offered to the customers including 

operations and maintenance. 

 

Figure 5:  The range of products offered by Bioteria referred to as the “Hängrännan” (Lilla 

Gröna, 2016) 

 
 

There is a development system “the Bioconversion phases”, stated in the Lilla Gröna, which is 

based on a abstract stage system (not quite as the “stage-gate”) with different tasks and outcomes 

in each stage. This is indeed for the NPPD process. Inventory (Inventering), where the cases are 

planned, solutions are proposed and reported. In phase II Bioconvertsion (Bioconvertering) 

authority opinion handlings, education is provided; calculations and analysis- as well as 

installations of the BioSystem are carried out. A tollgate of decision is placed between phase I 

and II. The last stage, phase III; Operation & Maintenance (Drift & Underhåll) is mainly 

documentation, operational security on facilities, control of costs and facility networks are 

secured.   
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Figure 6: Products and services that Bioteria Technologies AB offers today (Lilla Gröna 2016) 

 
 

4.5 Innovation process 

Today the process for Innovation at Bioteria is unwound to low activity; however there is a 

manager appointed for the responsibility of management of the ideas, which is the Manager 

Technology and Development today to gather the ideas that are produced. However the company 

is recruiting an appointed manager solely for idea and innovation activities.  

 

Earlier efforts have been made to gather the ideas that are discussed socially at coffee breaks or 

officially during the meetings. At one of the main and recent attempts, the company developed 

and implemented a competition based program to collect new and Innovative ideas. The system 

was a manual e-mail based process, resembling the “ID box” was meant to involve all employees 

and managers to send in their ideas and thoughts and contribute to the future development of 

products and services. To stimulate and reward the employees for their contributions they 

created the “Idea of the Month” and the “Idea of the Year” with were compensated with a 

recognition to all employees in the company monthly email communication and 10 000 SEK 

respectively. The decision of implementation and execution of the ideas -which means whether 

the ideas are implemented or not, as well as when, how and who should be involved in the 

further developments and realization of the ideas - were directed by the CEO and the R&D 

managers within the company (Axelsson, 2016). This system was used during 5 years where an 

average of ca. 20 ideas/month were sent in; however a feedback or statistical information has not 

been provided since, regarding the implementation of any idea in practice. Nevertheless it is 

believed that most of the ideas led to incremental innovations and through the years the idea 

system was actively used (Axelsson, 2016). Today there is however no ideas sent even though 

the system still is open for ideas.  

4.6 Mission and Sustainability orientation  

Bioteria has sustainability in the core of the business and sees it as the ambition to integrate 

sustainability aspects and to introduce new products, services and processes. Sustainability is 

woven in the culture, vision and mission of the company as stated before. 

 

According to Bos-Brouwers (2010) data on sustainability performance of SME is scarce, since 

there are virtually no SME that publish sustainability reports. This is mainly due to resource 

poverty, low degree of formalization, lack of public visibility and low general reporting priority. 

In addition they lack administrative systems, in place for sustainability reporting (Bos-Brouwers, 

2010). Having analysed Bioteria, these characteristics are very much in-line with Bioteria’s 

capacity and capabilities for acquiring such extensive resources. Nevertheless, the company’s 

goals are clear when it comes to sustainability and social responsibility by “Leading the 

biorevolution” (Lilla Gröna).  
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With this ambition, it is interesting to note that Bioteria newly has changed their personal car 

selection from “fossil driven” to solely electric driven cars, which will reduce the company’s 

CO2 emissions by over 90 percent according to estimations, and is in line with the companies 

own visions; according to Niklas Axelsson “Emission free” and manufactured with the biggest 

possible consideration to environment in every aspect”. In addition, the company offers the 

employees the possibility of purchasing electric driven cars as their own private cars against 

offered subventions from the company (Holm, 2016), which also was confirmed in an initial 

interview with the employees. Although the transition is made to maintain the total cost has not 

been Bioteria’s focus on monetary terms, but how the company can contribute to a sustainable 

society. As stated in the values, sustainability and environmental activity is a goal to create a 

genuine interest mindset of the employees and genuine interest of environmental friendliness is a 

valuable aspect. As noted from one employee/manager “since working at Bioteria, to buy an 

electric car as personal vehicle is now very much an option to consider”.  
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5. ANALYSIS & DISCUSSION 

In this chapter, analysis and discussion will be presented as an iterative session. The theoretical 

model from the previous chapter will be assessed against the case study company in order to 

understand the complexity of the area and to test the model in the case study. At the end 

summary is provided of analysis, as for discussion the answers to the research questions are 

presented.  

 

Sustainability as well as corporate social responsibility at Bioteria are genuine activities as main 

priority and a part of the core activities as it is shown before. Therefore by enhancing innovation 

by improving the idea selection method at this company will contribute to sustainability and 

enhancement of its leading role in building a sustainable future. The following is a discussion 

and analysis of the critical success factors identified in theory, applied to Bioteria in order to 

define the status of the company against the challenges that each factor brings along.  

5.1 Shared vision 

Overall, the company has an effective way of communication and distributing vision, values and 

cultural aspects that work for Bioteria (IQ5). With the introduction of Lilla Gröna in 2011 the 

communication of visions, business model and goals were effectively distributed to the 

employees. According to interviews, this has had significant results and visible improvements to 

the management with improved efficiency and performance until now. With this, the concept and 

the goals with innovation have a great potential to be clearly defined and diffused in the 

company. Nevertheless, goals with innovation and vision on how to innovate are not stated in the 

Lilla Gröna (2016). There is a common vision on leading the bio-revolution and contribution to a 

better world, which is clearly stated. However the guidelines and future goals on how this is 

reached through innovation and new ideas needs to be clarified. Innovation in relation to the core 

values are not strongly expressed and emphasized in Bioteria’s communication, by means of e.g. 

Lilla Gröna. This can be done by providing criteria, process and control and setting direction to 

ideas as well as priorities (van den Ende et al., 2014). The equivocality at Bioteria is in terms of 

“not knowing what the new project is for” and continuing with “what is my role in this project” 

as stated by several interviewees, which are mainly in relation to the service and sales projects. 

There is a need for setting for why the projects appear and what the roles of the individuals are, 

especially in case the products are based on innovative ideas priorities need to be clear.  

 

Another observation shows that common perceptions, goals and vision with innovation itself in 

general do not seem to be aligned today among managers and employees, and thus indicates 

presence of uncertainty. This is reflected in the interviews in which the concept and goals of 

innovation have resulted in mixed perceptions for different staff; it can range from invention to 

incremental to radical innovation, and many more, which result in divergent idea proposals. As a 

result confusion rules on the rate of ideas being “radical enough” to be proposed. Among 

managers one interpretation of innovation can be seen as “doing things faster, more effective and 

smarter” or “new life changing products” and with that is not clearly shared between employees 

(IQ2). Goals for innovation and vision for how and where the innovation is connected to the core 

vision and goals are lacked in the Lilla Gröna and the Annual report. As innovation activities are 

perceived as “working with innovation” therefore thinking and working with innovative ideas 

will lead to “other-activities” than the daily ways of working. This way the innovation is not a 

part of daily activity and cannot be merged with the core activities; thus will receive low priority. 

  

According to Saleh and Wang (1993, p.19) the commitment to Intrapreneurial activities (see Key 

individuals 3.6.4) and risk taking can contribute significantly to promoting innovation in the 



 38 

company. This does not mean that the goal is to be gambling more than “less-Innovative” 

companies, but rather that they are more willing to look hard at risky opportunities and to 

confront them (Saleh and Wang, 1993) which also reflects the tolerance for failure and learning 

from them. As for rejecting and accepting ideas which refers to not-invented-here, to know what 

ideas are good and bad is up to the company (managers or champion) to decide, aligned with the 

goals and vision. From the literature it is too early to say how the ideas need to be chosen, since 

the existing research is too fragmented for specific analysis (Frishammar and Florén, 2008). Here 

there are many factors that affect the aggressiveness in choosing ideas. However from literature 

ideas can gain momentum through informal and formal discussions (Gutierrez et al., 2009). As it 

is today in Bioteria, the informal discussion is highly practiced as it is clearly stated in the 

interviews, which is an advantage for choosing the ideas that are connected to the common goals 

of the company. When ideas cannot fit the current pattern they can be “parked” to match other 

strategies, at another time, or clustering it with other ideas can be decided through discussions 

with the management and cross-functional meetings (Verwon, 2006). 

 

According to Nooteboom (1994; p.344) in the SME, risky ventures are filtered out to a lower 

extend due to fewer levels of evaluation in the hierarchy. Also perception of risk is more limited; 

this is due to limited amount of specialized staff and lack of outside criticism (Noteboom, 1994). 

This is recognized in Bioteria: the interviews also show that Bioteria has been open with using 

the core values in radical concepts and in a wide product portfolio; going from Grease-

separation; to ventilation; to symbiotic life within consumer health (which is developed in a 

sister-company); to Detergent products. These are the different platforms that Bioteria has 

developed. There is a high acceptance of new ideas, where they are gathered in an “idea-box”.  

However according to interviews ideas that come in are mainly “hands-on” and not “directly 

innovation ideas”. The ideas are mainly regarding the activities that are done at Bioteria. This 

also refers to uncertainty where more objective information is needed; a common shared vision 

of products is not solely for the fields of R&D and services, but all the circles in the company 

need to have sufficient knowledge about both products and services to look beyond the cognitive 

frame (Paragraph 3.4 Idea selection phase). Example is for especially sales and services 

personnel at Bioteria, while seeing the products in field; who are in direct contact with the 

requirements as well as shortcomings that customers and market have. This is completing the 

loop of development: important feedback given to the strategy and with that the FE ideas and 

selection in concepts. According to Nicolas et al. (2013 p. 28) the discontinuous shifts occur 

when entrepreneurs see opportunities outside the established frame. By bringing in new 

elements, they create new combinations that disrupt the current game and replace it with a new 

one—Schumpeter's creative destruction. Although at Bioteria there is fast and “unofficial” 

communication, where people communicate “just going to (the person) and asking” 

communication is mainly done in tacit form. Therefore information that is needed for products is 

solely communicated through the specialists, who have many other tasks as well therefore the 

information is tacit and individual unequally divided. Therefore explicit and shared information 

on products and process is of importance; e.g. product specification or detailed descriptions for 

internal use, for other units than R&D especially sales and service. 

 

Assessment: 

Shared vision  Status at Bioteria 

Innovation goals and values Values for innovation are described however this is not 

supported by statement of distinct actions as a part of 

the yearly goals 

Common view on innovation There is a divergent understanding of innovation.   

Open to new ideas vs. “core 

rigidity” 

There is openness to new ideas in Bioteria. Ideas are 

accepted by management 

Elimination of Not-invented-here Informal discussions are highly practiced however 
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syndrome perception of  “good” and “not good” ideas is not clear 

Equivocality and Uncertainty Equiovocality exists in Bioteria to some extent, as 

uncertainty on innovation is high among individuals 

Individual Product and process 

knowledge and common view 

There is a lack of common knowledge of products in 

the company. Information is tacit. 

 

5.2 Innovation strategy 

A strategy for innovation is a tool for directing the innovation process towards the overall core 

strategy and alignment with the process and product concepts (Frishammar and Florén, 2008). 

As for the idea-concept alignment, the points named in the frame can be looked at in Bioteria: 

 

As formulation of goals, mission and values are elements of overall strategy; these are stated in 

the distribution document of Bioteria, which are discussed previously.  

 

Bioteria’s goals for sustainability are clear, and all interviews show that everyone contributes to 

the environmental thinking, however, when it comes to innovation related to sustainability, there 

are confusions about how to create innovative ideas and here the link between the core strategy 

and innovation is not clear. Also when it comes to innovation itself, there is a need of defining 

the strategic roadmap with distinct actions for both radical and incremental ideas.  

 

According to the interviews, there are many conferences for distribution and communication of 

the goals, visions and values. “Lately they have been mainly about customers and their focus”. In 

this case the CEO sees the customer relation as top priority (compared to product and process 

Innovation) which often does not result in a sustainable long term competitive advantage (Narver 

and Slater, 1990; Florén and Frishammar, 2011).  

 

It is not to be forgotten that Bioteria is a business-to business oriented company that offers 

service rather than products; “… a decision has been made since earlier… this is business to 

business, this is what we shall work with”. Therefore customers input are of great interest for 

Bioteria due to the activities of product maintenance and customized products, which is a large 

part of Bioteria’s value offering. Hence, the strategy and ways of working are mainly the goals 

of cooperation with the customers, which is seen from the Lilla Gröna, the orientation of the 

organizational chart which is focused on customers as well with many business and service units 

and the interviews (IQ5) “as we want to sell and create revenue, we also want to work with 

innovation, the conflict between innovation and effectiveness in Bioteria is that we maybe put 

more resources on selling than innovation”.  

 

As aforementioned, it is the radical development of concepts for innovation in the FE that are not 

necessarily customer driven (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). Therefore in order to create 

innovative concepts, and to gain an advanced position in the market through innovation, Bioteria 

needs to focus more on the market shifts, trends and competitors in the FE rather than customers. 

With that the company shifts more towards pro-activity. To underline this, Von Hippel (2005) 

argues that for very novel concepts, most potential users do not have the real-world experience 

needed in order to provide accurate data and propose solutions. At this moment Bioteria´s 

strategy for innovation is more based on adhocracy rather than prospector. Kalay and Lynn 

(2015).  

 

Bioteria has pronounced sustainability and corporate social responsibility as its core value and 

strategy, and strives to “Leading the Bio-revolution” emphasized by the management and CEO. 

As the goals with innovation are not clear for the employees (see 5.1 Shared vision) there is 
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strategy for innovation stated, however Innovation is not linked to the core business. The 

company is creating a FE structure (Which will be discussed later, under structure) and with that 

formulation of the strategy is yet to come.  

 

Bioteria has a project portfolio and a system for prioritization. However as the company has not 

prioritized the strategies, other than that cooperation with the customers is highest priority. Here, 

Bioteria has the advantage of “smallness”, which is seen by the closeness to customers, and the 

outside environment. Also fast decision making of the management is among the advantages 

(mainly in FE) what seems to be typical at SME and it is recognizable at Bioteria. However 

along with them, the experience of “ad-hoc” decision making and fast jumping into projects may 

be results of this fast decision-making as well which is expressed by interviewees “involved in 

many projects” as well “working in between many different tasks” and “we do many things at the 

same time, but we need prioritizations and instructions” is commonly expressed among 

interviewees, managers as well as employees. A clear statement and breakdown of the strategic 

priorities will act as a guide to steer the individual priorities and provide a common perception 

for focus, and to make easier choices for idea selections. Here the strategy for innovation is 

defined which entails both criteria for incremental and radical ideas (Florén and Frishammar, 

2012).  

 

As mentioned before, according to Boeddrich (2004) one of the main criteria for a sustainable 

flow of ideas is linking the ideas to corporate strategy in a very early stage. This will also be 

connected to the choice of ideas, where ideas connected to projects can be gathered and 

clustered; from which also other concepts may emerge. For this the company has create a 

portfolio for the FE activities that will continue to the NPPD. From the theory, it can be 

suggested that the main priority here is to create a strategic roadmap to decide how the strategy is 

linked to the core strategy of sustainability and what type and needs the market has in order to 

create innovative products (Kock et al., 2015). From the product portfolio of the company it can 

be seen that the platforms are already connected to the core capability which is the separators 

and solutions based on environmental friendly aspects as well as the information distribution. By 

having a planned an innovation portfolio, managers can calculate the resources needed for the 

project that the portfolio entails. With this also amount of resources set aside can be calculated 

for the projects outside the portfolio; e.g. smaller projects, studies etc. (Blichfeldt and Eskerod, 

2008).  

 

 

Assessment:  

Innovation strategy Status at Bioteria 

Ideas and core strategy aligned Is not fully achieved 

Market oriented  Market oriented strategy does not exist or is very low 

prioritized - Customer strategy is in focus. 

Customer contact Frequent and close customer contact 

Strategic Roadmap for Innovation Is not implemented. Innovation strategy is stated but 

not supported by statement of distinct actions and 

roadmap 

Innovation portfolio as link 

between strategy, core 

capabilities and project portfolio 

Portfolio for NPPD exists however priorities are not 

specified. There is no Innovation portfolio today at 

Bioteria. Capabilities for core competence are 

connected to strategy. 
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5.3 Structure and Process 

According to Brem and Voigt (2009) there are two different ways in which ideas can be acquired 

in relation to push and pull; collecting them in as they are present in the company, or actively 

generating them through a well thought process utilizing creative methods. The latter, 

consequently is needed to maintain the continuous creative evolution in the organization which 

leads to the corporate creativity. This becomes a system that includes motivation rewards and 

official recognised creativity initiatives.  

 

Today’s system for idea management is lead by manager who is also responsible for the R&D 

department. This role of the idea management can be identified as a “gate keeper”, which will be 

discussed at paragraph 3.6.4 Key Individuals. The ideas are sent to the idea manager with mail, 

and message for notification is sent by the idea sender to the idea manager, when ideas are sent 

in the idea box. The Idea manager distributes them to the concerning manager in the relevant 

department. The receiving manager becomes responsible for the idea. From there the idea is 

supposed to be developed and evaluated, which results in product or process, or improvements 

and needs in the office and work environment. The manager sends an answer as feedback to the 

sender, “with a response or feedback that the idea is used, needs improvement or whether the 

idea has been rejected”. 

 

At the T80, the idea log is kept by the higher management who assesses the ideas and decides for 

the “idea of the week” and “idea of the month” which are meant to be announced to the team.  

 

Figure 7: Today’s way of working for idea manager at Bioteria 

 
 

“Feedbacks have not been given to the idea senders” as it is confirmed by many different 

interviews from both managers and employees (IQ 3.3-3.11). In the system today, this has not 

been prioritized. The reason for the lack of feedback has been partly due to the ownership of the 

idea since the company rewards the winning ideas. There are many software tools that can 

manage the ownership by registering the idea to a specific sender. Bioteria should find 

alternative solutions to this problem as sharing ideas and open discussions are of importance for 

idea selection. 

 

The main issue here is that the ideas that have been screened and forwarded to the managers 

have not been processed and iterated, and mostly stop at the “idea” stage in Figure 7. As cross-

functional discussions have been shown to be mostly effective (Verwon, 2006) these ideas 

however have not been discussed in the teams of the managers. Also since it is up to each 

manager to decide how ideas should be managed and selected, there is an uncertainty on what 

has happened to the ideas. 
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Recently, the company has developed a process proposal to be applied that fits the company’s 

structure, and is aligned with the way decisions are made today. However according to Alf 

Hellström (COO) the structure needs to be evaluated further developed in coordination with the 

existing knowledge in the academic field (Figure 8). The process begins with Generation of 

ideas which can be “in-house” and in collaboration with the customers. Followed by Structure 

the ideas are sorted and selected. In Filtering section, the ideas will pass a “Filter” that divides 

them into the different organizations where the ideas will be developed within the associated 

organizational division in Structuring & Execution (ie. R&D, Marketing, Management etc.). This 

process solely shows the development of Innovation in FE activities. The project processes 

within the different divisions, e.g. the flow of product & service development as well as 

customer relations are not a part of this process, thus they are not shown in this structure 

(Hellström, 2016).  

Figure 8: The innovation process proposal developed at Bioteria Technologies AB 

 
 

These two structures are alike in a way that they both send the ideas to the relevant manager, 

without the ideas being iterated between these managers for assessment of need for further 

development in a cross-functional project. According to Grönlund et al., (2011) screening has to 

be done by a team of executives acting as gatekeepers, who can openly discuss the ideas which is 

an important filtering function, also a hybrid act of individual and teamwork is beneficial (Florén 

and Frishammar, 2012) and iterations have to be done between screening and refinement; at the 

company the opposite is happening, and it can be one explanation for the ideas not going forward 

in the system. 

 

Bioteria is fast and flexible on taking decisions, and as we have previously discussed, these may 

result in ad-hoc way of working. Obviously the need of some degree of structure is detected at 

Bioteria and as the situation is today, some degree of structure exists, whether general or 

individually developed. According to interviews, Bioteria has a simple, single project system 

with “one-size-fits-all” approach. Related to the theory, Bioteria has both service and product 

project that demand different types of projects processes (Gutiérrez et al., 2009) which is also 

valid for the formality of the projects. Today Bioteria’s process resembles more the informal 

ways of working with minimal archive and documentation. These aspects refer to types of 

projects when choosing the ideas based on radical and incremental context. According to Salerno 

(2015) radical ideas can be deferred when they are not suited to the type of projects.  
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There have been attempts to apply a “light” version of stage-gate system; however that has not 

been implemented, due to lack of interest in “having a bureaucratic system”. In the literature it is 

emphasized that screening and choice of the ideas is not necessary at a gate and they should be 

iterated (Florén and Frishammar, 2012) however some gates are needed to decide due to time 

and resource constraints, the ideas should not be discussed for too long (Boeddrich, 2004). 

Therefore application of a gate at the end of the filtering phase would allow the ideas to be 

iterated by managers in order to decide what ideas are relevant to which combination of the 

different circles. There are several advantages to this; first, the projects that are started can be 

assessed for go/no-go decision against allocated budget. This will allow selection of moving the 

strategic choice of ideas to be gathered in- or developed to- concepts. The gate is also a control 

base for lessons learned and screening of ideas that have come back from the NPPD or need 

more pre-development. It also allows the ideas to be iterated during the structure phase; however 

this needs to be an open iteration in the developing team for idea and concept refinement as well 

as screening (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). The managers are seeking for radical ideas to be 

proposed in the teams, however with the criteria not being clear, ideas cannot be selected. As the 

communication within the company is fast and informal, and there is a high interaction between 

individuals from different discipline “circles”, the ideas have a great potential to be developed.  

 

As application of gate becomes involved, studies are agreeing that there will be a need for proper 

gate criteria (Florén and Frishammar, 2012; Grönlund et al., 2011; Boeddrich, 2004). These 

often contain must-meet and should-meet criteria, which also focus on dismissing misfit projects 

quickly (Grönlund et al., 2011). However these may eliminate radical ideas that seem different at 

first, therefore there is a need for definition of both qualitative and quantitative criteria for both 

radical and incremental ideas.  

  

Assessment: 

 

Structure and Process Status at Bioteria 

Structure for Innovation Proposed but not implemented, existing way of working 

is to be updated (see other points) 

Procedure with gate control Proposed however not implemented 

Lessons learned Due to a minimal project structure, lessons learned are 

limited in the project processes.  

Gate criteria  for both radical and 

incremental ideas 

Absences of Gate criteria. Incremental and radical idea 

criteria are not defined. 

Cross functional cooperation Cross-functional discussions for idea selection need to 

be established for managers. Ideas are not shared. 

 

5.4 Leadership and Management 

Vaderbosch (2006) argues that the quality of ideas is dependent on the effectiveness of the 

management. A common shared vision is solely provided by the management. When it comes to 

innovation and selecting ideas at Bioeteria, the view of managers is mainly “it is obvious that 

Bioteria is innovative” which is common between management.  However, as mentioned before, 

the perceptions are different, and a common defined view on innovative ideas needs to be better 

communicated to the employees, by setting selection criteria for innovation and innovative ideas. 

Since the perception of the management is different, subsequently the employees have diverted 

perceptions. In order to create common view the mangers need to distribute the information 

about changes and internal developments (Tidd and Bessant, 2013) “The information is 

distributed fast by mail when it comes to information about sales and other happenings in the 

company” according to interviews. The advantage and a strong ability in the company has been 
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that information can be distributed fast by means of e-mails and fast meetings. Therefore the 

potential on distribution of the information is high.  

 

As it is seen from the interviews, the role of the entrepreneur is strong at Bioteria, both in leading 

and the support achieved in the management and employees. In practice this is seen from the 

Sustainability orientation of the individuals who are engaged in their roles as well as the values 

that the company stands for.  

 

As it is Lilla Gröna, in Bioteria the managers strive to create an environment, in which it is 

allowed to “be heard, to act on traditional ways of working and create concrete improvements” 

(Lilla Gröna 2016). Interviews correspond with this statement and there is a high acceptance of 

the ideas; all ideas have been received and sent forward regardless to what type they represent 

(incremental, radical etc.). When it comes to gathering the ideas, managers have the significant 

role of giving feedback in the organization.  

 

Assessment: 

 

Leadership and Management  Status at Bioteria 

Alignment of management The management is not aligned, missing 

guidelines for innovation selection criteria 

Management engagement in innovation The management in Bioteria is involved in 

innovation 

Distribution of information High information flow from the management  

Feedback of ideas to employees Feedback has to be given in relation to the ideas 

 

5.5 Key individuals 

In case of SME, it is suitable with application of Innovation champions, since a project steering 

committee is possibly too heavy for the organization given the amount of resources and the size 

of the SME companies (Pullen et al., 2009). The innovation champions drive the ideas across the 

front end from single idea to Pre-developed concepts and if applicable, ready to be launched in 

the NPPD phase (Nicholas et al., 2015).  

 

Bioteria has different product specialists for different products. As the specialists distribute the 

expertise of products within the company, they also work with development of the products as 

well as managing projects. Time becomes an essential lack.   

 

As mentioned earlier, today’s innovation manager can be associated to a gatekeeper, who sends 

the information forward in the company rather than driving them.  Successful innovations need 

champions who can manage innovation from ideas to successful commercialization. These are 

mainly radical innovation, however incremental innovation might need champions as well 

depending on the size of the concept (Dombrowski et al., 2007). A product champion follows the 

ideas from concept to end of the FE where the concepts are sent forward in the NPPD. The 

realization of the concepts are much more probable if champion is involved in setting up these 

strategies and the proposed projects, in order to drive them forward (Florén and Frishammar, 

2012) therefore the champion needs to have project leadership skills.   

 

A project champion is not a project manager, project sponsor nor is it a person with fastest 

resource whose work will guarantee the success of the projects outcome. The project champion 

is someone who advocates for the project by constantly praising the benefits in terms of strategy, 

risk assessment, advantages and Rate of return etc. the champion is a passionate supporter of the 
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project (Florén and Frishammar, 2012). This is especially for the radical innovation which has a 

low creditability due to the high risks and divergent concept (Nicholas, 2015).  

 

Today this role is absent at Bioteria, however from the interviews it is clearly indicated that there 

is a strong need for a manger that solely works with Innovation and its process. 

 

Assessment: 

 

Key individuals Status at Bioteria 

Presence of Innovation 

champions or gate keepers 

An Innovation champion is an advantageous position at 

Bioteria in order to connect the ideas and distribute 

them to different circles of the organization. 

 

5.6 Summary of analysis and further discussion 

In this section a summary is presented for the empirical results and findings as they are analysed 

previously in this chapter. Subsequently, the link between the empirical results and the research 

question is discussed. 

 

The findings are a result of application of the model. The aim here is to assess a SME on idea 

selection. The model consists of different critical success factors, for the aspects in a company 

that are related to idea selection. The status for Bioteria for each critical success factor for 

selecting ideas is shown in Table 4. These results of the model reveal that Bioteria is at an initial 

stage of innovation activities and still many factors from the frame need improvements at 

Bioteria. This is expected, since today Bioteria does not have an applied FE activities, and idea 

selection process.  

 

During the discussions of the analysis, propositions have been given for a way in order to 

overcome the challenges that the identified status brings about. A short sum-up of some 

propositions for Bioteria as a result of the status against these critical success factors are as 

follows:  

 

In order to reach a common shared vision it is advisable that the company defines the goals and 

vision of the innovation as they are done for sustainability today. With this, the values should be 

stated in distinct actions. Clustering ideas and in order to fit them to the patterns of the 

company’s overall strategy can create a common goal for innovation. Creating explicit 

knowledge by means of detailed product specification will spread the knowledge on products in 

the team which is especially interesting for sales and strategic staff, in order to see the 

opportunities in the market and connect them to the internal units.   

As for the innovation strategy, a strategic roadmap is needed by setting distinct goals and actions 

for both radical and incremental ideas, including the relevant priority for each strategy. The 

customer focus strategy mainly contributes to existing platforms and products and is valuable for 

services that Bioteria provides. By having more focus on Market orientation the trends and shifts 

are identified in a pro-active manner. Here Bioteria as an expert of their business have the 

necessary knowledge about the techniques and possibilities to realize the trends in products and 

services. 

For structure and process establishment of cross-functional communication in relation to the idea 

sharing and idea selection (for managers) is advisable.  
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It is advisable that the perception of innovation for the managers at Bioteria is aligned. Also a 

common guideline for innovation needs to be provided to employees. Providing feedback to the 

employees regarding innovation should have high Priority. 

The overall Key individuals at the company and roles are to be made clear for innovation 

projects. It is advisable to position an innovation champion. This is necessary to promote ideas 

further in the process.  
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Table 4: Assessment of critical success factors and the status at Bioteria for each success factor 

Critical success factors in literature Status at Bioteria 

Shared vision   

Innovation goals and values Values for innovation are described however this is 

not supported by statement of distinct actions as a 

part of the yearly goals 

Common view on innovation There is a divergent understanding of innovation.   

Open to new ideas vs. “core rigidity” There is openness to new ideas in Bioteria. Ideas are 

accepted by management 

Not-invented-here syndrome Informal discussions are highly practiced however 

perception of  “good” and “not good” ideas is not 

clear 

Equivocality and Uncertainty Equiovocality exists in Bioteria to some extent, as 

uncertainty on innovation is high among individuals 

Individual Product and process 

knowledge and common view 

There is a lack of common knowledge of products in 

the company. Information is tacit. 

Innovation strategy  

Ideas and core strategy aligned Is not fully achieved 

Market oriented  Market oriented strategy does not exist/ is very low 

prioritized - Customer strategy is in focus. 

Customer contact Frequent and close customer contact 

Strategic Roadmap for Innovation Is not implemented. Innovation strategy is stated but 

not supported by statement of distinct actions and 

roadmap 

Innovation portfolio as link between 

strategy, core capabilities and project 

portfolio 

Portfolio for NPPD exists however priorities are not 

specified. There is no Innovation portfolio today at 

Bioteria. Capabilities for core competence are 

connected to strategy. 

Structure and Process  

Structure for Innovation Proposed but not implemented, existing way of 

working is to be updated (see other points) 

Procedure with gate control Proposed however not implemented 

Lessons learned Due to a minimal project structure, lessons learned 

are limited in the project processes.  

Gate criteria  for both radical and 

incremental ideas 

Absences of Gate criteria. Incremental and radical 

idea criteria are not defined. 

Cross functional cooperation Cross-functional discussions for idea selection need 

to be established for managers. Ideas are not shared. 

Leadership and management   

Alignment of management The management is not aligned, missing guidelines 

for innovation selection criteria 

Management engagement in 

innovation 

The management in Bioteria is involved in 

innovation 

Distribution of information High information flow from the management  

Feedback of ideas to employees Feedback has to be given in relation to the ideas 

Key individuals  

Presence of Innovation champions or 

gate keepers 

An Innovation champion is an advantageous position 

at Bioteria in order to connect the ideas and distribute 

them to different circles of the organization. 
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6. CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, the conclusions and answers to the research questions will be provided. 

Furthermore the limitations and further research will be presented. 

 

The purpose of this study has been to learn how SME can improve their innovation idea 

selection process in the Front-End of the innovation. The researches aim has been to improve the 

innovation idea selection process in the FE of the SME, with the goal to reach a sustainable 

process and flow of ideas in the FE. 

 

Answer to sub-question (SQ):  

 

What are the Critical success factors for supporting innovation idea selection in the 

front-end stage at SME? 

 

Based the existing literature a model with main aspects based on prior frames of innovation 

capabilities, was created. From the literature review different concepts of structuring in 

organizations were reviewed and the main aspects that are critical to SME for selecting ideas in 

the front-end process were identified. These are: Shared vision; Innovation strategy, Structure 

and Process; Leadership and Management, and Key individuals. With additional in-depth 

literature review on these aspects, 21 critical success factors for idea selection in SME were 

identified and assembled in the model. 

 

The model was then applied to the Empirical case study, Bioteria Technologies AB in order to 

evaluate their idea selection system in the FE and with that learn about the status of the company 

against these critical factors. The application of the case study has been a method to verify the 

frame on whether it is applicable for SMEs. 

 

The result show that at Bioteria the innovative mindset of continuous innovation is rapidly 

growing. There is a need for common view and understanding of innovation goals and visions in 

order to reach strategy. Also there is a need for connection of innovation to the core strategy. An 

additional strategic orientation on market is proposed for pro-active innovation approach. The 

management is supportive however the efficiency of distributing the innovation strategy and 

goals have to be distributed more effectively. Structuring the process is needed in FE. The 

allocation of a project champion is suggested for selecting and driving the concepts towards 

NPPD. Majority of the points are in need of enhancement, which is no surprise since Bioteria has 

not adopted the front-end process fully. 

 

The model can help to identify the critical success factors that the SME lack or are simply strong 

or weak positioned at. It can also help them to find the different areas in which they need to pay 

more attention to. This model may not reveal the reasons for an aspect having a certain status; 

however it will give a general view of the company’s setting and status for selecting ideas. 

 

Answer to research question (RQ):   

 

How can SME improve innovation idea selections in their front-end process? 

 

The answer to the empirical part showed that by using the model created in this thesis, useful 

information was gained to improve the idea selection process for the researched company, even 

though the model was not adapted to the company’s specific requirements. With this the purpose 

of the empirical part is fulfilled i.e. verifying the created model. Since the model was verified 

without being adapted to company´s specific requirements it is very probable that it also would 
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be applicable to other SME. This is expected because of the models general design. Thus SME 

companies can use the model in general, to improve their front end process. 

 

By assessment of critical success factors for idea selection in a SME, the research provides an 

initial knowledge about (i) what are the optimal settings for a company to select ideas; (ii) how 

selecting ideas has an influence on the company’s entire process outcome when ideas are 

selected or dismissed; (iii) addressing what the challenges and opportunities are for the SME 

related to improving (or adopting) an idea selection phase.  

This research contributes to the literature of the Front-End and SME. It contributes to knowledge 

by providing view on a specific part of the process, which is the idea selection phase, rather than 

providing a holistic view on the entire Front-End. Furthermore it is applied in the context of 

SME, on which generally limited research is conducted (Turner et al., 2012; Bos-Brouwers, 

2010). This is an area that is highly relevant, given the SMEs contribution to a large part of the 

economy (Annual report for EU, 2014/2015; Turner et al., 2012).  

Subsequently, through identification and selection of the right ideas this research contributes to 

saving resources and making the innovation process sustainable.  

6.1 Limitations 

One of the main limitations is that there has been solely one case study done therefore the case 

study in this report gives solely a illustration of the frame. Furthermore as the frame is in a very 

general state, indications about specific industries and company specific aspects cannot be given. 

Since the challenges and environment in each company and industry is unique. 

6.2 Further research 
 

This research is a brief start in investigation on how to select ideas in SME. As in this research 

the main aspects are defined and critical success factors for SME are addressed, they need to be 

further verified and refined. The model is also a basis for a more advanced framework.  

 

First, several and in-depth empirical researches are to be conducted in order to further develop 

and verify the model and refine the critical success factors. Here also through inductive methods, 

research needs to be done to verify or rebut.  

 

Furthermore, research should be done to evolve the model into a framework or a tool that helps 

SME eliminate the weaknesses and refine the strengths, and implement an applicable FE 

structure tailored for companies regarding their special needs. Here an investigation on how a 

sustainable company can implement Front-end and Innovation activities is an important in-depth 

research follow-up. 

 

Also qualitative researches are to be conducted on the different company sizes within the range 

of the SME category, which entails a range of headcounts up to 250 employees. This, to define 

whether this frame will provide a suitable assessment for all enterprise sizes within the category 

itself i.e. to divide SME into “small” and “medium”. 
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APPENDIX I  

Är det OK om jag spalar in intervju’n? 

 
1. General questions: 

1.1 What is your role in the organization? 

1.2 How long have you worked in the ….. (The department) 

 

 
2. Analysis of the job/role 

2.1 Describe how the handling of new ideas, creativity and acceptance of new ideas is done? 

2.2 How do you think the involvement in innovation and having creative and new ideas affects 

your job and assignments? 

2.3 What advantages and disadvantages do you think, being individually involved in innovation 

has for the organization? 

2.4 Do you see improvement points in the organization in order to become more innovative? 

2.5 Do you think that your ideas have an impact on the overall strategy of the company? 

 
3. Idea selection system  

3.1 Why do you think the company needs to be more innovative? 

3.2 Is collaboration between the business units, functions and employees actively encouraged? 

I.e. who do you discuss your ideas with? 

a. What do you do if you have a good idea? 

b. Is there is a system today to collect ideas? 

3.3 How is the idea registered? What and who decides that the idea is good? 

3.4 How are your ideas collected today? 

3.5 How do you think that the idea selection system would impact the organization and your 

daily job and routines? (both from employers and employees perspective) 

3.6 How are the ideas communicated to the managers, is there a manager involved? 

3.7 Who is driving the idea further in the company? 

3.8 Who claims the idea and how?  

a. Who drives the idea into development and how? 

b. Are there different people for different aspects appointed (i.e. sustainability, technical, 

operational, maintenance, etc) 

3.9 How do you think the ideas should be selected and is there room for improvement? 

3.10 What are the advantages and disadvantages (or strengths and weaknesses) of such a system, 

in your attention? 

3.11 Is there a staff function (or system) in terms of innovative and/or experimental projects, 

especially in one or explorative innovations?  

3.12 How are experimental projects (if any) and new business models planned today? Does the 

process involve customer groups, external stakeholders or suppliers? 

3.13 Does environmental or social problem serve as a source for business innovation or any other 

idea collecting system? 

 

 
4. Value provided to customers and their input  

4.1 Who has (the most) contact with the customers? 

4.2 What are the distribution and communication channels and customer relations? 

4.3 How are the customers feedback (if any taken) stored and processed 

4.4 Who handles customers desires? 
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4.5 What stops you from full cooperation for innovative cooperation and or partnerships with 

customers and/or other companies? 

4.6 What are the barriers/the inhibitory factors? 

 

 
5. Corporate strategy  

5.1 Is there any strategy for innovation with external sources line stakeholders, partners, 

suppliers and customer groups? 

5.2 What is Bioteria’s overall strategy? (Short explanation)  

 
6. Other questions: 

6.1 To what degree do you think that an the company needs Innovation (from your experience) 

6.2 Is it possible to contact you in case I have some more additional questions? 

6.3 When were the management team created? And what was the purpose for its existence? 

6.4 Is there anything that you would like to add? 

 

Some general Impressive questions to the managers: 
7. Defining Innovation 

7.1 What does innovation mean and or contain for Bioteria? 

7.2 What strategy does the company have to gain a competitive advantage? 

7.3 What is the company’s strategy to realize the challenges set in the Lilla Gröna?  
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APPENDIX II 

 
Search strategies - Source: Nicholas et al., 2013, p. 31 
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Usage and perceived importance of search strategies - Source: Nicholas et al., 2013 p. 32 

 

 


