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1. Introduction

While innovativeness is constructed in the present-day discourse as an essential
feature of individuals, organizations and societies, innovation and innovative-
ness have not always been highly regarded. The term innovation entered the
common discourse in the 1400s, when it was used to name heretical practition-
ers of religion (Godin, 2012). Innovation was essentially constructed as a nega-
tive concept and the term innovator was used as an accusation. An innovator
was someone who would rupture the current values of the society. After the
French revolution in Europe, the concept came to be equated with political rev-
olutions and revolutionaries (Godin, 2012; 2015). This fed to the association of
innovation as sudden and violent, and the consequences of innovation were
used to argue against change. Innovating was seen as introducing change to the
established order and was explicitly forbidden by law. Only in the late 19th cen-
tury did the term innovation become gradually associated with creativity as the
pejorative meaning shifted towards positive connotations of novelty and
productivity (Fourége & Harding, 2012; Godin, 2012). While nnovation was for
a long period associated primarily with artistic endeavors, in the 20th century,
it became associated with technological development and in the 1960’s technol-
ogy became recognized as the key to economic progress (Godin, 2012; 2015;
Fourége & Harding, 2012). Resulting from this, innovation became a measura-
ble construct through which national progress could be monitored (Fourége &
Harding, 2012). Today, innovation continues to be associated with revolution
and radical shifts in the contemporary customs (Hamel & Ruben, 2000), how-
ever, it has a strongly positive connotation as creating opportunities for wealth
and prosperity.

The notion that innovativeness is an indispensable attribute for nations, or-
ganizations and even the individual is well established in the discourse of con-
temporary societies. At the societal level, innovativeness is constructed as one
of the key drivers of economic growth, which leads to national wealth and pros-
perity (e.g. Freeman, 1995; Nelson, 1993). At the heart of innovative societies
are its firms, for which innovativeness is constructed as a prerequisite for sur-
vival because of the unpredictable and rapidly changing nature of the operative
environment, which necessitates the capacity for fast renewal. Thus, innovation
has become a central focus area of strategic development in organizations (e.g.
Abernathy & Clark, 1985). Concepts associated with innovativeness, such as
agility, risk-taking and adaptation, are central virtues of modern organizations,
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and have become norms that all organizations—regardless of industry—are ex-
pected to pursue. Organizations seek to enhance their innovative potential
through the creation of structured innovation processes and by implementing
practices that are expected to increase employee innovative behavior. Person-
nel are viewed as a reservoir of ideas and knowledge that belong to the organi-
zation (Garud & Nayyar, 1994), and by implementing the optimal methods, or-
ganizations seek to exploit this resource to the full. Every organizational mem-
ber is constructed as a potential innovator who is expected to contribute creative
outputs for the benefit of the organization (Hasu et al, 2012).

Innovativeness1 is conventionally treated as an objective feature of organiza-
tions and individuals. The pursuit towards innovativeness cuts across all socie-
tal levels and has become a noncontroversial practice remaining widely ac-
cepted and unquestioned (e.g. Anderson et al, 2014; Gripenberg et al, 2012).
Moreover, approaches that challenge the established innovation paradigm are
rarely presented, and the imagery associated with the concept of innovativeness
is almost exclusively positive (Godin, 2012). While during the last decades some
criticism towards the dominant innovation paradigm has indeed been presented
(see e.g. Anderson, 2014; Sveiby et al, 2012; Kimberly, 1981), this work has been
left to the margins.

Following the constructionist paradigm, it can be established that the articu-
lation of innovativeness as undisputedly positive and essential for the success of
nations, organizations and individuals alike, has become dominant—in Fou-
cault’s terms, naturalized (Foucault, 1977). Thus, innovativeness can be argued
as having a hegemonic status in the Western society (Fougére & Harding, 2012).
Following Fleming and Spicer (2014), this means that particular ideological val-
ues dominate the discourse creating shared assumptions, ideals and collective
rules. Ideology refers to a relatively coherent set of assumptions, beliefs, and
values about a particular part of social reality, which legitimates action, and ex-
plains and justifies social order (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Alvesson, 1991). By
reproducing the ideology, the dominant innovation discourse legitimates organ-
izational practices, which seek to transform individuals into particular kinds of
innovative subjects.

Practically oriented fields of social science, such as management, have been
criticized for reproducing ideologies by attending to the current interests of
powerful managers and funding institutions, and because these fields fail to en-
gage in reflexive examination of the underlying assumptions and values they
build upon (e.g. Ogbor, 2000). Critical organizational scholars have sought to
dispel and deconstruct such dominant discourses in the context of various man-
agement disciplines and unveil the processes through which these legitimize or-
ganizational structures and ways of behaving and create power relations that

1 In literature, innovativeness is sometimes used to refer to a degree of novelty of an idea or a
product (Garcia & Calantone, 2002), whereas in the present study the purpose is to under-
stand how innovativeness is constructed as an attribute of organizations, teams and individu-
als (see e.g. Anderson et al, 2014; Huhtala et al, 2007). Following the integrative definition of
creativity and innovation by Anderson et al (2014), the discourse of innovation is, in this
study, considered as a broader discourse which includes the definition of innovativeness—i.e.
the ability to produce innovations.
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become normal and obvious. For example, Knights and Morgan (1991) dis-
cussed how the strategy discourse constitutes particular managerial and labor
subjectivities that enhance the productive power of organizations through lock-
ing individuals and groups into their tasks and commitments. The strategy dis-
course empowers managers by constructing them as “strategic actors” who can
make a difference while acting on the behalf of the organization and simultane-
ously giving them a legitimate and meaningful role. In a similar vein, Ogbor
(2000) examined the entrepreneurship discourse to illustrate its discrimina-
tory, gender biased and ideologically controlled nature. Deconstructions of
dominant discourses have been carried out in various other domains as well,
including human resource management (Townley, 1993), management ac-
counting systems (Ezzamel and Willmott, 1998) and project management
(Hodgson, 2002; Clegg et al. 2002). These studies have illuminated how the
domination of a particular discourse naturalizes an extant social order, which is
reproduced in the formulation of research goals of scientists as well as in the
various forms of organizational structures and practices imposed on organiza-
tional actors.

Critical organizational scholarship has explored organization-level local dis-
courses to investigate how culturally dominant discourses are reproduced in or-
ganizational talk. While the culturally available dominant discourses form the
conditions and resources for the actual spoken interchanges between people
(Fairclough, 1992), focus on situated language use acknowledges the role of lo-
cally negotiated meanings in constructing the social reality of organizations
(Hardy & Thomas, 2014). This means that organizational actors have agency to
construct their own alternative reality, although always shaped by the available
social discourses (Bergström & Knights, 2006; Burr, 2015; Humphreys &
Brown, 2002; Kovalesci et al, 2006; Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Segercrantz,
2012). Thus, the process through which discourses operate in organizations can
be viewed as an “ongoing battle over power, hegemony and individualized sense
of subjectivity” (Laine & Vaara, 2007: 7).

While managerial discourses seek to introduce particular subjectivities for or-
ganizational actors, these may be resisted through alternative discursive articu-
lations. As suggested by Elsbach (1999), the ways in which individuals identify
with the managerially promoted organizational discourse can take multiple
forms including identification, neutral identification, dis-identification and
schizo-identification. As a result, the interplay of managerial discourse and in-
dividual identity narratives generates interesting dynamics in, for example, de-
velopment pursuits in organizations, as organizational actors, may initiate dis-
courses that diverge from those of top management and are better aligned with
their own identities. Through this, employees may create “room for maneuver”
for themselves and legitimate actions that run counter to the managerial plans
(Laine & Vaara, 2007). Struggles between the subjectivities imposed by the heg-
emonic discourse and individual identity processes become manifest in differ-
ent forms of micro politics of resistance (Thomas & Davies, 2005). Such identi-
ty struggles and processes of resistance towards the managerial hegemony have
been reported, for example, in the context of the implementation of new public
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management (Thomas & Davies, 2005; Halford & Leonard, 2005), total quality
management (Knights & McCabe, 2000) and changes in organizational strategy
(Laine & Vaara, 2007).

In a similar vein, scrutinizing the discourse of innovation from the critical per-
spective can provide much value in understanding processes of subjectification,
identity struggles and power relations related to the practice of innovation in
organizations. At the organizational level, the discourse is reproduced in the or-
ganizational structures and practices as well as managerial rhetoric through
which organizations seek to stimulate innovative behavior among employees.
The institutionalized innovation discourse serves as a legitimate repertoire from
which managers may draw while promoting a particular form of organizational
innovativeness for consumption by employees, which entails the introduction
of particular subject positions for organizational actors.

The present study investigates how the innovation discourse is reproduced in
the organizational context by exploring the ways in which managers seek to en-
hance innovativeness and justify these methods, and how employees respond to
these efforts. A particular focus is on the subjectivities that are constructed in
the managerial discourse and the ways in which employees relate to these in
their accounts. Exploring innovativeness as socially constructed directs atten-
tion to the discursive processes, which produce a particular version of innova-
tiveness as the shared “truth”, constructing subject positions and thus having
power implications as well as a strong legitimating function in organizations.
Simultaneously, however, a micro-level investigation of the processes through
which innovativeness is constructed unveils the multiplicity of different voices
in organizational innovation pursuits (Mumby & Clair, 1997) and the subtle
forms of resistance resulting from the plurality of meanings held by organiza-
tional actors.

While innovation management literature has been criticized for emphasizing
formal prescriptions of innovation as it should happen (Brown & Duguid, 1991),
studies drawing on the sensemaking and practice approaches have elucidated
the pluralism underlying processes of innovation. Work drawing on sensemak-
ing has, for example, focused on the interpretation of market knowledge and
knowledge sharing during the development and implementation stages of inno-
vation processes and acknowledged differences between interpretive frames of
different occupational groups (Dougherty, 1992; Bechky, 2003). Practice stud-
ies have, on the other hand, illuminated the actual processes of innovation (e.g.
Brown & Duguid, 1991; Garud et al, 2011) and identified discrepancies between
the formal managerial models and the messy everyday practice through which
innovation unfolds (Lempiälä, 2011). These studies have produced valuable un-
derstanding of the complexity of innovation and pointed out that the deploy-
ment of organizational structures that undermine this complexity may have
counterproductive consequences.

The present study seeks to extend these perspectives by focusing particularly
on the discursive construction of innovativeness and its controversial nature in
everyday organizational talk. One important focus is on the subjectivities that
are constructed in the managerial discourse and the ways in which employees
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relate to these in their accounts. Although earlier analyses on the innovation
discourse have brought up interesting features of the dominant notions of inno-
vation at the societal level (Sveiby et al, 2012), illumination of the subjectifica-
tion tendencies and the related power effects, as well as potential identity strug-
gles, have remained outside the scope of these discussions.

1.1 Research focus and research questions

In the present study, I investigate organizational efforts to increase innovative-
ness, including the development of existing idea management tools, setting up
new collaborative procedures and structures such as ideation labs, and altering
the physical environment of the whole organization to foster an innovative or-
ganizational culture. The focus of the analysis is on the managerial justifications
for the methods that were used to stimulate innovativeness, with a particular
interest in the subject positions imposed on employees through the managerial
discourse. From the perspective of employees, my focus is on the meanings as-
cribed to the innovative efforts and their own positioning within these mean-
ings. The theoretical framework for studying these phenomena draws from the
discursive approach to organizational analysis. The focus is particularly on man-
agerial means for controlling innovative behavior through subjectification
(Fleming & Spicer, 2014), and employee resistance from the perspective of mi-
cro politics of interaction, i.e. individual meaning making and identity produc-
tion (Thomas & Davies, 2005).

Innovativeness is in this study viewed as a discursively constructed phenom-
enon in the organizational context. A discursive approach to organizational
analysis means that organizations are viewed as socially constructed by partici-
pants (Berger and Luckmann, 1966) through networks of conversations (Ford,
1999). Conversations draw on and contribute to the prevailing discursive prac-
tices in an ongoing process. Following this approach, language is viewed as con-
stituting social reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1985; Phillips &
Hardy, 2002a). Moreover, language use is outcome oriented, which means that
language is used to achieve particular ends, for example to do identity work
(Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Language provides people with particular categories
of social reality, such as innovativeness, while individuals simultaneously also
participate in maintaining and contesting meanings attributed to these catego-
ries (Segercrantz, 2012). Discourse analysis provides a way to unpack this pro-
duction of social reality (Phillips & Hardy, 2002b) and thereby explore pro-
cesses of organizing and the struggles within organizational life (Mumby &
Clair, 1997; Putnam et al, 2005).

Earlier research on innovativeness has sought to identify individual level fac-
tors (e.g. Jaussi et al, 2007; McAdam & McLelland, 2002), as well as cultural
(e.g. Amabile et al, 1996; Morrison & Phelps, 1999) and structural factors (e.g.
Dahl et al, 2011; Fairbank & Williams, 2001; van Dijk & van den Ende, 2002)
that stimulate innovative behavior among employees, and investigating corre-
lations between various individual level and organizational factors and their in-
fluence on innovative activity (e.g. Oldham & Cummings, 1996; Scott & Bruce,
1994). This body of research primarily builds on a realist ontology, viewing in-
novativeness as an objective and measurable attribute.
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By taking a discursive approach, the present study brings a novel perspective
to the existing work on innovativeness. Instead of viewing innovativeness from
a realist perspective and as phenomenon that can be objectively managed, in-
novativeness is viewed as a hegemonic discourse, which legitimizes particular
values, aspirations and modus operandi in contemporary organizations. Follow-
ing this, the discourse legitimizes particular managerial strategies that seek to
control the behavior of employees towards organizationally meaningful creative
endeavors.

The empirical data of this study is comprised of semi-structured interviews,
audio recorded meeting discussions as well as observation in company premises
conducted in six large organizations. Through this empirical material, I explore
how the innovativeness discourse is reproduced in managerial talk and how em-
ployees respond to the managerial constructions. By doing this, I elucidate the
struggles over meaning concerning innovativeness and particularly the negoti-
ation over subjectivity concerning innovative activity. More specifically, I have
approached this through the following overarching research question:

 How, and with what consequences, do managers and employees dis-
cursively construct conceptions of innovativeness?

I have addressed the overarching research question through the following sub
questions:

 What kinds of innovative subjectivities are constructed in the manage-
rial discourse of innovativeness?

 What kinds of meanings do employees ascribe to innovativeness and
how do they relate to the managerially imposed innovative subjectivi-
ties?

 What kind of pragmatic consequences do the subjectification efforts
have on the innovative pursuits initiated by the managers?

1.2 The structure of the thesis

This thesis introduction consists of six chapters: Introduction, Theoretical
framework, Research approach, Article summaries and results, Discussion and
Conclusions. The original articles are appendices of this Thesis introduction.

The Theoretical framework consists of five sections. First, I will elaborate on
the discursive approach to organizational analysis. Following this, I will discuss
the key features of the innovation literature and how innovation has been ad-
dressed from the discursive perspective. The third section discusses subjectifi-
cation as a form of organizational control, and in the fourth section, I review
literature on employee responses to subjectification, focusing particularly on
different approaches to resistance. The fifth section provides a short summary
of the theoretical framework.

In the third chapter, Research approach, I discuss the methodological founda-
tions of the study as well as the empirical context. In addition, the chapter ex-
plicates the methods of data generation and the analytical approaches employed
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in the study. Finally, the chapter provides reflections on the processes of data
generation and analysis.

In the fourth chapter, Article summaries and results, I provide short summar-
ies of the four articles that form the core of this thesis. Following the summaries,
I discuss how the results of each article contribute to the research questions de-
fined in the beginning of this thesis through integrating the results from the four
articles under each research question.

In the fifth chapter, Discussion, I discuss the findings and contributions of this
study, reflecting on prior literature. In addition, I discuss the limitations of the
study and propose future research directions. The sixth chapter concludes the
thesis with a brief summary of the findings and implications of the study.
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2. Theoretical framework

The purpose of this chapter is to present the theoretical framework of the study.
First, I will elaborate on the discursive approach to organizational analysis. Fol-
lowing this, I will briefly discuss key features of the innovation literature. The
third section discusses subjectification as a form of organizational control, and
in the fourth section, I review literature on employee responses to subjectifica-
tion, focusing particularly on different approaches to resistance. The fifth sec-
tion provides a short summary of the theoretical framework.

2.1 Discursive approach to organizational analysis

The present study takes a constructionist approach to innovativeness by viewing
it as a culturally produced discourse. Following Foucault (1972:49), discourses
are bodies of knowledge that “systematically form the object of which they
speak”. They are structured collections of texts, and related practices of textual
production, transmission and consumption that are located in a historical and
social context (Fairclough, 2005). Text refers to written and verbal transcrip-
tions but it also includes any kind of symbolic expression, including cultural ar-
tefacts, visual representations, buildings, clothes, etc. (e.g. Hardy & Phillips,
2004). Discourse is thus not only composed of linguistic components, but is also
embedded in material practices. In the context of innovation, this means that
not only the talk and text, but also the various structures and practices through
which innovation is supported and exercised, represent and contribute to the
production of the discourse.

Discourse is both socially constituted and socially constitutive through the
way in which it produces objects of knowledge, social identities and relation-
ships between people (Hardy & Phillips, 2004; Hardy & Thomas, 2014). Thus,
following Potter and Wetherell (1987), discourse does not merely describe
things, but it does things. This means that discourses are interrelated to the in-
stitutional and social practices that define people’s lives and what can be said
and done in particular social contexts (Burr, 2015). Discourse thus governs the
way that a topic can be meaningfully talked about and reasoned about
(Meriläinen et al, 2004). While discourse defines an acceptable way to talk and
act, it simultaneously marginalizes alternative ways of talking and conducting
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oneself (Burr, 2015; Grant et al, 2004). Each discourse brings different aspects
into focus, raises different issues for consideration and thus constructs the
world in a different way, and there may be a number of different discourses,
which construct an object differently (Burr, 2015). However, some construc-
tions will have a greater tendency to be seen as common sense or more truthful
than others, and thereby achieve a dominant status—although this varies be-
tween cultures and locations in history (Burr, 2015; Phillips & Hardy, 2002b).

Discourses make us see the world in a particular way, and therefore they pro-
duce our knowledge of the world (Burr, 2015). What is currently taken as
knowledge defines what is possible for one person to do to another under which
rights and obligations and, therefore, following Foucault (1977), knowledge is
linked to power. Discourses control a society and its members efficiently and
without force, through what Foucault calls “disciplinary power” (Foucault,
1977). This means that individuals adopt practices that are not necessarily in
their own interest but that are in the interests of powerful groups in society
(Foucault, 1977). The practices legitimized within these discourses become nat-
ural and obvious, and individuals discipline themselves to act in accordance
with the objectives of the powerful groups (Foucault, 1977, 1978). Thus, the so-
cial control of the dominant discourses operates unnoticed. The purpose of a
discursive approach to organizational analysis is to make visible the power re-
lations maintained in various managerial discourses, and challenge the taken-
for-granted understandings that the discourses reproduce (e.g. Phillips &
Hardy, 2002b). In the context of organizational analysis, scholars have, for ex-
ample, illuminated the disciplinary power of the strategy discourse (Knights &
Morgan, 1991), the HRM discourse (Townley, 1993) and the discourse of entre-
preneurship (Ogbor, 2000).

Analyses focusing on culturally hegemonic discourses have been criticized for
producing a socially deterministic view of their operation in society. Thus, schol-
ars building on Foucault’s work have extended the focus from the analysis of
macro-level culturally dominant discourses to the relationship between the
macro discourse and the locally produced text and talk that take place in a par-
ticular institutional context. These studies direct focus towards how the cultur-
ally dominant discourses are reproduced in everyday interaction (Heracleous,
2002). In Fairclough’s terms, this approach focuses on interdiscursivity, which
refers to the multiplicity of ways in which the dominant forms of knowledge may
be reproduced (Fairclough, 1992). For example, the “collective rationality”
(Fleming & Spicer, 2006), which dominates the field of innovation management
and innovativeness, is drawn upon in managerial talk in particular organiza-
tional contexts, which again goes through another process of resignification and
reappropriation and creation of new meanings via employee discourse (Laine et
al, 2016). Through interdiscursivity, individuals are able to exercise power by
modifying the discourses or mobilizing alternative forms of discourses that they
are willing to identify with—thus, strategies of resistance involve power them-
selves (Hardy & Thomas, 2014), whereby all actors are situated in “webs of
power” produced by the numerous discourses they draw upon (Ezzamel & Will-
mott, 2008).
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Vaara (2010) has illuminated interdiscursivity in the context of organizational
analysis, particularly from the perspective of the strategy discourse; however,
the framework can be applied to the analysis of any other organizational dis-
course, including innovativeness. By drawing on the tradition of critical dis-
course analysis and the conception of discourse as a multilevel phenomenon,
Vaara distinguishes three different levels of strategy discourse, including macro
level, meso level and micro level (Figure 2). The macro-level discourse refers to
the broad body of knowledge that contains the key ideas, concepts, practices,
methods, etc. around a particular construct, such as strategy, in contemporary
society. This body of knowledge is reproduced in the academic, professional,
and popular literature and media. Analysis of discourse at this level identifies
the “common wisdom” concerning the construct (Vaara, 2010). This level of
analysis has also been referred to as the order of discourse (Fairclough, 1992)
and the “big D” discourse (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000a).

Figure 2. The multifaceted nature of organizational discourse, adapted from Vaara (2010)

Ideologies reproduced in the macro level discourse have significant power ef-
fects over organizations as they legitimate and normalize power relations and
“the most appropriate” practices and modus operandi within organizational
fields (Fleming & Spicer, 2006). The macro-level discourse is reproduced in or-
ganizational narratives concerning the particular organizational domain, for ex-
ample strategy (Vaara, 2010). While these organizational narratives reproduce
the general contemporary discourses, they have their special characteristics, as
they are adapted to a particular organizational context. Some of the organiza-
tion-specific narratives may also acquire an official status in the organizational
discourse, but there may indeed be other narratives and some of them may be
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loosely coupled with or even question the official narrative. The multiplicity and
diversity of narratives gives voice to different actors. The various strategy nar-
ratives, for example, may complement each other in organizational strategizing
and provide alternatives for the official strategy (Vaara, 2010). This is illumi-
nated, for example, in the study by Laine & Vaara (2007), which shows how or-
ganizational actors mobilized their own strategy narratives to legitimize their
role in strategizing, which ran counter to the managerial plans.

Finally, the micro-level discourse concerns the everyday social interaction in
organizations in which the macro- and meso-level discourses are consumed and
reproduced (Vaara, 2010). It is through the actual conversations between peo-
ple that organizations are “talked into being” (Boden, 1994: 215). These discus-
sions include all kinds of interactions in both formal and informal arenas and
the focus is thus on the discursive devices that individuals draw upon to achieve
particular ends. The micro-level analysis draws attention to the ways in which
individuals are capable of mobilizing and drawing on discourses in a way that
furthers their own interests and further change by adapting the macro-level dis-
course to the local settings (Hardy et al, 2000).

2.2 The discourse of innovation

The macro-level innovation discourse consistently produces innovativeness as
a desirable and essential attribute of nations and organizations (Fougeré & Har-
ding, 2012). The academic literature contributes to this by seeking to identify
the best practices and optimal conditions that result in organizational innova-
tiveness. Following Anderson et al (2014), the dominant research approaches to
innovation can be classified based on the level of analysis to studies that focus
on the influence of 1) individual-level factors on creativity, for example thinking
styles and identity; 2) team level factors such as structure, composition, and
leadership style on work group innovativeness; 3) organizational level factors
including for example structure and strategy, culture and climate, and corporate
entrepreneurship in facilitating innovation, and 4) multilevel analysis, includ-
ing the relationship between individual, team level and organizational factors.
The majority of these studies are occupied with identifying and evaluating the
antecedents of innovative behavior and finding the optimal solution for an effi-
cient innovation process, invoking an instrumental and unambiguous view of
organizing for innovation (Anderson, 2014, Segercrantz, 2012).

The discourse of innovation has rarely been subject to critical attention; how-
ever, a few scholars have raised their concern over the biased nature of the
macro-level innovation discourse. For example, Kimberly (1981) introduced the
term “pro innovation bias”, which pointed to the concern over the presumption
that innovation is a desirable characteristic and that positive outcomes will in-
variably arise from all forms of innovation. The same issue was brought up dec-
ades later by Sveiby et al (2012), who raised the concern over the separation of
research on innovation and the consequences of innovation. Anderson et al
(2014) suggested that the contemporary innovation discourse is based on sim-
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plified assumptions concerning the factors underlying organizational innova-
tiveness. The assumption underlying the discourse appears to be that if a factor
or variable correlates with innovativeness, then a higher level, or increase of that
variable, will lead to higher levels of sustainable innovation. These assumptions
do not, for example, take into consideration the context specific nature of inno-
vation, nor that innovation does not necessarily benefit all parties affected, and
excessive innovation may even be counter-productive to other aspects of indi-
vidual, team, or organizational performance (Anderson & King, 1993).

Unlike the strategy research within which discursive approaches have been
extensively employed (see e.g. Balogun et al, 2014), the domain of innovation
still lacks the nuanced understanding of the plurality of ways in which the dis-
course is reproduced in organizations. In the context of innovation, meso-level
and micro-level organizational talk has rarely been addressed from a linguistic
perspective, though some exceptions exist. Deuten and Rip (2000) and Bartel
and Garud (2009) have discussed how narratives of innovation operate in or-
ganizations. Bartel & Garud (2009) discuss narratives as cultural mechanisms
that facilitate the coordination challenges related to the different stages of the
innovation process (genesis of novel ideas, commercialization, and sustaining
innovation over time). Deuten & Rip (2000), on the other hand, illustrate how
managers were able to generate commitments and acquire resources for the
purpose of the development process through mobilizing a narrative of a success-
ful product. The paper interestingly illustrates how the managers positioned
themselves in the narratives—thus creating particular roles and commitments
(subjectivities)—and how these roles became parts of other peoples’ narratives,
which reinforced the constructed roles. The above studies saw innovation nar-
ratives as the production of shared organizational sensemaking which further
innovation processes by enabling sharing of knowledge, but do not address the
possible plurality of narratives concerning innovation and how they are repro-
duced in the micro-level conversations.

The diversity of perspectives related to innovation has been addressed by
practice scholars who have criticized the tendency of innovation management
research to provide abstract representations of the innovation process “as it
should happen,” and the underlying idea that under optimal conditions innova-
tion is a clear and predictable process (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lempiälä, 2011).
Studies drawing on the practice approach have illuminated the complex and
emergent processes through which idea development takes place at the grass
roots level (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Garud et al, 2011; Lempiälä, 2011). For
example, Lempiälä (2011) identified discrepancies between the formal innova-
tion structures that management relies on and the messy everyday reality of idea
development, particularly its collaborative nature. The study shows how the
simplified managerial ideals of the innovation process were in conflict with and
even hindered the emergent and iterative praxis of innovation. Here, the man-
agerial ideals of innovation are built on a differing understanding of idea devel-
opment than that of the idea developers themselves.

Moreover, work by Bechky (2003), Dougherty (1992) and Dougherty et al
(2000) has discussed the discrepancies between sensemaking among different
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occupational groups, and thus addressed the role of language in the innovation
process. Drawing on an ethnographic approach, Bechky (2003), for example,
studied how the lack of contextual understanding created confusion between
engineers, assemblers and technicians when discussing problems that had
arisen during the development process. Dougherty (1992), on the other hand,
studied the ways in which organizational members make sense of market and
technology knowledge for innovation, and how innovative and non-innovative
organizations differ in these terms. Dougherty et al (2000) identified differ-
ences in the sensemaking of various occupational groups involved in the prod-
uct development process and discussed how the inability to share knowledge
between these groups—due to the divergent ways to make sense of technology
and market knowledge—had negative influence on product development pro-
cesses by creating knowledge gaps between the groups. In these studies, lack of
mutual contextual understanding and shared language created hindrances to
the innovation processes.

The above-discussed approaches that challenge the mainstream innovation
literature bring up interesting and important features of the dominant notions
of innovation and acknowledge the pluralism inherent in innovation practice.
While these studies implicate that innovation and innovativeness bear differing
meanings in the contemporary organizations, they have not addressed the dis-
cursive constructions of these concepts. Moreover, illumination of the subjecti-
fication tendencies as well as potential identity struggles has remained outside
the scope of these studies.

2.3 Subjectification as a form of organizational control

Discourses entail within them implicit subjectivities, addressing individuals as
particular kinds of people (e.g. Knights & Morgan, 1991). Individuals are the
subjects of various discourses and subjectivity is understood in terms of the po-
sitions available within discourses (Burr, 2015; Davies & Harré, 1990). Dis-
course thus regulates not only what can be said about a particular object, but
also from what position an individual can speak. Studies drawing on the Fou-
cauldian interpretation of discourse focus on the way in which broader cultural
discourses construct subjectivities that both enable and limit a range of social
practices. Following social constructionism, individuals construct their identi-
ties out of the discourses culturally available to them, and which they draw upon
in communications with other people (Burr, 2015). More specifically, identities
are viewed as comprising of the multiplicity of various subject positions individ-
uals take up when engaging in discourse (Reissman, 1993). An identity can be
defined as a context-specific “reflexively understood version of one’s self” (Al-
vesson & Robertson, 2016: 10). Constructions of identity answer questions con-
cerning who one is and how one should act in particular situations. Thus, iden-
tity denotes a particular way of feeling, valuing and thinking (Alvesson, 2002).
A subjectivity, on the other hand, refers to an implied position within a particu-
lar discourse that may be occupied or taken up by a person, providing a basis
for their identity and experience (Davies & Harré, 1990).
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The subjectivities available within discourses bring with them a structure of
rights by defining the possibilities and the limitations concerning what an indi-
vidual may or may not do and claim for oneself within a particular discourse
(Burr, 2015). Individuals are constantly addressed by a multitude of different
discourses, and identities are derived from both subject positions in broad soci-
etal discourses and from positions claimed or resisted within social interactions
(Davies & Harré, 1990). Thus, self-positioning in discourse is an ongoing pro-
cess in which some positions are taken up temporarily, whereas others become
more permanent. Some positions may be experienced as contradictory, and may
spur resistance or dis-identification, whereas others may be identified with and
adopted either unconsciously or consciously as part of the individual’s identity
narrative (Segercrantz, 2012). Resulting from this, identity is not a monolithic
construct, but instead an ongoing process of identity work through which indi-
viduals maintain and repair the constructions that are productive of a sense of
coherence and distinctiveness (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). Taken together,
identity construction is a complex process of interplay between the subject po-
sitions provided by the cultural discourse as well as the locally negotiated dis-
course and the individual identity narratives.

Organizations as discursive regimes are influential in providing actors with
resources for identity construction (Tretheway, 1997) and for the legitimization
of social practices, which lead people to constitute themselves, their work and
their organization in particular ways (Brown et al, 2010). Therefore, organiza-
tions are focal sites of subjectification, which can be defined as the process
through which particular subject positions are imposed on individuals through
discourse (Fleming & Spicer, 2014). In the context of organizational analysis,
subjectification is constructed as a managerial control mechanism, which can
be mobilized through various forms of managerial discourse. Following Alves-
son & Deetz (1996), in the contemporary organization, objects of management
control are decreasingly labour power and behavior and increasingly the mind
power and subjectivities of employees. Subjectification aims to constitute iden-
tities in organizations in such a way that employees manage themselves on be-
half of organizational interests. Thus, disciplinary power operates by regulating
social actors through self-regulation, whereby they “embody the directives of
the organization and enforce it upon their identities aspirations and relations
with others” (Fleming & Spicer, 2014: 24). Alvesson and Willmott (2002) use
the term identity work to refer to this kind of disciplinary power and have iden-
tified diverse ways in which identity is influenced, regulated and changed within
work organizations.

Following Alvesson and Willmott (2002), regulatory efforts may take place
through 1) defining the individual directly by making explicit reference to char-
acteristics that distinguish a person from others, or by defining the individual
indirectly by referring to others for example by pointing out deficiencies of oth-
ers, and thereby highlighting desired characteristics; 2) referring to appropriate
work orientations by providing a specific vocabulary of motives, e.g. by stressing
intrinsic motivators instead of instrumental motivators, explicating morals and
values through narratives, or accentuating particular knowledge and skills as
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important measures of competence; 3) creating social categories between “us”
and “them” to which the individual is ascribed, by developing hierarchical loca-
tions through status distinctions between different communities or organiza-
tional functions within the organization, or by constructing the entire organiza-
tion as elite compared to others; and 4) establishing the natural way of doing
things in particular contexts and defining the rules of good corporate citizen-
ship, or defining the wider organizational context and the characteristics that
are required in order to survive in those conditions. It is noteworthy that iden-
tity regulation may be pursued purposefully, or it may be a by-product of other
activities and arrangements typically not seen by regulators or the targets of
their efforts as directed at self-definition (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). For ex-
ample, the organizational discourse may reproduce a particular kind of ideal
personhood to be aspired to by employees, without it necessarily being a mana-
gerially imposed hegemony (Thornborrow & Brown, 2009).

Processes of identity regulation have been discussed along two fronts: first, as
an ongoing process of production of the preferred organizational identity, and
second, in the context of organizational change processes in which management
has sought to bring about change in employee identities by mobilizing new man-
agerial discourses. Studies viewing the ongoing process of identity regulation
have demonstrated how the various forms of identity regulation become mani-
fest and are achieved in organizations through the continuous reproduction of
the desired identity in the organizational discourse, which disciplines employ-
ees’ identity work (e.g. Bergström & Knights, 2006; Gotsi et al, 2010; Brown et
al, 2010; Thornborrow & Brown, 2009). Adoption and aspiration of the pre-
ferred identity is driven by the need to fit into the social networks and relations
within the organization (Brown et al, 2010). The production of the preferred
individual has been explored as an ongoing organizational process, in which em-
ployees engage in reproducing the preferred identity in organizational dis-
course. This can be either something that is imposed on employees by manage-
ment or a form of identity that is constructed as the ideal within the work com-
munity, and the need to follow the social norms of a particular organizational
context drives individuals to pursue such identity.

The study by Thornborrow and Brown (2009), for example, illustrates how
the organizationally based discursive resources disciplined the preferred self-
conceptions of men in a military unit. The authors show how paratroopers were
subject to and constituted by the discursive practices of the regiment. The study
illustrates how the regiment produced and reproduced the idealized identities
to which they aspired. In a similar vein, Brown & Coupland’s (2005) study on
graduate trainees in a consultancy firm illuminates how the need to fit in re-
sulted in compliance of the normative rules of the company, which in this case
was achieved through refraining from articulating one’s views or asking for help.
The normative rules were not explicitly stated, but rather deducted from the
management responses, based on which the ideal types of worker had been con-
structed by the trainees.
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In the context of organizational change, scholars have addressed processes of
subjectification of several managerial discourses. Through mobilizing manage-
rial discourses such as teamwork (Knights & McCabe, 2003), business planning
(Oakes et al, 1998), enterprise discourse (Doolin, 2002), Total Quality Manage-
ment (Knights & McCabe, 2000) and New Public Management (Thomas & Da-
vies, 2005; Halford & Leonard, 2005), new kinds of preferred subjectivities have
been introduced in organizations. The study by Knights and McCabe (2003) il-
lustrated how managers reconstituted employee subjectivity in a call center by
mobilizing a discourse of teamwork. The discursive practice of team working
emphasized the autonomy inherent in the new regime and although it conflicted
with some aspects of employee identity, it managed to generate a new kind of
organizational atmosphere in which people adopted greater responsibility and
autonomy.

Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of pedagogy and institutional theory, the
study by Oakes et al, (1998) illustrated how the introduction of business plan-
ning in the context of provincial museums and cultural heritage sites changed
the rules of legitimacy of the organizations and the subject positions of organi-
zational actors. Through the introduction of business planning, what was valued
in the field shifted from representing a historian’s view of authentic culture and
artifacts to a concern with what will generate revenue and visitors. Moreover,
the study illuminates the subtlety of the “symbolic violence” exercised upon in-
dividuals by the pedagogy of business planning. This means that through a pro-
cess of seemingly very technical changes, the desirable subjectivities changed
from curator, researcher, interpreter or educator to include an entrepreneurial
mindset that would come up with business opportunities. Thus, the discourse
of business planning replaced the meanings that had been defined by the pro-
ducers within the field, with another set of meanings that was defined by the
discourse of business planning in reference to the external market (Oakes et al,
1998).

In the realm of innovativeness and creativity, the regulation of employee iden-
tities has been acknowledged as particularly challenging, albeit discussions on
identity in this context are rare. The ethos of creative freedom is viewed as con-
flicting with the constraints imposed on the activity by the business require-
ments creating identity tensions (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Gotsi et al,
2010). The management or regulation of an innovative identity has been dis-
cussed as requiring balancing between encouraging and facilitating creative be-
havior and adopting a business mindset, which ensures that the creative efforts
are targeted towards organizationally meaningful directions. Gotsi et al (2010)
identified particular strategies employed by managers to regulate the identity of
creative workers to direct the creative efforts towards organizational goals, and
thus manage the “innovation paradox”. This was achieved through separating
the artist and consultant roles in time and space (differentiation), or discur-
sively encouraging an identity that embraces both roles simultaneously (inte-
gration), thus fostering individuals’ conceptions of self as “practical artist”.
Here, the management sought to promote practical artist as the desired identity
among creative workers. The issue was not about compelling people to engage
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in creative work, but instead about becoming creative in a sense that is organi-
zationally meaningful, and thus directing them towards considering organiza-
tional benefits. In a similar vein, in their multilevel study on organizational am-
bidexterity, Andriopoulos and Lewis (2009) discussed how managers sought to
cultivate “paradoxical work identities” among creative workers through sociali-
zation, as well as temporal and spatial differentiation between ideation and ex-
perimentation versus administrative elements of work. These studies, however,
focused on managerial strategies, leaving employee responses to identity regu-
lation unaddressed.

Overall, the above studies illuminate how the various systems of management
control seek to “colonize” the identities of workers so that they adopt the kind
of subjectivity that is compatible with the productive demands of the contem-
porary organization (Fleming & Spicer, 2003). However, managerial hegemo-
nies can never adequately represent all the interests in an organization (Spicer
& Böhm, 2007) and therefore, all dominant managerial discourses remain in-
complete. Following this, “resistance always lurks within any hegemonic re-
gime” (Spicer & Böhm, 2007: 1671). Next, I will review earlier research on em-
ployee responses to managerial attempts of colonizing their identities.

2.4 Resisting identity regulation

A long tradition of research has explored the various ways employees resist
managerial control. Employee resistance has been classified into formal and
routine forms—formal resistance refers to organized protests, strikes and ab-
senteeism, whereas routine resistance refers to the quotidian forms of resistance
(Prasad & Prasad, 2000). Formal resistance is rarely witnessed in the contem-
porary organization, as under “an ideological regime of commitment and uni-
tary interests” it is unprecedented that employees would overtly resist the man-
agerial regimes (Fleming & Sewell, 2002: 860). Moreover, overt resistance is
readily labeled as activity of troublemakers and outsiders, and therefore against
social norms (Fleming & Sewell, 2002). Thus, in the contemporary organiza-
tion, employee opposition manifests in more subtle forms (Fleming & Sewell,
2002; Fleming & Spicer, 2003), and organizational scholarship has sought to
identify the various ways in which employees respond to cultural control target-
ing their identities.

Traditional research on resistance has been criticized for framing resistance
as a simplistic worker management dialectic and failing to appreciate the ambi-
guity and complexity surrounding resistance (Piderit, 2000; Thomas & Davies,
2005; Thomas & Hardy, 2011). Moreover, it has been criticized as being locked
within a negative paradigm and seen either as overt or covert employee re-
sponses to the oppressive forms of managerial control, ignoring the more nu-
anced manifestations of power-resistance relations in everyday organizational
interaction (Piderit, 2000; Thomas & Hardy, 2011). Lately, scholars have sought
to move away from the thinking that resistance would be irrational and dysfunc-
tional, resulting from individual level psychological defects and instead viewing
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it from the perspective of attitudes as rhetorical stances (Symon, 2005;
Näsänen, 2018). Discursive studies drawing on Foucauldian notions of power
have sought to understand resistance at the level of meanings and identities,
viewing resistance as a continuous process of “adaptation, subversion and rein-
scription of dominant discourses” (Thomas & Davies, 2005:687). This process
of “micro politics of resistance” takes place as individuals confront and reflect
on their own identity performance—recognizing contradictions and tensions—
and in so doing, subtly shift meanings and understandings (Thomas & Davies,
2005). Thus, resistance can be viewed as being stimulated by the contradictions
between alternative subject positions. Moreover, responses to subjectification
are not simplistic either-or responses, where individuals would explicitly be for
or against the managerially imposed subjectivity, but rather they are complex,
contradictory and changing through time. Instead of fully resisting the manage-
rially imposed subjectivity, individuals may identify with some aspects of it
while resisting others (Humphreys and Brown, 2002; Piderit, 2000), and the
forms of identification with the managerial discourse may vary between full
identification, partial identification (i.e. schitzo-identification) and total dis-
identification (Elsbach, 1999).

Empirical research focusing on employee discourse has explored micro poli-
tics of resistance in various contexts and has identified different ways in which
employees contest managerial subjectifications. Employees have been found to
draw upon other notions of self, such as parenthood or gender, to resist mana-
gerial subjectification (Thomas & Davies, 2005; Knights & McCabe, 2003),
while in other studies the managerial discourse has been experienced as con-
flicting with the professional identity or the ethos of the professional practice
(e.g. Doolin, 2002). Moreover, in the context of strategic change, Laine and
Vaara (2007) found that the managerial discourse was constructed as restricting
individual agency, which spurred the need to create room for maneuver by le-
gitimizing alternative ways of engaging in strategizing through the local negoti-
ation of meanings (Laine & Vaara, 2007).

The introduction of managerial control schemes in public organizations has
inspired a multitude of research concerning identity conflict and struggles over
subjectivity. In the context of public services, the professional orientation and
the public service ethic is a central source of identification (Thomas & Davies,
2005). In such contexts, the introduction of financial accountability and the re-
sulting change in the relationship between the service provider and the cus-
tomer, produces value conflicts. For example, in a study by Doolin (2002) con-
cerning the introduction of clinical leadership strategy in a public hospital, ac-
ceptance of management as legitimately controlling healthcare delivery repre-
sented a betrayal of clinicians’ professional identity. Resistance arose from the
positioning of clinicians as subjects within a medical professional discourse,
which held different values from that of the leadership discourse. Here, re-
sistance was strongly tied to the specific context, as the clinicians did adopt a
leadership discourse when operating in their own private clinics while neglect-
ing it in the context of a public hospital.
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Thomas & Davies (2005) on the other hand found that employees drew on
“self as other”, e.g. a mother, female manager or public service professional, to
legitimize their dis-identification with the subject positions imposed by the New
Public Management (NPM) discourse. Moreover, the study shows, how the
looseness of meanings around NPM allowed individuals to appropriate different
meanings in reflections of self in conjunction with NPM. The paper illustrates
how individuals exploit the contradictions within the NPM discourse and the
multiplicity of positions they may draw from when negotiating their identity.
Similarly, in their study of police officers Dick and Cassels (2002) observed or-
ganizational actors constructing counter discourses to create a mental space to
avoid complete subjectification, and thus resistance was a kind of a mental cop-
ing strategy when the values proposed by the managerial regime were in conflict
with the personal identity narratives (Dick & Cassels, 2002). “Resistance” is
thus covert from the organizational perspective but allows for the legitimization
of one’s identity within the hegemonic discourse.

While dis-identification or “psychological distancing” (Whittle, 2005) from
the managerial hegemony is referred to as resistance, the question has been
raised whether such coping strategies in fact count as resistance (Fleming &
Spicer, 2003, 2007; Whittle, 2005). Employees have been found to very strate-
gically employ the managerial discourse and comply “on the surface” to the
managerially set subjectivity requirements while being highly cynical and dis-
engaged with it at a personal level. For example, studies by Brown et al, (2010),
Brown and Coupland (2005) and Whittle (2005) illustrated how employees
adopted the subjectivities proposed by the managerial discourse consciously
and for highly instrumental purposes. In the study by Brown and Coupland
(2005), remaining silent was a coping strategy which made junior consultants
appear compliant on the surface, although they did not agree with the manage-
rial practices. In a similar vein, the study by Whittle (2005) shows how although
management consultants did not identify with the discourse of new work they
were selling to customers, it did not fundamentally disrupt or disturb the pro-
duction of the consulting discourse.

Thus, the studies show how individuals reproduced the organizationally dom-
inant rhetoric, although they were not personally convinced by it or committed
to it. Therefore, it could be argued that forms of psychological distancing do not
in fact constitute resistance, as practices are left unaffected (Fleming & Spicer,
2003; Whittle, 2005). In cases where employees do not identify with the values
and philosophy of the organization, a regime of ideology still seems to work—at
least in many cases, as individuals comply to the practices even though they
would not necessarily mentally identify themselves with the regime (Fleming &
Spicer, 2003; Whittle, 2005).

Although the management of innovation and thus innovative subjectivity is
acknowledged as a tensioned endeavor, resistance or identity struggles have
rarely been discussed within this domain. A couple of studies touching upon the
subjectification of the innovation discourse, however, do exist. Earlier work has
pointed out that the innovation process and the related managerial discourse
produces particular subjectivities for consumption by employees, and that these
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may be in conflict with the employees’ identities. The study by Segercrantz, for
example (2012), illuminated how the formalization of innovation processes re-
sulted in dissociation from the ways of organizing for innovation among ICT
experts. The study discusses how the ICT experts’ subject positions shifted such
that, having been positioned as autonomous craftsmen with control over their
own work, their autonomy was reduced, and they were increasingly positioned
in terms of productive resources and passive receivers of tasks during downsiz-
ing. Thus, the downsizing resulted in fewer opportunities to negotiate agency
and implied a shift from identification with the subject positions constructed in
the organizational discourse toward dis-identification.

Another study by Lempiälä et al (2018) explored how two different teams in
the same organization perceived their possibilities for employee-driven innova-
tion. While in one team the employees interpreted innovation structures as lim-
iting their agency, another division interpreted them as enabling their ability to
engage in innovation. Thus, difference in the collective identities between the
two teams was reflected in the differing ways in which the organizational struc-
tures were interpreted. This study illuminates the locally negotiated nature of
meaning concerning the structures through which innovativeness is pursued in
organizations and how they can be interpreted as positioning the organizational
actor with limited agency.

While not specifically framing these processes as resistance, in the context of
innovation the previous studies illuminate how the construction of an “innova-
tive identity” influenced the way in which organizational structures were inter-
preted and innovativeness was integrated to the identity narrative, resulting in
disengagement among employees with respect to organizational efforts to pur-
sue innovation.

2.5 Summary of the theoretical framework

Studies drawing on discursive approaches to organizational analysis seek to un-
cover the processes through which dominant discourses are reproduced and
maintained in organizations, and how this contributes to the construction of the
social reality of organizations. A multitude of established managerial discourses
have been studied from this perspective, unveiling the processes through which
particular subjectivities, values, aspirations and modus operandi become legit-
imized in contemporary organizations. Focus on organization-specific narra-
tives and micro-level organizational talk, in which the dominant discourses are
reproduced, elucidates the polyphonic nature of organizational discourse, rep-
resenting organizational life as a continuous struggle between power, resistance
and an individual sense of subjectivity. In a similar vein as other managerial
discourses, innovation may be scrutinized as a discourse through which man-
agement seeks to control the behavior of employees towards organizationally
meaningful creative endeavors and produces particular innovative subjectivities
for the consumption of employees.

The managerial discourses in contemporary society seek to influence em-
ployee identities to directions that benefit organizational productivity through
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a number of identity regulation strategies. Earlier research has explored how
managerial control mechanisms operate in organizations and colonize em-
ployee identities to achieve desired forms of organizational culture. These are at
least seemingly efficient control mechanisms since in contemporary organiza-
tions it is against the social norms to be overtly resistant. Work on micro politics
of interaction has, however, found that employees do indeed resist the manage-
rial hegemonies—at least to the degree that they conduct their work at a cynical
distance. This means that they do not identify with the managerially imposed
subjectivities, although they do comply with the managerial control mecha-
nisms “on the surface”. Thus, “resistance” is in many instances primarily a men-
tal coping strategy, which enables the individual to distance oneself from the
values of the managerial hegemony.

While the sensemaking studies and practice studies have illuminated the am-
biguity of innovation, research in this field continues to be dominated by realist
studies that focus on identifying and evaluating the antecedents of innovative
behavior and finding the optimal solution for an efficient innovation process.
These studies invoke an instrumental and unambiguous view of organizing for
innovation, neglecting the processes of social interaction in and through which
innovation and innovativeness are constructed in organizations. In addition,
although the management of innovative activity has been acknowledged as a
tensioned endeavour, and some scholars have discussed identity regulation
strategies in the context of innovation, these discussions have been left to the
margins. Moreover, these studies have primarily focused on the managerial
means of identity regulation, leaving employee meaning making including re-
sistance vis-a-vis the managerial approaches unaddressed.
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3. Research approach

In this section, I will elaborate on the epistemological and ontological founda-
tions of the study and discuss two main approaches of social constructionism.
The section also presents the research methods and the empirical materials of
the study.

3.1 Methodological foundations

This study draws on the paradigm of social constructionism, which focuses on
uncovering the ways in which individuals and groups participate in the creation
of their perceived social reality (Danziger, 1997). Social constructionism builds
on a relativist ontology, which infers that there is no universal, objective truth,
but rather, each point of view has its own truth (Burr, 2015). It argues that even
if an objective reality exists, we do not have access to it, because the second we
begin describing it, we start assigning meanings to it which are always socially
constructed (Hall, 2001). As to the epistemology, social constructionism views
all ways of understanding as bounded to their historical and cultural contexts.
Instead of treating knowledge as derived from the nature of the world as it really
is, knowledge is understood to be created and sustained by social processes
(Burr, 2015). Knowledge is created through talk, in which people construct par-
ticular accounts of what the world is like (Burr, 2015). While language use sus-
tains the social reality, it simultaneously transforms it. Some aspects are high-
lighted while others are left out, in which case the self-evident nature of partic-
ular areas of the reality weaken while others intensify. Thus, following Berger
and Luckmann, (1967:44) the taken-for-granted is not an atemporal concept,
instead, something is taken for granted “until further notice”.

Two main approaches underlying the broad spectrum of social constructionist
research, namely micro social constructionism and macro social construction-
ism (Burr, 2015) (or light social constructionism and dark social construction-
ism (Danziger, 1997)) are identified in the existing literature. Micro social con-
structionism sees social construction taking place within everyday discourse
and interactions between individuals. The approach focuses on the construction
of accounts and personal identities within interpersonal interaction, highlight-
ing the multiplicity of constructions produced by people. Macro social construc-
tionism, on the other hand, focuses on the constructive force of the culturally
available discourses and the focus of analysis is on the operation of power rela-
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tions in discourse (Burr, 2015). The most influential representative of macro so-
cial constructionism is Foucauldian discourse analysis (Heracleous, 2001).
Macro social constructionism acknowledges the constructive power of language
but sees this as bound up with material or social structures, social relations and
institutionalized practices. Thus, while micro social constructionism treats dis-
course as an emergent and locally constructed phenomenon and focuses on the
complex social practices and variations at the level of interaction, macro social
constructionism focuses on general patterns and culturally standardized dis-
courses that are associated with particular social settings (Alvesson & Kärre-
man, 2000b). Critical discourse analysis (CDA), which builds on the tradition
of Foucauldian discourse analysis, seeks to understand how the power relations
constructed in macro-level discourses are reproduced in micro-level talk and
text. Thus, CDA seeks to relate the processes of interpersonal interaction to the
structures of the institutional context.

In the field of management and organization studies, scholars have employed
CDA to explore the ways in which dominant managerial discourses are repro-
duced in everyday lived experience (e.g. Doolin, 2002; Laine & Vaara, 2007;
Samra-Frederics, 2003; Thomas & Davies, 2005). Through analyzing interview
material and recorded meeting talk, these studies have illuminated how the
power relations are reproduced and how managerial hegemonies are contested
through the construction of localized meanings. In these studies, the institution-
alized managerial discourse, including managerial practices, serves as a reper-
toire for actual conversations, which in turn reproduce and may change the dis-
course (Czarniawska, 2004).

In the individual articles of the present study, the focus is primarily on the
micro-practices of interaction in which the discourse of innovativeness is repro-
duced, and thus the articles are grounded in the tradition of micro social con-
structionism. However, following the footsteps of CDA scholars, the thesis as a
whole seeks to understand the interplay between the micro and macro levels of
the innovation discourse. While the innovation management structures imple-
mented in organizations can be considered as fixed manifestations of the cul-
turally established innovation discourse, the micro-level analysis of interaction
unveils the localized meanings related to these structres.

3.2 The context of the study

For this thesis, I have conducted in-depth case studies producing rich qualita-
tive data within six organizations. In each of the sub studies, theoretical sam-
pling has been the guiding principle for the choice of case organizations. This
means that they were chosen because they were most likely to offer a useful ex-
tension to current theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). As the focus of the
study was on organizational attempts to enhance innovativeness, investigating
large organizations was justifiable, as they usually seek to systematize and con-
struct support structures to enhance employee innovativeness. In such compa-
nies, the motivation and understanding based on which they support innova-
tiveness, needs to be made explicit and adopted to the realm of organizational
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discourse. In each of the companies studied, particular measures had been
taken to increase employee innovativeness including the development of exist-
ing idea management tools, setting up new structures such as ideation labs to
stimulate innovativeness, and altering the physical environment of the whole
organization to foster an innovative organizational culture. Four of the case or-
ganizations represent heavy industries, including iron and steel production,
production and development of mining equipment, oil refinement, and produc-
tion and development of measurement and research devices. Two of the organ-
izations represent the service industry, including the development of financial
services for financial institutions and a broadcasting organization.

In Article I, the interviewees were comprised of white-collar R&D engineers
and technology directors in four different organizations. In Article II, the inter-
viewees were oil refinery workers and their managers, while in Articles III and
IV, the organization operated in the broadcasting industry. The interviewees of
Article III were comprised of journalists, set designers and their managers,
whereas the project group observed in Article IV contained people in admin-
istration and strategic development. Thus, in terms of the industries and pro-
fessional backgrounds of the research subjects, the empirical settings of the ar-
ticles differed significantly. While, for the technological experts in Article I, in-
novative activity was part of the formal job description, for interviewees in Ar-
ticles II and III it was an extra-role activity. However, the methods through
which managers were trying to enhance innovativeness in Article I were tar-
geted to spur innovations that are radical, and thus can be considered as inno-
vative activity outside of the daily development work. The details of the case or-
ganizations and respective interviewees studied in each article are depicted in
Table 1.
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Table 1. Case organizations and interviewees

Article Organization No. of
employees

Interviewees and organizational units

Article I Process Inc. 4 100 10 technology developers and 5 representa-
tives of upper and middle management from a
specific team dedicated to maintaining continu-
ous development of one of the firm’s key tech-
nologies.

Measurement
Inc.

1 000 6 technology developers and 3 representatives
of upper and middle management of a concept
development team whose purpose was to de-
velop novel concepts to be internally sold to
business divisions.

Finance Inc. 700 7 technology developers and 3 representatives
of upper and middle management from ICT de-
velopment unit

Construction
Inc.

3 900 13 technology developers and 7 representa-
tives of upper and middle management from
the R&D personnel of different units.

Article II Refining Inc. 2 300 3 corporate level responsible managers, 8
evaluators and 11 suggestion makers from the
same division.

Article III

Article IV

Media Inc. 3 500 Article III: Seven responsible directors and
managers, 29 employees from different func-
tions (including 3 line managers, 3 administra-
tive staff, 10 development managers and rep-
resentatives of content production including 4
journalists, 4 graphic designers, 2 set design-
ers and 3 production coordinators)

Article IV: Project group with 11 members from
different administrative functions including HR,
IT, strategic development, communications, Fi-
nance, occupational health, occupational
safety and facility services.
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3.3 Data generation and methods of analysis

In the following, I will describe the data generation methods and the analytical
approaches employed in each study. The data of this study is comprised of semi-
structured interviews, audio recorded meeting discussions, observations in
company premises and document analysis. The analytical approaches of the
four articles include qualitative content analysis from the sociological perspec-
tive (Prichard, 2004), and three linguistic methods including narrative analysis,
rhetoric social psychology and discourse analysis focusing on spoken interac-
tion (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Table 2 summarizes the details of the data and
the analysis methods employed in each study.

3.3.1 Data generation methods

Semi-structured interview was the method of data generation in Articles I, II
and III. The interview process can be described as a process of co-production in
which the empirical research material is produced in collaboration with the re-
searcher and the interviewee (Meriläinen et al, 2004). The interviews were
semi-structured, as my co-author and I brought broad topics for discussion and
allowed the interviewees to develop ideas and speak freely about the topics and
bring up issues they themselves found particularly relevant. However, we di-
rected the conversation as necessary to ensure that the specific change or inno-
vation process under study would be covered in the conversation. The inter-
views were ‘in-depth’ in nature, as we encouraged the interviewees to provide a
nuanced and detailed description of their experiences of the innovation and
change processes in question. While we allowed the interviewees to describe the
issues they found particularly important, the same broad questions were cov-
ered in each interview. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed ver-
batim.

Non-participant observation was the primary method for data generation in
Article IV. Non-participant observation refers to the kind of observation in
which the researcher does not take part in the events he/she is observing, and
thus has a passive role (Gold, 1958). Therefore, the data is naturally occurring,
as the events would likely take place regardless of the researcher’s presence. In
Article, IV my co-author and I attended program group meetings and recorded
the meeting discussions. We were present at the meetings, but we did not pro-
duce spoken research material. The program group discussed our presence only
in the first meeting and if a new member would join the meetings. While this
data construction method is called observation, in practice, we were participat-
ing in the meetings in order to record the discussion, and the primary data of
the article is comprised of the transcribed meeting discussion. We did make field
notes of the meeting situation, but we did not use these in the analysis process,
apart from the information concerning who were present in the meetings. The
recorded meeting discussions were transcribed verbatim.

We complemented the data in Article I with non-participant observation. The
observation data comprised of field notes collected when observing the research
participants in their work settings. Observation was carried out in order to gain
in depth understanding of the organizational context. Thus, it deepened the in-
sights gained from the primary data, rather than brought up novel discoveries
or contradictions related to our findings from the interview material. In Article
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I, we also used company documents for deepening understanding of the organ-
izational context and clarifying our understanding of, for example, the formal
organizational processes. The documents primarily included depictions of the
innovation processes and innovation programs used in the organizations. Addi-
tionally, we examined documents related to organizational structures.

3.3.2 Analytical approaches

Various analytical approaches have been employed in the study, and in the fol-
lowing, I will discuss each of them briefly. The original articles contain more
detailed discussions concerning the methods and analysis processes. The differ-
ent analysis methods and data in each study are depicted in Table 2. The analy-
sis processes followed an inductive approach, which means that instead of fol-
lowing set analytical frameworks, we chose the frameworks once the interesting
recurring patterns were identified from the data. In practice, this means that we
read the interviews through several times, during which we identified the dif-
ferent ways of constructing the innovation or change process at hand. The ana-
lytical framework was developed moving back and forth between data analysis
and literature. This means that as a whole, the process of matching the data with
theory was highly iterative.

In Article I, the empirical material comprises of semi-structured interviews,
non-participant observation data in the form of field notes, and company docu-
ments. The method of analysis was qualitative content analysis. A distinction
can be made between content analysis in the sociological tradition, which treats
texts as a “window to human experience,” and the linguistic tradition, which
treats text as an object of analysis in itself (Prichard et al, 2004: 226). Following
this, the method employed in the first paper draws from the sociological tradi-
tion, as the object of the analysis has been to find out how people experience
and make sense of managerial methods to increase innovativeness, as well as
why managers use particular methods. While the research approach employed
in Article I treats text differently compared to the linguistic approaches em-
ployed in the three other Articles, the method of analysis has not been markedly
different, as the objective has been to identify recurring patterns in the way in-
dividuals make sense of the innovation practice.

The three other methods represent the linguistic tradition, in which the focus
is not on finding out what people think, but to understand how people use lan-
guage to achieve particular ends. Language is viewed as action, and the interest
lies in understanding how speakers manage to build accounts that have partic-
ular effects in interaction, as well as constructing and legitimating particular
identities for themselves (Potter & Wetherell, 1987). Thus, while it is not con-
sidered to reflect some inner life of the research subjects, language is seen as a
tool that is used for specific purposes. The methods of analysis employed in the
articles—discursive psychology, rhetoric analysis and narrative analysis—differ
slightly from each other with respect to the focus of the analysis. The concern of
all these analytical approaches is, however, to study how people use language in
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their everyday interactions and identify discursive patterns, which refer to re-
peatedly and regularly occurring ways to speak about a particular topic. Next, I
will briefly discuss the main principles of each approach.

Article II employs the method of narrative analysis, which considers narrative
as the form of structuring individual experience (Sarbin, 1986). Narratives are
regarded as tools through which individuals provide an account of events from
their own perspective, but also construct their own and others’ positions in the
process (Buchanan & Dawson, 2007). Narrative analysis thus focuses on the
rich use of discourse embedded in context (Pentland, 1999), particularly em-
phasizing how people construct and organize their experiences (Bruner, 1990).
Article II focuses particularly on the positioning of individuals within change
narratives constructed in different employee groups. The approach differs from
discursive psychology and rhetorical social psychology as it does not focus on
specific discursive devices, but instead on plots and explanations of causal
events and the positions of different actors within these.

Article III draws on the traditions of rhetorical social psychology (Billig, 1996),
which is focused on the rhetorical strategies individuals use in order to present
arguments and counter arguments towards a topic. The approach considers ar-
guments and counter-arguments to be the key part of the social nature of human
thinking (Billig, 1996). The approach highlights both variability and ambiguity
in the language used, including the matter that an individual takes a stance ei-
ther in order to support or contest a particular view. This was a useful choice of
method for studying how different members of the organization supported and
contested the ongoing change.

Article IV follows the principles of discourse analysis, which focuses on spoken
interaction (Edwards & Potter, 1992), and where the focus of the analysis is on
the patterns of how people speak about a given topic repeatedly and regularly.
More specifically, the approach allowed us to study how accounts of people's
tasks and responsibilities were manufactured in naturally occurring meeting
discussions, and what they achieved with these constructions (Potter and Weth-
erell, 1987). The purpose of the study was to understand how members of a pro-
gram management group negotiated the scope of its activities in organizational
change, and instead of restricting our analysis to stances of for or against the
change, this approach allowed us to identify a multitude of discursive devices
the group employed to construct its position vis-a-vis the change program.
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Table 2. Methods of analysis

Article
No.

Research question Focus of analysis Data generation
methods

Analysis method

I Why do managerial
efforts to support
creativity lead to ad-
verse motivational
effects and what are
the constituents of
innovators’ creative
freedom?

Innovators’ accounts
of their motivational
drivers, managers’
justifications of the
approaches used to
increase innovative-
ness

Semi-structured
interviews (54),
observation
(34h), document
analysis

Sociological
tradition,
content analysis

II How is the change
in the suggestion
program con-
structed by different
employee groups?

Fairness perceptions
constructed in the
change narratives of
responsible manag-
ers, suggestion mak-
ers and suggestion
evaluators

Semi-structured
interviews (22)

Linguistic
approach, narra-
tive psychology
(Sarbin, 1986)

III How is the change
from traditional of-
fice to multispace
office rhetorically
constructed by man-
agers and employ-
ees?

The rhetorical strate-
gies employees use
to support and contest
change

Semi-structured
interviews (36)

Linguistic
approach, Rhet-
oric social psy-
chology (Billig,
1993)

IV How do members of
a program manage-
ment group negoti-
ate the scope of its
activities in organi-
zational change?

The discursive pat-
terns in the program
management groups’
meeting discussions
and how they define
their position

Audio-recorded
meeting discus-
sion (15h)

Linguistic
approach,
Discourse analy-
sis (Potter &
Wetherell, 1987)

3.3.3 Researcher’s role in the research process

In qualitative research, the researcher is part of the social world, which is stud-
ied. Therefore, researcher reflexivity is of paramount importance when discuss-
ing the ways in which qualitative research may be assessed (Welch & Piekkari,
2017). Reflexivity refers to the researcher acknowledging her/his role in produc-
ing the data, and the underlying premises, values and intentions guiding the
analysis process. In the present study, two types of research material were used:
naturally occurring meeting talk, which was acquired through non-participant
observation and interview material. Moreover, different methods of analysis
were employed in each study. In the following, I will briefly reflect on the pro-
cesses of data generation and analysis, elaborating on the ways in which we as
researchers have influenced the unfolding of the research process.



Research approach

35

In terms of the observation in Article, IV my research colleague and I alter-
nately participated in the meetings by sitting at the meeting table or on a couch
behind the table. We reflected on the influence of our presence by writing down
situations where the participants had paid attention to us and by considering
this in the analysis. During the observed meetings, the members of the project
group did not address us researchers apart from a few occasions. A few times, if
group members for example joked during the discussions, one member of the
group explained the jokes or the context for us. This took place less than once
per meeting and dimished with the passage of time. We did not speak during
the meetings apart from greeting in the beginning and in the end, unless some-
thing was brought up concerning our research institutions — however, this was
also very rare. As we were part of the group from the very beginning of its initi-
ation, our presence seemed to be very natural for the participants and did not
interfere meeting discussion.

Interview material is considered as non-naturally occurring and as co-pro-
duced by the researcher and the interviewee. However, an interview is an effi-
cient way to bring about talk concerning a selected topic, and it allows inter-
viewees to speak about the topics from their own perspectives (Nikander, 2012).
In Articles I, II and III we sought to interview employees from different levels
of the organization to get a multidimensional perspective to the process in ques-
tion. To ensure this, we chose the interviewees based on their organizational
position. In the interview situation, we sought to create a confidential setting
where interviewees could explain their personal experience of a particular pro-
cess. We avoided questions that would assume some kind of an attitude towards
the topic at hand, but instead sought to maintain the questions neutral. Moreo-
ver, we stressed the confidentiality of the handling of the interview material.

As interviewers, we presented ourselves as doctoral students and researchers,
and emphasized that we are interested in the interviewee’s individual experi-
ences and opinions. I believe that through this, a confidential atmosphere was
constructed and the interviewees were able to talk freely about their experi-
ences. The interviewees presented personal and critical views concerning the
topics at hand, which indicates that we achieved a trustful relation with them
(Gertsen & Søderberg, 2011).

In addition to the production of the qualitative data, a researcher also has a
very active role in the subsequent analysis. First, it should be acknowledged that
we did not let the “voices of the field” speak entirely for themselves in our anal-
yses; we chose the quotes according to our criteria of importance from the in-
terview transcripts (Gertsen & Søderberg, 2011). Thus, much of what the inter-
viewees have said is not covered in the articles, producing only one “entry point”
to the extensive interview material. However, we discussed the research find-
ings with informants in various workshops and had informal discussions with
company representatives throughout the process. These “member checks” (Lin-
coln & Guba, 1985) provided us with an opportunity to gain more insight to our
findings and to test whether the research participants recognized our capturing
of their world (Welch & Piekkari, 2017). Nevertheless, one cannot claim that the
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reported interpretation is the only possible one, but it presents one way of in-
terpreting the data. All references to empirical data are the results of interpre-
tation and incorporate an understanding of how the researcher plays a role in
the social construction of "knowledge". Through a careful account of the data
analysis in each article, however, we sought to be explicit about the process
through which we achieved the particular interpretations.
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4. Article summaries and results

In this section, I summarize the research objectives and findings from the four
original publications. Following the summaries, I will discuss how the results
contribute to the research questions defined in the beginning of this dissertation
through integrating the results from the four articles under each research ques-
tion.

4.1 Article I: Rethinking the Control-Freedom Paradox

Article I examines when and why managerial efforts to support the creativity of
innovators lead to adverse motivational effects. The article focuses on how em-
ployees make sense of managerial efforts to further innovative behaviour, and
particularly on how they make sense of managerial efforts to support creative
freedom. Moreover, the study addresses how management justifies the methods
employed and how the use of the specific methods results in adverse effects. The
study draws on qualitative interview material from four large organizations op-
erating in established industries.

The findings show how the innovators in the case companies demonstrated
and articulated a strong creative identity and valued the ability to engage with
ideas they found personally interesting. However, they did not report motiva-
tional struggles in fitting this together with serving organizational benefit. Ra-
ther, innovators experienced organizational benefit as an important motiva-
tional driver. Innovators criticized management for not sharing sufficient infor-
mation with them with respect to organizational benefit so that they could direct
their efforts accordingly. For the innovators, it was important to know that their
ideas would be utilized in the business activity of the organization so that they
would stay motivated in their development work. The innovators felt that in
their position, it was difficult to gain access to the kind of information that
would allow them to feed the dual motivational drivers of their practice.

Even though maintaining a creative identity and pursuing organizational goals
were not conflicting forces for the innovators, managers operated under the as-
sumption that they would be. Hence, they attempted to nurture the motivation
of the innovators by protecting them from having to consider organizational
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benefit, and perceived this as protecting innovators from “organizational con-
straints”. Managers explicitly stated that they should protect innovators from
“business realities” so that these constraints would not hamper their creativity
and that they would feel free to experiment with radical ideas. The objective to
keep creative ideation and organizational objectives separated was also reflected
in the idea management systems and ideation labs whose purpose was to en-
courage “innovation without boundaries”. In these systems, employees were ex-
pected to submit and experiment their ideas, and management was responsible
for evaluating their fit with company objectives. While the goal was to communi-
cate that free ideation is accepted and desired by top management, and innova-
tors were encouraged to have fun when innovating, the lack of the link to stra-
tegic objectives prompted innovators to question the meaningfulness of the ac-
tivity. Innovators expressed their frustration with the fact that they were not
able to tailor their ideas to the needs of the company, which would also make
the ideas more likely to be accepted and implemented.

The managers saw that free, fun structures were more likely to boost the in-
novators’ motivation and that communicating business requirements early on
would go against the core premise of creative freedom. Accordingly, managers
were focused on harvesting ideas from innovators and did not see a need to
share their knowledge with the innovators. Through these measures, they unin-
tentionally ended up creating contrary motivational effects for the support ef-
forts and left the innovators experiencing their creative freedom as being re-
stricted. Moreover, innovators wondered how innovation activity could be a pri-
ority in the organization if links to the actual business were not visible. When
innovators were protected from considering organizational interest, they per-
ceived themselves as being assigned to “playing on a preassigned sandbox”. This
position was in stark contrast with their professional identities as creative indi-
viduals, which included the objective to contribute to the success of the organi-
zation.

4.2 Article II: Competing narratives of suggestion system change

The second article focuses on change narratives of three employee groups—re-
sponsible managers, evaluators and suggestion makers—who were involved in
a suggestion system change in a large organization operating in the oil refinery
business. The goal of the change under study was to increase employee motiva-
tion to submit suggestions by developing a more efficient procedure for their
assessment. Moreover, the change involved an alteration of the distribution of
responsibilities in the suggestion process. The purpose of the study was to ex-
plore how the changing responsibilities, as well as the goals and consequences
of the change, were constructed in the employees’ change narratives. The nar-
ratives of the three employee groups differed in terms of the main goals of the
change process, the influence on employee innovative activity of the change, as
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well as the positioning of the different actors in terms of responsibility in the
process.

For the responsible managers who worked in the corporate administration
and oversaw maintaining the suggestion system and training employees in its
use, the change would increase the quantity and quality of suggestions through
deeper and more active engagement of suggestion makers. This would be
achieved through the newly implemented IT system that supported the adop-
tion of a new modus operandi, which entailed the redistribution of the respon-
sibilities in furthering the suggestions in the system, as well as an increase in
the transparency of the evaluation process. The responsible actor for the goals
of the change to materialize was, in the managers’ narrative, the suggestion
maker. The redistribution of responsibility was further legitimized through re-
ferring to the earlier system, in which the role of the suggestion makers was
considered passive while the commentators and evaluators worked to advance
the ideas. Moreover, it was constructed as an opportunity for suggestion makers
to advance their ideas and improve their work. The change would improve the
fairness of the system, since the highest reward would be increased by 20% and
was constructed as a motivating factor for suggestion makers by responsible
managers. The change in the system would thus encourage a proactive role
among suggestion makers and collective responsibility in advancing ideas
through commenting others’ suggestions in the system.

For evaluators, i.e. the middle managers who oversaw the evaluation of the
suggestions in their respective divisions, the purpose of the change was to en-
hance the quality of suggestions. In the evaluators’ narrative, the change was
constructed as reducing their workload as suggestion makers would make more
thorough descriptions of their ideas to the system, and additionally, through
joint discussion in the system, solve possible technical issues or other questions.
Speeding up the process and increasing the quality of the suggestions, through
the active engagement of suggestion makers in the development of each other’s
ideas, were thus the primary objectives for the change from the evaluators’ per-
spective. Contrary to the responsible managers’ narrative, increasing the num-
ber of suggestions was not included in the suggestion evaluators’ narrative, as
the current level had already proven difficult to manage. The evaluators envi-
sioned a system where they would only need to make the final go/no go decision
once the idea had been thoroughly described and discussed by suggestion mak-
ers and experts in the system without the involvement of evaluators.

The narrative formulated by suggestion makers implied that the change would
facilitate the evaluation process, and thereby provide the suggestions with faster
treatment. Submitting ideas to the online platform was constructed as laborious
compared to the possible rewards, and the responsibility for making the profit
calculations of the suggestions was seen as residing at the higher organizational
levels. The submission of the suggestions to the system was already in itself a
significant effort, and requirements for further investment were considered un-
even from the perspective of the potential reward. While the employees por-
trayed themselves as development oriented, the lack of enthusiasm towards the
renewed system was justified by drawing on their sense of fairness. Although
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the earlier suggestion system had not been considered as efficient or exciting,
the employee narrative portrayed the new system as including several threats to
fairness, as it required more effort than the previous system, and the openness
of the system was risky because somebody might hijack their ideas. Moreover,
the potential threat to fairness was reflected in the motivational struggles re-
lated to the reward policy of the suggestions. While money was constructed as a
central driver for innovative efforts, the modesty of the rewards and the uncer-
tainty of a suggestion being accepted were also constructed as demotivating. In-
terestingly, however, the higher the level of the reward, the less motivating the
monetary compensation was constructed. While the maximum reward was con-
structed as an appealing amount of money, demotivation resulted from the pro-
portionally larger gains that the company would acquire by implementing the
improvement ideas to the production process.

The study illustrates how each group constructed a different version of the
changing suggestion program and how individuals were differently positioned
in terms of the responsibilities in advancing the change in these accounts. More-
over, it illustrates the identity struggles the suggestion makers faced as they con-
structed themselves as development oriented, identified with the immediate
work group, and wished to contribute to the efficiency of their work processes.
Simultaneously, however, because of their dis-identification with the organiza-
tional level goals, they constructed themselves as disengaged with development
work.

4.3 Article III: Contradictory argumentations of spatial change

The purpose of this study was to explore managers’ and employees’ rhetorical
evaluations of a spatial organizational change. The empirical material of the
study comprised of in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted in a single
large company operating in the field of broadcasting. The findings of the study
show how the actors of the organization spoke about, supported and contested
a transformation from a traditional single-room office to an open, multi-space
office. More specifically, the study illustrated how the concepts of encounters,
creative work and innovativeness were used for opposite purposes, for example,
to support and contest the change. The use of the commonplaces to either sup-
port or contest the change were tied to the speaker’s organizational position.

The responsible managers supported the change and evaluated it positively,
whereas the employees contested the change and predominantly evaluated it
negatively. The responsible managers constructed the objectives of the change
as being coupled with current and future work practices and needs, whereas the
employees constructed the objectives of change as being decoupled from current
work practices. Thus, the responsible managers and employees had not only dif-
ferent temporal orientations but also different ways to speak about what “real”
work is like and what the change will result in. In addition to the contradictory
rhetorical resources between the employee groups, the responsible managers
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justified the change through two simultaneous but completely different rhetor-
ical resources: desired change and coercive change. The pursuit towards inno-
vativeness was desirable, but also enforced to the organization by current
changes in the society. In the societal talk, working life is depicted as changing
radically in the future, following technological changes. Generally, this develop-
ment was depicted as an unavoidable trajectory and something to which the or-
ganization naturally needs to react. Responsible managers depicted the changes
in working life and the media field as a “fact of life” that cannot be ignored. The
change must take place because the society and the working life is changing,
which requires collaboration, innovativeness and flexibility.

With respect to the commonplace of encounters, the responsible managers
and the employees produced opposite arguments. In employee talk, encounters
and innovativeness were not constructed as belonging to the sphere of work, but
as something external to it, and were even viewed as a threat to productivity.
For managers, on the other hand, encounters denoted a central characteristic of
a future work mode that would result in increased innovativeness. The change
into an open office space would bring about mobility which results in encoun-
ters, and through this, the change was legitimized in the managers’ talk.

Throughout the data, managers interchangeably used the concepts of creativ-
ity and innovativeness when justifying the need to increase openness and inter-
action between employees. Thus, innovation and creative work were not con-
structed as separate activities in their talk. Creativity was, in the managers’ lan-
guage, depicted as requiring openness and teamwork, which was restricted by
the current office setting. The existing old office setting was problematized and
evaluated negatively as a hindrance to a sense of communality, and therefore,
creativity, by referring to corridors and cubicles as creating isolation. In the em-
ployees’ talk, on the other hand creative work was distinguished from innova-
tion. Innovation denoted collaboration and interaction, while creative work was
depicted as requiring concentration and solitude, which would be hampered in
open settings.

The responsible managers and the employees constructed the change in a dif-
ferent manner and employed contradictory rhetorical resources. However, their
rhetorical resources drew from the same commonplaces. Although the employ-
ees and the managers shared the idea of innovativeness as a collaborative activ-
ity facilitated by serendipitous encounters, the consequences of increased inno-
vativeness were argued in contradictory ways. Thus, the anticipated materiali-
zation of an innovative organization culture in the daily practice of the organi-
zation was used for supporting and resisting the change. Similarly, the common-
place of creativity was employed to resist the change by the employees, whereas
the responsible managers used it to justify the transformation. Interestingly,
employees used footing—which means that they spoke on behalf of other people
when resisting the change—and thus withdrew themselves from resisting the
change directly themselves.
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4.4 Article IV: Program group’s construction of context

Article IV explores meeting discussions of a project group in a broadcasting cor-
poration whose purpose was to translate the goals set for a change in the physi-
cal, virtual and social work environments into action plans and activate the op-
erational level to implement the plans. The data is comprised of altogether nine
project group meetings. The goal of the change in question was to reduce costs
by making the use of the facilities more efficient, facilitate interaction between
units and thereby enhance innovativeness through increased interaction be-
tween people and a new mindset concerning collaborative practices. The study
explored how the members of the temporary project management group nego-
tiated the scope of its activities through constructing a shared understanding of
its operational context. The results of the study demonstrate the discursive pat-
terns through which the members of the organization were portrayed as living
in different times. These patterns were employed to construct a dualistic organ-
ization in which nominated change makers were modern and had an orientation
to the future, whereas other members of the organization were described as old-
fashioned people who were not willing to give up their old routines. The discur-
sive patterns employed drew upon the organizational context in which the pro-
gram group operated.

The findings show how the group formulated the organizational context of the
change through two dimensions, temporal and hierarchical. The program group
saw itself as living in the modern world with an understanding of how the or-
ganization should change in order to keep up with the development of society,
become innovative and be an ideal place to work. However, the group saw the
majority of the employees as being “stuck in the past” (not understanding that
a traditional office space is outdated and valuing the old office setting), and
therefore resisting change. Moreover, the management level was mainly de-
picted as having a past temporal orientation and supporting the employees' past
thinking, thus hindering the execution of the change plans. Drawing on this, the
top management was depicted as not understanding the relevance of the change
nor understanding how alarming the organizational situation would be if the
change would not take place. Line managers, on the other hand, were depicted
as fleeing from the managerial responsibility to lead their teams to change.
Thus, the program group pictured a gap in leadership with respect to the change
program. This produced an interesting context for the program group, as they
did not see themselves as having the hierarchical authority to act as the figure-
heads of the change. However, they saw the change as a necessity for the organ-
ization and considered themselves the only organizational actors with the
knowledge required to push the change in the right direction.

The categorization as future-oriented entailed the idea of willingness to
change, whereas a past orientation was linked to routinized activity. By catego-
rizing the organization as past-oriented, the group was able to concretize and
make sense of the resistance toward the transformation. When the group per-
ceived strong resistance, its attitude toward the change program gradually
shifted from enthusiasm to demoralization, and it more actively highlighted the
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need for managerial levels to step in and take responsibility for the implemen-
tation of the change. As for the hierarchical categorization, the program group
members distanced themselves from responsibility for conducting change by
referring to the functional roles of the permanent organization, i.e., managers'
responsibility for leading their subordinates to change. They positioned top
managers as those who should show the innovative vision and tell employees
how they would work in the future, and middle management as those who were
responsible for the operational change. The group refused to be involved with
the vision, but their role was to convince the top management about the neces-
sity of the change and understand the future vision, transferring their prelimi-
nary implementation tasks to the middle managers. Thus, at the practical level,
the group limited its responsibility to communication and legitimization tasks.

4.5 Summary of the results

While each of the articles had their specific research questions, together they
construct an answer to the three overarching research questions of the thesis. I
defined the main research question of the thesis as follows: How, and with what
consequences, do managers and employees discursively construct conceptions
of innovativeness? I approached this through three sub questions: 1) What kinds
of innovative subjectivities are constructed in the man-agerial discourse of in-
novativeness?; 2) What kinds of meanings are ascribed to innovativeness by em-
ployees and how do they relate to the managerially imposed innovative subjec-
tivities in their accounts?; 3) What kinds of pragmatic consequences do the sub-
jectification efforts have on the innovative pursuits initiated by the managers?

The managerial discourse produced a particular ideal of innovativeness by jus-
tifying the practices through which innovativeness was supported, which was
drawn upon in the micro-level discourse conducted by employees. The results
of this dissertation show that organizational innovativeness pursuits are ripe
with struggles over subjectivity, as the managerially imposed ideal of innova-
tiveness is not congruent with the employees’ innovative identities. This, again,
results in resistance of the managerial hegemony, with practical consequences.
Next, I will integrate the findings from the separate studies under each research
question. Table 3 summarizes the overarching results of the study. These in-
clude the antecedents of innovativeness and the ideal innovative subject por-
trayed in the managerial discourse, and employee innovative identity and form
of identification with the managerial discourse.

4.5.1 Construction of the innovative subject

The first research question explored what kinds of innovative subjectivities were
constructed in the managerial discourse on innovativeness. The results illumi-
nate the premises based on which the managers sought to increase innovative-
ness, and based on which particular innovative subjectivities were constructed
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in the managerial discourse. I have identified four types of ideal innovative sub-
jects from the Articles, and labelled them as “free radical”, “proactive ideator”,
“social butterfly” and “future oriented pioneer”. These labels reflect the primary
feature of the managerial ideal of innovative behavior in each study.

In Article I the managers constructed the innovators as requiring freedom
from business considerations. This was reflected in the managerial talk, but also
in the organizational structures such as idea management systems that sepa-
rated the supply of ideas from the evaluation processes as well as the ideation
labs or “play structures” that invited employees to freely experiment on their
ideas without concrete links to corporate strategy. These measures were justi-
fied in the managerial discourse by drawing on the idea of creativity, and thus
innovativeness, as thriving under conditions with limited restrictions. Thus, the
pursuit for radical ideas that are not captive of the current business and its re-
strictions produced a subject position of a “free radical”, whose creativity blos-
soms when organizational constraints are removed.

In Article II, on the other hand, the improvement of the suggestion scheme
was constructed as relying on the change in the suggestion practice of the sug-
gestion makers, who were expected to take more responsibility of the develop-
ment of their ideas. This was also reflected in the new IT platform for sugges-
tions, which allowed for more active participation on behalf of the suggestion
makers. Thus, the managerial discourse on increasing the flow of ideas through
the renewed suggestion system constructed a new kind of subject position,
namely a “proactive ideator” who develops and furthers ideas and, on top of
that, engages in joint development of others’ ideas.

In Article III, the managerial discourse associated innovativeness with open-
ness, creativity and encounters. The entire organization was constructed as en-
tering a new form of organizational culture, which supported the innovativeness
of its employees. Innovativeness was constructed as a social phenomenon in
which the diversity of knowledge and know-how was of crucial importance.
Here, the transformation from the single room office layout, which hindered
creativity by isolating individuals to their foxholes, to the open plan office favor-
able for encounters, constructed an innovative subject position of a “social but-
terfly” who crosses organizational boundaries by engaging in spontaneous ide-
ation with a random passerby.

In Article IV, the innovativeness discourse produced by the project manage-
ment linked innovativeness with a positive attitude towards change, and the or-
ganization was divided into those who lived in the past and those who held a
future orientation. Those who lived in the past were constructed as hindering
the change towards organizational innovativeness, whereas those who were able
to see to the future and change could follow the innovative vision. Here, the dis-
course of the project group produced an innovative subject position of a “future
oriented pioneer”, who acknowledges change toward innovativeness as a pre-
requisite for organizational survival.
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4.5.2 Responses to subjectification

The second research question focused on the employee perspective, exploring
the kinds of meanings employees ascribe to innovativeness, and asked how they
respond to the subjectification of the managerial discourse.

In Article I, the employees constructed themselves as having an innovative
identity, which means that they were naturally looking for development ideas
and were motivated by the idea that they could contribute to the organizational
success. Thus, consideration of the business goals was a central dimension of
development work and innovativeness. Therefore, the innovative identity of the
employees conflicted with the managerial ideal of innovativeness, which high-
lighted freedom from organizational constraints. The R&D engineers con-
structed themselves as highly skilled technological experts, but they did not
identify with the subject position of free radical, which undermined their capa-
bility of contributing to organizational goals. While identifying themselves with
the organizational pursuits to enhance innovativeness, and while contributing
to the benefit of the organization, the employees did not identify themselves
with the position provided in the managerial discourse. Thus, following Els-
bach’s (1991) categorization of various modes of identification with organiza-
tional discourse, I have labelled this as schitzo-identification.

In Article II, the employees constructed themselves as development-oriented
individuals rich in ideas. However, they did not identify with the position of pro-
active ideator constructed in the managerial discourse. For them, idea creation
primarily denoted the submission of ideas to the system if a suitable idea would
cross one's mind. The active engagement in idea development, responsibility of
one’s idea, as well as contribution to collective idea processing—characteristics
of the proactive ideator—were not included in employees’ constructions of sug-
gestion activity. The employees legitimized their dis-identification (Elsbach,
1991) with the managerially imposed subject position by drawing on their sense
of fair distribution of effort and benefit. The perceived imbalance of effort and
benefit prompted struggles over identity. The employees constructed them-
selves as development-oriented and willing to contribute for the benefit of the
work group, but at the same time positioned themselves as exploited by the or-
ganizational system and therefore demotivated to engage in organizationally
significant ideation.

In Article III, the employees’ construction of innovativeness differed from that
of managers with two respects. First, while managers used creativity and inno-
vativeness interchangeably, employees made a distinction between these con-
cepts. In employee talk, creativity was work that took place in solitude, whereas
innovativeness was collaborative. Second, while managers used increased inno-
vativeness as a positive outcome in order to support the change, employees used
innovativeness as an outcome that would have negative consequences for actual
work. Drawing on these conceptions of creativity and innovativeness, employ-
ees dis-identified (Elsbach, 1991) themselves with the subject position of social
butterfly, since spontaneous encounters were, in employee narratives, a hinder-
ance to real creative work.
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Article IV is slightly different from the other articles because it does not por-
tray a similar management vs. employee dichotomy. Nevertheless, identity
struggles vis-a-vis innovativeness can be identified. While the project group
constructed themselves as future-oriented and positive towards change, thus
holding an innovative mindset, they refused to portray themselves as the sup-
porters of the ideology within the wider organization. They did not position
themselves as the figureheads of the change but instead highlighted their role
as process owners, and the project group shifted the responsibility to top man-
agement. Thus, their identification with the innovative subjectivity produced by
themselves represents a schizophrenic form of identification (Elsbach, 1991).

4.5.3 Pragmatic consequences

The third research question explored the pragmatic implications of the em-
ployee responses to the managerial pursuits to control their innovative identity.
Within all the articles, employees had difficulty relating to the managerial ideals
of innovativeness. In Article I, the managerial approaches were constructed as
restricting the innovators’ capacity to engage in innovative activity. Here, the
strategy to separate business considerations and creative work was constructed
as creating a sense of constrained freedom and a lack of meaningfulness of in-
novation efforts. This again was constructed as resulting in both unsuccessful
efforts to engage employees in innovation and inertia in development efforts.

In Article II the struggle between the managerial ideal of how the suggestion
system would work and the suggestion makers’ identity narratives was manifest
in the way in which the different employee groups positioned themselves out-
side the realm of responsibility, in terms of pursuing the change and thus in-
creasing innovativeness. This produced an “agency void” in which no one was
in charge of ensuring the acceleration of the suggestion process.

In Article III, the managerial ideal of the innovative organization and the sub-
jectivity of social butterfly was used as a means to resist the change in the office
setting. Here, the employees legitimized their opposition towards the organiza-
tional change by drawing on their conceptions on creativity and innovativeness.
While the spatial change was taking place regardless of employee opposition,
dis-identification with the subject position of social butterfly allowed the em-
ployees to legitimize their withdrawal from the principles of the new organiza-
tional culture.

Article IV shows how the polarization of the organization to future-oriented
individuals (those with an innovative vision) and those who hindered the
change, were used to construct the organizational context in such a way that the
project group was able to legitimize its role as an onlooker in the change process.

To conclude, the study has identified ways in which managerial discourse con-
strues innovativeness and how employees respond to these constructions.
Moreover, the study has unveiled the plurality of meanings related to innova-
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tiveness and the identity struggles underlying organizational innovation pur-
suits. In the next section, I will discuss the contributions of these results, reflect-
ing on prior literature.
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Table 3. Summary of results

Managerial discourse Employee discourse

Arti-
cle

Conditions that
facilitate inno-
vative activity
as defined in
managerial talk

Ideal innovative
subject

Innovative
identity of
employees

Identification with
the managerially im-
posed subject posi-
tion

I Freedom and
protection from
organizational
constraints, “play
structures” that
facilitate idea-
tion.

Free radical—
longs for opportuni-
ties to engage in
random ideation
without limits.

Highly skilled,
development
oriented tech-
nological ex-
perts with mo-
tivation to
contribute to
organizational
success.

Schitzo-identifica-
tion—development ori-
entation and commit-
ment to organizational
goals, while construct-
ing the free radical po-
sition as curbing one’s
creativity and thus cre-
ating demotivation.

II Optimal IT plat-
form and reward
structure which
enables and mo-
tivates extra-role
innovativeness.

Proactive ideator—
proactively devel-
ops and furthers
ideas and engages
in joint develop-
ment of others’
ideas.

Strong do-
main-specific
expertise
based on ex-
perience, mo-
tivation to im-
prove work
processes.

Schitzo-identifica-
tion—strong commit-
ment to work group
and improvement of
working conditions, or-
ganizational innova-
tion pursuits seen to
unequally benefit the
top honchos.

III Open office set-
ting and shared
spaces, which
facilitate opportu-
nities for social
encounters
across organiza-
tional borders.

Social butterfly—
open mindset, en-
gages in casual
ideation with pass-
ersby, all employ-
ees potential inno-
vators.

Strong crea-
tive identity,
innovative-
ness distin-
guished from
creativity.

Dis-identification legiti-
mized by constructing
innovativeness as dis-
turbance to real work.

IV Top manage-
ment’s commit-
ment to change,
future oriented
mindset among
employees.

Future oriented vi-
sionary—under-
stands the neces-
sity of change for
organizational sus-
tainability.

Future ori-
ented with the
lack of au-
thority to fur-
ther the inno-
vative vision.

Schitzo-identifica-
tion—refusing to adopt
responsibility while
constructing oneself
as the only party with
required knowledge.
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5. Discussion

In this study, I was interested in the ways innovativeness was constructed in
managerial discourse and how employees responded to managers’ attempts to
engage them in innovation. I was particularly interested in the subject positions
imposed on employees by the managerial discourse, and how employees identi-
fied themselves with these subject positions. Through this, I explored innova-
tiveness as a managerial control mechanism. In academic research, innovative-
ness is conventionally treated as an objective feature of organizations and indi-
viduals. Scrutinizing it as a socially constructed phenomenon, however, has un-
veiled the fluidity and fuzziness of the construct. This becomes evident in the
variety of ways in which innovativeness is constructed in the meso-level and mi-
cro-level organizational discourse (Vaara, 2010), and the way in which it is used
to legitimize or resist organizational change. In the following, I will discuss the
findings of this study, reflecting on prior literature. In addition, I will discuss
the limitations of the study and propose future research directions that I con-
sider interesting in the light of the findings.

5.1 The multifaceted discourse of innovation

As discussed in the beginning of this thesis, innovation has not always been
highly regarded. For centuries, it held a strongly negative connotation, and only
in the 1960’s it became a measure for technological progress (Godin, 2012;
Fougére & Harding, 2012). Today, innovativeness is indisputably a desired char-
acteristic, and the societally hegemonic discourse constructs it as an indispen-
sable attribute of nations, organizations and even the individual.

The present study shows how this macro-level innovation discourse was re-
produced in the managerial talk as managers constructed innovativeness as a
necessity for organizational survival. This was used to legitimize the various
practices and processes through which managers sought to stimulate employee
innovativeness. Underlying the motivation to implement specific practices and
processes was an understanding of how innovativeness is best supported and
what an innovative individual is like. Managers referred to the “common
knowledge” of innovativeness, for example, by stating that, “as we know, single
office rooms do not support innovative behaviour,” or, “discipline has an ad-
verse effect on creativity.” Simultaneously, the managerial talk constructed a
particular form of ideal innovative subjectivity for employees.
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The micro-level discourse refers to employee meaning-making concerning the
official innovation narratives promoted by managers. Employees drew from
their conceptions of innovativeness and their self-positioning within the dis-
course when responding to the managerial methods for increasing innovative-
ness and justifications thereof. This resulted in identity struggles and resistance
vis-à-vis the innovative efforts, as the innovative subjectivity imposed by man-
agers was not congruent with the innovative identities of employees. In the con-
text of innovation, the discourse filtered by management and adapted to the or-
ganizational context most likely competes with other constructions of innova-
tiveness that individuals produce as they are exposed to the macro-level inno-
vation discourse from various sources. The interplay between the different lev-
els of the innovation discourse is illustrated in Figure 2, which is an adaptation
of Vaara’s (2010) framework on the multifaceted nature of organizational dis-
course.

Figure 2. The multifaceted discourse of innovation, adapted from Vaara (2010)

By exploring innovativeness through the discursive lens in the organizational
context, the present study has sought to unveil the controversial nature of inno-
vativeness in the everyday organizational discourse, and the ways in which man-
agerially imposed innovative subjectivities are contested by employees. Moreo-
ver, scrutinizing innovativeness as a managerial control mechanism through
which particular innovative subjectivities are imposed on employees, the study
has discussed the ways in which managers seek to regulate employee identities
towards innovative behavior and how employees resist such pursuits. Thus, the
present study complements earlier work, which has focused on the macro-level
discourse, and points out the biased nature of the discourse (Kimberly, 1981;
Sveiby et al, 2012) and the tendency of the contemporary innovation discourse



Discussion

51

to neglect the context-specific nature of innovation (Anderson, 2014; Anderson
& King, 1993). Although these discussions bring up interesting features of the
dominant notion of innovation, they have remained at the macro level of analy-
sis, and the illumination of the subjectification tendencies and the related power
effects operating at the micro level in the form of, e.g. identity struggles, has
remained outside the scope of these discussions.

While the societal discourse of innovation has been under scrutiny by a few
scholars, linguistic approaches have been rarely employed in studies addressing
innovation in organizations. Earlier work has viewed innovation narratives as
the production of shared organizational sensemaking that enable knowledge
sharing during innovation processes (Bartel & Garud, 2009; Deuten & Rip,
2000), addressing specific innovation trajectories in organizations. The focus
has been on official, shared narratives, and thus on the meso-level discourse on
innovation. The present study has complemented these views by elucidating the
plurality of ways in which employees reproduce and contest the official narra-
tives of organizations. Moreover, the present study shows how the pursuit to-
wards innovativeness is used to justify organizational change and construct or-
ganizational hierarchies. The vagueness of innovativeness, combined with the
positive connotations it generally holds, makes it a rather versatile construct to
be employed for different purposes.

By addressing the plurality inherent in innovation, this study has similarities
with those exploring innovation from the practice perspective. Practice scholars,
who have criticized the tendency of mainstream innovation management liter-
ature to depict innovation as an unambiguous and linear process, have illumi-
nated the complex and emergent processes through which idea development
takes place at the grass roots level (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Garud et al, 2011;
Lempiälä, 2011). The findings of the present study are particularly parallel with
the observations made by Lempiälä (2011), who pointed out that the managerial
ideals of innovation processes, or the front stage of innovation, were built on
understanding that differed from the premises of the back stage innovation pro-
cesses. Lempiälä’s (2011) study showed that the managerial ideals of a linear
and predictable process, promoted by various idea management structures,
were in stark contrast with the messy collaborative praxis through which ideas
unfolded in actuality. In a similar vein, the present study shows how the mana-
gerial ideals of the innovative subjectivity were discrepant from employee con-
structions of innovativeness. However, rather than addressing the praxis of in-
novation, the present study has narrowed its focus to the level of discursive con-
structions of innovativeness and the identity struggles related to these.

Moreover, the present study has complemented work which has explored
sensemaking in the context of innovation. Studies by Bechky (2003), Dougherty
(1992) and Dougherty et al (2000) demonstrated that different occupational
groups hold different interpretive frames, thus their views on how to further
development processes differ which may hinder the process. In these studies,
hindrance to the innovation processes resulted particularly from the lack of mu-
tual contextual understanding and shared professional language between or-
ganizational units. In the present study, the discrepancies were rooted in the
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differing constructions of innovative subjectivity. Thus, the “hindrance” to in-
novation observed was, in a sense, more fundamental in nature as it concerned
the constructions of innovativeness as such, and the questions of who was an
innovator in the first place and what this position entailed.

Next, I will elaborate in more detail on how the findings of the present study
contribute to our understanding of innovativeness as an identity regulation
mechanism and employee responses to managerial subjectification.

5.2 Regulating innovative identities

The process of subjectification aims to constitute identities in organizations in
such a way that employees manage themselves on behalf of organizational in-
terests (Fleming & Spicer, 2014). Thus, through the disciplinary power of man-
agerial discourse, organizational actors engage in self-regulation, whereby they
embody the directives of the organization and enforce it upon their identities.
In the context of innovation, earlier research has identified identity regulation
as a paradoxical challenge, as managers strive to control creative employees to
adopt a business mindset, which would ensure that employees target their cre-
ative efforts towards organizationally meaningful goals. Here, the business
practicalities are considered contradictory (paradoxical) with free, creative pur-
suits of innovators, and thus requiring ongoing identity regulation from the part
of management (Andriopoulos & Lewis, 2009; Gotsi et al, 2010).

In the present study, the dynamic was reversed, as managers sought to regu-
late employee identities towards more creative behaviour and thereby stimulate
organizational innovativeness. The issue was thus not about herding limitless
creativity towards organizational goals, but imposing a more creative identity
on employees, and even deliberately freeing or even protecting them from busi-
ness considerations (as was the case in Article I). Moreover, the facilitation of
innovative behavior was not constructed as a paradoxical challenge that would
require ongoing attention in the organizations studied, but instead it was ap-
proached as a rather simplistic challenge of increasing factors that were consid-
ered as correlating with innovativeness, such as freedom, responsibility, re-
wards and open office space.

While the organizations studied shared the same goal of increasing innovative
behaviour among employees, the managers in different contexts approached
identity regulation differently. In Article I, in which white collar R&D engineers
were encouraged to engage in radical innovation, the challenge constructed by
managers concerned the facilitation of more creative behavior among engineers
and less consideration of business realities. Managers considered this to be
achieved through protecting employees from business considerations and cre-
ating space for free ideation, simultaneously producing the preferred innovative
subjectivity of free radical. Thus, the appropriate work orientation in terms of
innovation in managerial talk and methods highlighted the appreciation of con-
straint-free creativity, detachment from daily routines and self-determination.
Control towards innovative behaviour was thus sought through accentuating the
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lack of control, which paradoxically created a sense of restrained autonomy
among employees.

In Article II, on the other hand, the challenge constructed in the managerial
talk was to increase ideation activity and commitment to advancing one’s ideas.
This was pursued by communicating increased responsibility and the require-
ment for more autonomous action from the part of employees, as well as adjust-
ing the reward policy. Through this, the managerial discourse very explicitly
produced the innovative subjectivity of proactive ideator by defining the roles
and responsibilities of employees involved in the suggestion scheme. This sub-
jectivity of proactive ideator was also constructed as natural and fair by drawing
on the renewed reward policy, and thereby justifying the requirement of in-
creased responsibility of suggestion makers.

Finally, in Article III, the challenge articulated by managers was to create an
overall innovative organizational culture, and thereby engage all employees in
becoming more innovative. This was pursued through increasing facilities for
teamwork and the possibility of random encounters between organizational
units through an open plan office and a collaborative mindset. The managerial
discourse of shared space, cross-divisional collaboration and serendipitous en-
counters that would result in innovation produced an innovative subjectivity of
social butterfly. In this context, the management also referred to the wider or-
ganizational context and the characteristics that are required from employees
and organizations in order to survive in the future. Openness and encounters
were constructed as key factors in ensuring the organizations’ ability to attract
future talent and survive in the increasingly competitive business landscape.

The findings of the present study suggest that in the context of innovativeness,
identity regulation is difficult to achieve. Innovativeness does differ from the
more traditional managerial control discourses with many respects. First, inte-
gration of innovativeness as part of the daily work responsibilities is difficult
compared to, for example, total quality management, business planning or
teamwork. For innovativeness, there are no instructions (as for e.g. TQM)—only
guiding structures, or optimal conditions. Simultaneously, as earlier work has
suggested, such structure can be interpreted differently (Lempiälä et al, 2017),
and the optimal conditions may differ between contexts and individuals. Sec-
ond, supporting innovativeness by managerial control runs, in a sense, counter
to the very essence of innovativeness, which is associated with intrinsic motiva-
tion, serendipitous discoveries, unpredictability and fuzziness (see e.g. Austin
et al, 2012). Third, employees may choose not to engage in innovative activity
and yet do their job as required, because it would be against the ethos of inno-
vativeness to enforce it upon individuals. Thus, the discourse of innovation is
not as pervasive as, for example, the discourse of business planning (see Oakes
et al, 1998).

Although the idea of the discourse of innovation as a managerial control mech-
anism is counterintuitive, through communicating, that innovativeness is ac-
cepted and desired within the organization; implementing structures that seek
to facilitate such behavior, management indeed seeks to control employee be-
havior towards innovativeness. As observed in the present study, managers



Discussion

54

tackle this paradox of controlling people’s behaviour towards innovativeness by
stressing the acceptance towards innovative behaviour, and by seeking to create
an organizational culture and set up organizational structures that encourage
people to come forward with their ideas. However, as extra-role innovation is
voluntary in nature, identification with the innovative subjectivity remains an
option for employees.

The findings of the study show how, despite significant efforts by manage-
ment, the highly “liberal regime of control” (Fleming & Spicer, 2006:35) vis-à-
vis innovation attempted by managers failed to stimulate innovative behavior
among employees. The cultural domination of the macro-level innovation dis-
course (Vaara, 2010) indeed seems to drive organizations to adopt the “most
appropriate” structures and practices for supporting innovative behavior among
employees. The ways in which these structures and practices were reproduced
and interpreted in the organizational context, however, resulted in disengage-
ment from the managerial ideals among employees. The interesting discrepancy
here is that many of the employees studied constructed themselves as innova-
tive individuals, motivated to engage in development work, thus identifying
themselves with some kind of general concept of innovativeness and develop-
ment orientation. Next, I will discuss in more detail the manifestation of em-
ployee dis-identification with the managerially imposed innovative subjectivi-
ties.

5.3 Resisting the managerial ideal of innovative subjectivity

The hegemonic status of innovativeness was reflected in the way in which the
majority of the interviewees for this study portrayed themselves as having a pos-
itive attitude towards change and development and constructed themselves as
innovative individuals. The capability of doing development work was con-
structed as a desirable attribute, particularly in Articles I and II, and the change
to a positive mindset was something that the majority of individuals strongly
related to in their accounts in Article III. Moreover, the need to portray oneself
as change oriented also became evident in the way in which individuals would
distance themselves from resisting change and used footing (Goffman, 1987) in
order to resist change “on the behalf of others”. In addition, the ability to adopt
an innovative vision was used to distinguish between those organizational mem-
bers who were “stuck in the past” and those who had the capability to change
and respond to future requirements, thus creating an arbitrary organizational
hierarchy in Article IV.

However, although the majority of employees did construct innovativeness as
a desirable trait and identified themselves as innovative individuals, the ways in
which managers sought to control for such activity were contested. The notion
that a managerial hegemony is always incomplete (Spicer & Böhm, 2007) be-
comes very evident in the context of innovativeness. The results of the present
study suggest that while at the societal level, the disciplinary power of the inno-
vation discourse seems to work to the degree that organizations put significant



Discussion

55

effort into the pursuit of innovativeness, and people acknowledge innovative-
ness as a desirable attribute, employees find ways to contest the managerial re-
production of the discourse in the organizational context. Moreover, while in-
novativeness has conventionally been treated as an objective construct, the pre-
sent study has shown that innovativeness is a highly dynamic concept, as indi-
viduals appropriate different meanings to it in their accounts. Therefore, a mul-
titude of subjectivities within the discourse is available, and the managerial con-
structions of innovative subjectivity are easily contested.

While in earlier work on micro politics of resistance employees have been
found to draw on other selves such as motherhood (Thomas & Davies, 2005) or
authentic self (Costas & Fleming, 2009), when contesting managerial hegemo-
nies, the present study showed that employees drew on their constructions of
innovativeness and their sense of innovative subjectivity, which differed from
that proposed by managers. Compared to other managerial discourses, innova-
tiveness is widely established at the societal level, and it is produced as a per-
sonal attribute in addition to being a desired national and organizational char-
acteristic. In addition, the innovativeness discourse is principally inclusive, un-
like for example the strategy discourse, which creates organizational hierarchies
and closes certain organizational groups outside of its realm (Mantere & Vaara,
2008). The innovation discourse positions all organizational actors as potential
innovators; however, the results of the present study suggest that the manage-
rial discourse simultaneously defines a particular desired innovative subjectiv-
ity for the consumption of employees. In other words, while the managerial talk
seeks to involve the entire organization in innovation, it produces a particular
innovative subjectivity that employees may withdraw from if it is in conflict with
their self-positioning in the realm of innovation.

In Articles I and II, innovativeness was not something completely new in the
discourse of the studied organizations, but rather, management sought to influ-
ence the existing innovative identities in order to facilitate the development of
more radical and organizationally significant ideas. In Article III, on the other
hand, innovativeness was not an integral part of the existing organizational cul-
ture, but rather a new feature imposed by managers. Drawing on Elsbach’s
(1999) classification on levels of identification with organizational discourse, in
Article III employees completely dis-identified with the managerially con-
structed innovativeness, whereas in Articles I and II, identification could be
characterized as schitzophrenic. This means that employees were enthusiastic
about development work and even committed to contributing to organizational
success, or at least the work community. However, the employees did not iden-
tify with the subject position produced in the managerial discourse, which di-
minished their identification with the organizational innovation pursuits.

The results show that the ways in which employees identify themselves with
the managerially proposed subject positions differs between different contexts
and different professional identities. Schitzo-identification was particularly ap-
parent in Article I, where R&D engineers, for whom development work was in-
deed an integral part of their profession, dis-identified with the position of free
radical. Here, the position of free radical, which had no contact to the business
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objectives, was in contrast with their identities as innovative developers with
high levels of professional expertise and with their commitment to contribute to
organizational success. Thus, the subject position of free radical was in conflict
with the ethos of their professional practice as technology developers.

In Article II, on the other hand, the employees studied were blue-collar work-
ers who constructed themselves as highly committed to the immediate work
group and to the development of work practices, but were not committed to the
overall organizational success. They drew a sharp distinction between the “top
honchos” who would benefit from organizational success and themselves, and
thus dis-identified with the position of a proactive ideator who would put sig-
nificant effort in furthering one’s ideas through the organizational system. For
them, innovativeness was particularly linked to the development of work prac-
tices and not so much to the contribution of organizational success in the form
of proactive development of radical ideas. In Article III, employees dis-identi-
fied with the subject position of social butterfly by constructing innovativeness
as something outside the realm of real work and something that disturbs crea-
tive work. In this case, the employees did indeed agree with the managerial con-
ception of innovativeness as a collaborative endeavor, yet, they were using this
conceptualization to dis-identify themselves from innovative activity.

The results show how the majority of employees did not resist innovativeness
as such, but instead the subjectivities constructed for them in the managerial
discourse. However, instead of exercising their agency to claim more room for
maneuver in the domain (Laine & Vaara, 2007), employees in the present study
discursively constructed themselves outside the realm of responsibility, and
thereby resisted the managerial vision of innovativeness. To a large degree,
studies focusing on micro politics of resistance in terms of the identity regula-
tion strategies have reported ways in which employees dis-identify with the
managerial discourse while still complying with it (Brown & Coupland, 2005;
Dick & Cassels, 2002; Whittle, 2005). This study, on the other hand, shows how
dis-identification—or schitzo-identification—with the ideal innovative subjec-
tivity became manifest as withdrawal from responsibility to contribute to inno-
vation pursuits.

This study echoes the findings that acknowledge employee agency to contest
subjectivities imposed by managerial discourses (Laine & Vaara, 2007; Thomas
& Davies, 2005; Trethewey, 1997). In the context of this study, the attempted
corporate culture concerning innovativeness did not materialize because the at-
tempted discursive practices and subjectivities did not “colonize employees’
minds” (Fleming & Spicer, 2003), even though they constructed themselves as
innovative. Following Thomas and Davies (2005), the “looseness of meanings”
around innovativeness allowed individuals to appropriate different meanings
while reflecting their positioning within the innovation discourse. Therefore,
the managerial identity regulation mechanisms for innovativeness were unsuc-
cessful because they failed to harness the innovative identities of the individuals
for the benefit of the organization. While the macro-level innovation discourse
drives organizations to pursue innovativeness through particular organizational
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structures and practices—and thereby reproduce the ideal innovative subjectiv-
ity in the organizational context—employees exercise power through construct-
ing competing innovative subjectivities and by drawing on those in their identity
narratives.

5.4 Practical contributions

Organizations seek to enhance their innovativeness by introducing various
structures and practices to support innovative activity among employees. The
present study suggests that managerial approaches to increasing innovative be-
havior are often based on simplified assumptions concerning the drivers under-
lying such activity. The study shows how the ideal of innovativeness constructed
in the managerial discourse was based on abstract concepts of encounters, cre-
ative freedom and future orientation. Constraint-free ideation platforms and
play structures that were detached from the organizational objectives, as well as
abstract talk about increased encounters, made it difficult for employees to
identify themselves with such activity.

The notion brought up by Anderson et al (2014), that if something has been
found to improve innovativeness an increase in that factor results in more inno-
vativeness, is a common assumption underlying the discourse of innovation.
The same assumption seems to operate in the organizations investigated in the
present study with respect to creative freedom, responsibility and proactivity,
as well as openness and collaboration. These “antecedents of innovativeness”
were supported in the organizations, without the appreciation of the complexity
underlying innovation, contextual differences and the multiplicity of ways in
which innovativeness may be construed by different organizational actors. The
results of the present study may help management to better understand and pay
attention to the multiple ways in which employees respond to pursuits to en-
hance organizational innovativeness.

First, it would be important to understand how employees position themselves
within the realm of innovativeness. Defining the innovative subjectivity by man-
agement does not necessarily work, because it may be in conflict with the inno-
vative subjectivity defined by the individual, or the individual may not identify
with innovativeness in the first place. Thus, as a practical approach, it would be
important to build innovative practices more emergently from within the organ-
ization, thereby allowing employees to define for themselves their own innova-
tive subjectivity. In one of the organizations of this study, an interviewee spoke
of a development team they had established—even though it had nothing to do
with the organizational change effort. Providing resources for such autono-
mously emerging initiatives, instead of trying to enforce people in idealistic ex-
ternally imposed innovation structures, might be more effective. Thus, allowing
for a more proactive role in defining the ways in which innovativeness is sup-
ported might work better than the setting up of systems and structures that as-
sumingly increase innovativeness or that have been proved efficient in other
contexts.
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Second, the results suggest that it would be important for management to be
reflexive about their assumptions based on innovativeness. Seemingly fair re-
ward structures, or constraint-free ideation platforms, may bear differing mean-
ing for employees and may have adverse motivational effects for individuals.
The study thus encourages management to be critically reflexive (Cunliffe,
2016) with respect to their established assumptions concerning the elements
that support innovative behavior. Critical reflexivity refers to the critical exam-
ination of the assumptions underlying one’s actions and the impact of those ac-
tions, as well as a greater awareness of different perspectives (Cunliffe, 2016).
This means that managers should understand on what premises particular prac-
tices are employed and whether they are relevant for employees in the particular
organizational context. In the present study, the practices employed were often-
times justified by managers by saying that a particular approach has been found
to relate to higher levels of innovativeness. Here, questioning the “common wis-
dom” of innovativeness would be useful, as building on it seems to result in the
construction of innovativeness in too simplistic terms.

In order for employees to be able to identify themselves with organizational
innovative pursuits, it is of paramount importance to be explicit about the ob-
jectives of innovative activities, and how they are related to the organizational
goals in the particular context. Through innovation campaigns that remain de-
tached from the context of work, the legitimacy of innovation can become ques-
tionable—particularly in cases where development work is already part of the
formal job description.

Moreover, it would be important to understand that, although innovativeness
would be rhetorically constructed in a similar fashion by different individuals,
it does not mean that the underlying meanings would be similar. For some peo-
ple, innovativeness may hold negative connotations. Therefore, for example,
“increased innovativeness” as such is not necessarily a legitimate justification
for organizational change; instead, too general of approaches may be considered
as illegitimate and diminish the credibility of the managerial pursuits. Related
to this, rather than labeling employees who contest innovation efforts as re-
sistant, it could be useful to capitalize on their views in developing organiza-
tional methods for engaging employees in innovation instead of expecting them
to “get it” in the end.

5.5 Limitations of the study and future research directions

The present study is based on a qualitative paradigm, in which the purpose is to
describe, explain, and understand the meanings people have constructed about
their world and experience (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, Merriam, 2002). Qualita-
tive research always provides a limited view of organizations and the organiza-
tional processes, as the number of interviewees and the temporal scope during
which the research is conducted is limited. However, the objective of qualitative
research is to gain deep insights into phenomena under study and increase un-
derstanding of complex social processes (Van Maanen, 1997, Marshall, 1996). I
believe that the present study has achieved this by exploring through in depth
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analysis how individuals make sense of their experience concerning organiza-
tional efforts to increase innovativeness, albeit some voices are most likely miss-
ing due to limitations of the data.
 In qualitative research, generalizability concerns general structures rather than
single social practices, which provide only one example of the structure (Gobo,
2007). This means that the results of qualitative research on social interaction
can be generalized as possible practices (Peräkylä, 2011). Thus, similar kind of
resistance towards innovation efforts as described in the present study would
not necessarily take place in other contexts, but this study describes possible
outcomes of managerial attempts to increase innovativeness. The study thus
provides one way of understanding and explaining the difficulty of furthering
innovativeness in organizations.

The findings of the present study are based on four individual sub studies that
have been conducted in different organizational contexts and with different re-
search orientations. While all of the sub studies dealt with attempts to further
innovativeness, the perspectives taken in these studies did not primarily address
the issue of subjectification and innovative identity. Rather, identity regulation
and the related struggles emerged as a common theme from the studies and this
perspective provided a useful lens for understanding the struggles concerning
managerial pursuits to further innovativeness in the different contexts. Alt-
hough the present study has explored only a handful of contexts and approaches
to stimulating employee innovativeness, it suggests that significant differences
exist in terms of how innovativeness is constructed within organizations, and
that this seems to result in “struggles over subjectivity”. The findings of the
study thus highlight the need to further explore innovation at the level of indi-
vidual meaning making in organizations.

This study has focused on exploring managerial attempts in established or-
ganizations to increase innovativeness through introducing new processes or
practices. This has been a fruitful way to explore the managerial discourse of
innovation and the counter discourses produced by employees. To understand
the innovation discourse more broadly, however, it would be beneficial to study
the discourse in different industries and maybe smaller, less hierarchical organ-
izations. For example, studying perceptions related to innovativeness in compa-
nies that are engaged in innovative activity, but where it is not introduced as
something external to the core task of the employees would most likely provide
a different perspective to the phenomenon.

Although it is established that innovativeness is the result of a complex array
of individual and contextual factors, the facilitation of innovativeness is ap-
proached in simplistic terms and particular antecedents for innovativeness
seem to dominate the organizational discourse. As the present study has focused
on the ways in which employees contest the managerial attempts, an interesting
question remains concerning managers and the ways in which the discourse of
innovation is reproduced in different organizations. Future studies concerning
innovativeness could focus on exploring, why particular antecedents of innova-
tiveness become accentuated in different contexts. Focus in more depth on the
managerial perspective would allow researchers to explore the construction of
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their “innovative identities” and the ways they construct their position as facili-
tators of innovation.

The present study has attempted to shed light on the ways in which the inno-
vation discourse is reproduced in contemporary organizations. In addition to
the subjectification of the managerial innovation discourse, the findings of the
present study indicate that innovativeness is used for other purposes as well,
including legitimation of organizational change and construction of organiza-
tional hierarchies. As the present study is limited in breadth and scope to only a
small number of large, established organizations, it would be interesting to an-
alyse more systematically the use of the concept in different contexts. This
would broaden our understanding of the various purposes for which innovative-
ness is used in organizational talk and the implications of these.

Finally, as much of the data collected in this study is comprised of interview
material, it should be noted that the criticism towards managerial innovation
efforts might, in some instances, also reflect an individual’s willingness to por-
tray oneself as an innovative individual. Through criticizing the managerial sys-
tem, the informants were able to legitimize their passivity vis-a-vis the innova-
tion efforts, and thus position themselves as innovative in front of the research-
ers. This would indeed reflect the strong legitimacy of innovativeness as an in-
dividual-level attribute, but in this case, the actual reasons behind passivity
would have remained unaddressed. Thus, future research would benefit from
capturing more naturally occurring discussions concerning innovation efforts
under scrutiny.
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6. Conclusions

In the contemporary discourse of innovation, every organizational member is
constructed as a potential innovator who is expected to contribute creative out-
puts for the benefit of the organization. This discourse is driving organizations
to introduce structures and procedures through which the creative potential of
employees can be most efficiently utilized. Earlier work on organizational inno-
vativeness has built primarily on the realist ontology, seeking to identify cul-
tural, structural and individual-level factors that correlate with innovative be-
havior among employees. The present study has brought a novel perspective to
innovativeness by scrutinizing it as a culturally hegemonic discourse which le-
gitimizes particular values, aspirations and modus operandi in the contempo-
rary organizations. Following this, managers employ particular strategies in or-
der to control the behavior of employees towards organizationally meaningful
creative endeavors.

The objective of this study was to investigate the ways in which managers seek
to enhance innovativeness and how they justify the given methods, as well as
how employees respond to these efforts. One particular focus was on the sub-
jectivities that were constructed in the managerial discourse and the ways in
which employees related to these in their accounts. Based on the findings, the
managerial approaches seem to draw on simplifications concerning the drivers
underlying innovative behavior. Second, I identified the meanings that employ-
ees ascribed to innovativeness and the ways in which they responded to the sub-
jectivities imposed by the managerial discourse. The findings showed that em-
ployees contested the managerially imposed subjectivities by drawing on their
existing constructions of and identification with innovativeness. The fluidity
and ambiguous nature of the concept of innovativeness enabled organizational
actors to position themselves within the discourse in a multiplicity of ways in
different organizational contexts. Finally, I showed how the managerial meth-
ods to increase innovativeness had a counterproductive influence on employee
identification with organizational innovativeness. Innovation efforts driven by
abstract notions such as creative freedom, encounters, collaboration, proactiv-
ity and future orientation resulted in alieanation from the organizational inno-
vation pursuits by employees.

Based on the results I suggest that managers should critically reflect on their
assumptions concerning the drivers of innovativeness. Moreover, I encourage
managers to engage in dialogue with employees concerning innovation to un-
derstand its intricacies in their respective contexts.
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