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Abstract 

Existing research on organizational agility has primarily focused on large com-
panies. This research tends to reference startups as the truly agile organizations, 
and it is assumed that large established corporations have much to learn from 
startups, especially for digital innovation. However, little research has studied 
startups with an organizational agility lens to identify how startups develop 
organizational agility and what enables and hinders such agility. There is a need 
to better understand how startups use organizational agility to gain leverage in 
digital innovation. 

This licentiate thesis is based on three papers, where each paper focuses on one 
aspect of organizational agility, and aims to answer the research question: How 
do startups use organizational agility to gain leverage in digital innovation? 

A qualitative approach was applied, and two interview studies were conducted 
in the automotive products and services domain. This domain was chosen be-
cause it has recently been challenged by newcomers with very different 
strategies for innovation and the automotive incumbents are now struggling to 
transform into agile enterprises. Subsequently, it became possible to identify 
differences in how organizational agility is applied in digital innovation in large 
companies and startups. The first study included three incumbents and two in-
ternational startups, and the second study included nine startups. The startups 
included in the two studies were located in Sweden and one startup in the USA 
(active in Sweden). 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted, which en-
abled us to gain a richer and more in-depth understanding about how startups 
develop and applied organizational agility in their digital innovation initiatives. 
An initial literary study helped identify core dimensions of organizational agil-
ity that were empirically investigated. Organizational agility as an analytic lens 
was operationalized using different frameworks to support our analysis work. 

The concluding analysis showed differences between startups' ability to use 
organizational agility in digital innovation. The startups had different ap-
proaches to digital innovation and the analysis shows different types of organ-
izational agility. The startups that applied an agile culture, visionary and trans-
formative approach (effectuation logic) and open innovation, were the most 
successful when it came to keeping a high digital innovation pace compared 
with the other startups in this study. Based on the analysis of how organization-
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al agility affected the studied companies' digital innovation capability, we iden-
tified four ideal types of startup organizational agility: digital industrial, digital 
complementary, digital exploiter, and digital disrupter. In Digital industrial, the 
value of organizational agility is less exploited because it applies a planning 
approach and a unilateral technical focus with a vague business model, leading 
to a low digital innovation capability. In Digital complementary, the value of 
organizational agility is utilized while applying a planning approach, focusing 
on in-depth technical research where the value, once integrated into a customer 
product, can lead to a high digital innovation capability. In Digital exploiter, the 
value of organizational agility is fully utilized while applying a visionary and 
adaptive approach, focusing on the rapid exploitation of market-driven digital 
services applied but can lead to low digital innovation capability. In Digital 
disrupter, the value of organizational agility is optimally utilized by using a 
visionary and transformative strategy, focusing on in-depth and rapid explora-
tion in innovation ecosystems or networks, which leads to high digital innova-
tion capability. 

The research contributes to practice and the theory of organizational agility by 
showing how the various aspects of organizational agility impact the organiza-
tions' digital innovation capability. 
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Executive Summary 

In an increasingly connected digital world, competition is rapidly increasing 
and many times from unexpected places, e.g., digital startups or other innovat-
ive software companies like Tesla, Google, and Apple. Software companies 
often have a different mindset on how they view their products than traditional 
automotive incumbents. Digital organizations are often platform and data-driv-
en, mastering continuous digital service innovation, possessing collaboration 
excellence, continuous fast learning, and fast reconfiguration whenever needed 
to adapt to new market reality. In this context, organizational agility has be-
come crucial for organizations to build a capability for continuous digital in-
novation to keep up with the high pace of volatile markets. However, to suc-
ceed with agile product development, such as mobile platforms where digital 
services can continuously update and upgrade the product without requiring the 
purchase of new hardware (vehicle), organizations need to understand what is 
required to become an agile enterprise. These requirements go beyond rolling 
out agile development frameworks and processes. They also require in-depth 
understanding of how organizational agility provides a more holistic perspect-
ive on conducting continuous innovation at a high pace, and effectively take 
full advantage of organizational agility benefits. 

This thesis provides insights and tools for navigating the organizational agility 
landscape — assessing companies’ current position as well as providing stra-
tegic directions to how they can improve their digital innovation capabilities. 

We found four distinct patterns reflecting the different ways in which the star-
tups implemented organizational agility. These patterns are: digital industrial; 
digital complementary; digital exploiter; and digital disrupter. The most suc-
cessful startups matched the digital disrupter pattern and had the characteristics 
of high innovation capability and high organizational agility capability. They 
also applied a visionary and transformative strategy and followed an effectu-
ation logic. These startups focus on how they can optimally utilize their limited 
resources while expanding their access to resources by collaborating with ex-
ternal actors. 

The conceptual framework of organizational agility patterns affecting digital 
innovation capability presented in this thesis can be used as a navigator to 
guide companies on what they can achieve based on their current organization-
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al agility capability and digital innovation capability. If companies want to cul-
tivate a different digital innovation capability, the conceptual framework can 
guide the companies on what changes are required to move the company to a 
different organizational agility pattern. 

The conceptual framework of organizational agility patterns affecting digital 
innovation capability presented in this thesis addresses the following three or-
ganizational agility aspects in italics below: 

• Organizational culture explains the needed agile characteristics for leaders,
people, drivers, entrepreneurial logic, and success factors.

• Organizational transparency explains how to use it as an enabler to cultivate
trustworthy relationships for collaboration across company borders, enabling
co-creation in ecosystem or community context.

The presented organizational agility aspects are a subset of a total of five as-
pects, the remaining two aspects will be presented in the doctoral dissertation 
later in 2021. 
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Foreword 

The interest in organizational agility originates from when I had a position at 
Siemens Medical Solutions between 2001-2008. It was the most challenging 
journey ever in my career but also the most educational and essential. Here I 
got the opportunity to take part in a journey from the start and up to full-scale 
product innovation and develop of a large complex hospital information system 
for large hospitals. The major part of the product development took place at 
five major R&D sites spread over Europe, USA, Asia, and overlapped three 
different time zones. 

The journey started with a blank paper because this was a new initiative. More 
than 20 people were employed in Sweden in a short time to staff the initiative 
to build a system that handles all information that large hospitals need to man-
age. The Swedish site grew to about 75 people within the first years. There 
were significantly more employees at the other R&D sites, and overall globally, 
we were about 1300 people in the division at the end of product development. 
It became a bit like a startup company within the company. We chose to divide 
the product into modules and give different teams responsible for these mod-
ules, and we introduced a waterfall process for the product life cycle. The result 
was not what we had expected. It resulted in considerable system complexity, 
due to system dependence between modules (requirements and design) and 
mirroring the complexity we had built into our organization. We quickly ended 
up in an undesirable situation with extreme overtime, low product quality, less 
satisfied employees, and customers. We then experimented with implementing 
an incremental development methodology to overcome the unwanted overtime 
and low product quality. It did not lead to any significant improvement in 
product quality or reduced overtime. We were many who realized that if we are 
to survive, we must start working radically different from what we did at the 
time. We learned that getting several showstoppers from beta customers at the 
end of the development cannot be fixed over a weekend. 

Furthermore, the beta customers were not fully aware of what they needed or 
how something new would fit into their business, which created a high degree 
of tension as the insights came the last day. I presented a proposal to the R & D 
director, based on my previous experience working at a global marketing re-
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search company, that we should instead test a user-centered approach to faster 
and earlier get feedback from the beta customers, thus minimizing demands for 
significant changes late in the development chain. The R & D director liked the 
proposal and mentioned that people in the USA headquarter (HQ) considered 
agile methodology. 

Our all-in agile transformation journey started with a release that was already 
six months late to start due to a lack of resources. The management at HQ in 
Germany had not agreed to move any delivery dates due to late start and an all-
in agile transformation journey. All old delivery dates applied. As a starting 
point for this transformation journey, everyone attended a half-day seminar 
where all employees were informed of why this journey needed to occur, fol-
lowed by an agile introduction session. A rough strategy was presented, fol-
lowed by further continuous improvement with participation and contribution 
from all employees who wanted to influence the journey. Mixed working 
groups with employees regardless of title or rank. We were given a vision as a 
compass and a new virtual agile enterprise structure and culture to implement 
and cultivate. Both the adaptation to a flat structure, lean processes, and an 
agile culture required significant transformation from the previous state. Heav-
ily detailed processes needed to transform into Lean and agile processes. It 
took quite some time for some people to buy-in. How can an empty framework 
such as the Scrum Framework be sufficiently secure to replace our detailed 
processes? Empowerment for scrum teams but the manager is still responsible, 
how does this fit together? We moved the decision mandate from R&D to 
product management and designed the organization according to what was 
needed to carry out the innovation work and maintenance of already delivered 
part of the system to the market in an efficient way. The importance of titles 
disappeared, and the organization was leveled down with one level. The num-
ber of roles decreased, and role descriptions were removed. Instead of thinking 
about roles, we asked, "What is needed to solve the task?" Each team covered 
the knowledge and know-how needed to solve the sprint backlog user stories, 
hazard mitigations, technical depth, and tasks. It was a big step to take. Em-
ployees would now sit with other colleagues from a different disciplinary back-
ground and work in small cross-disciplinary teams. It required much persuasion 
as well as coaching to make it happen as well as work. The product manage-
ment had no technical background but was usually doctors, surgeons, nurses, 
but would now take full responsibility from idea to customer delivery. Was this 
even feasible? We designed the new global virtual organization by applying the 
extreme programming method, pairing. The product director, paired with R&D 
director, and the levels below followed the same pattern. If the pair did not 
agree, the product side had the last word and all the responsibility. It turned out 
to be a brilliant scaling model, no more documents were thrown over the walls, 
but it was in the pair's interest to use each other as a sounding-board and come 
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to a joint decision. It ended up creating a safe and friendly atmosphere focusing 
on solving customer needs and securing delivery on time. 

To successfully transform the organization towards an agile enterprise, was to 
turn the company upside-down. It required a cultural transformation that meant 
a change of mindset of magnitude and made significant changes to the organiz-
ational structure. This change impacted the whole company as well as external 
actors connected to this initiative. The existing corporate culture was radically 
different from an agile culture. We went from leadership of command and con-
trol to the next day, applying a coaching leadership. To grow trust among the 
employees took some time, as well as change the leadership methods. From 
applying organizational opacity, to apply organizational transparency. Everyone 
in the organization did not accept the transparency approach since many people 
were used to hide behind processes, people, or managers. Everything became 
very transparent, and everyone could see what went wrong and who was be-
hind it all, and nowhere to hide anymore. However, if seeing it from the bright 
side, core problems could quickly be fixed, and expensive rework of require-
ments, design, implementation, and testing avoided. It means genuinely apply-
ing Jidoka . The change towards an Agile culture and leadership enabled the 1

transformation of the working environment from a culture of silence to cultiv-
ating an organization culture of safety, which means that people could talk 
without fear of management's negative consequences. In turn, it enabled an or-
ganization reconfiguration capability to be built. This new capability enabled 
resources to be fully utilized where they added the most value, which acceler-
ated learning, innovation growth, increased employee, and customer satisfac-
tion. When people began to understand that it was not a title that would save 
them at the end of the day, but more about what they could contribute, they 
started collaborating and knowledge sharing between the various organization 
sites and teams, which allowed for increased continuous learning. The major 
part of people went from chasing titles to chasing knowledge and know-how. 

Additionally, when people started to feel safe to speak up, and that failure now 
was seen as something positive as long the organization could learn from it, 
and that it would not be repeated, the innovation wheels started to roll with 
speed. People shifted focus from thinking what was best for themselves to what 
was best for the organization. It transformed the organization to shift the focus 
from internal competition to external competition. 

The insight gained with organizational transparency, was that what we previ-
ously had thought was control, in reality, was fake control. With transparency, 
the organization had gained real control because everything was visible for 

 Jidoka (Sugimori, Kusunoki, Cho, and Uchikawa, 1977; Danovaro, Janes, and Succi, 2008) is a 1

Lean principle and is about built-in quality, sometimes called automation with human intelli-
gence.
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everyone, and everyone was more or less empowered to act upon it. Better de-
cisions could now be made, as decision-making information access was of sig-
nificantly higher quality, and it was easy to work with risk and costs since these 
were mitigated daily. Transparency on ongoing innovation effort was not just 
applied internally but also towards external actors. 

We all simultaneously worked with agile transformation activities in order to 
transformation to happen, as well as securing the ongoing release. We had to 
catch up with the six months delay to start. Nevertheless, despite the hard work, 
there were additional simultaneous activities taking place. The entire organiza-
tion needed to acquire new knowledge about agile leadership, open innovation, 
agile requirements, agile design, development, and testing. Going from internal 
innovation to open innovation was quite a challenge. Letting our most essential 
customers into R&D and see our naked organization was quite scary. No ex-
ternal actors had in the past been permitted into R&D unless it was a guided 
visit. The customers loved it. Who would not like to be able to influence the 
product direction? What becomes a surprise for these customers was when they 
realized that even their organization become naked. It started a trustworthy re-
lationship and facilitated the beta customers and end-users' involvement in 
some open innovation journey. In the past, R & D had been well isolated from 
meeting customers, end-users, or even set foot in a customer environment. How 
do you work with customers and end-users? Should we give them everything 
they ask? A new situation that R&D people had to learn how to resolve. 

Converting the old processes into lightweight processes required much work. 
Essential to ensure that these lightweight processes held quality to ensure they 
were FDA compliant. How do you ramp-up knowledge learning for a whole 
new context? The entire transformation journey was a significant ongoing ex-
perimental journey. No one had done anything like it before; that is, there were 
no recipes to apply. Agile tools were not available to support an agile enterprise 
at this time. After some months into our journey, the first agile tools came out 
on the market but did not meet the performance needed for the data volume we 
had. We had to build our agile tool suits to support our agile enterprise. We ex-
perimented with various methods and tools for continuous learning such as go 
to Gemba , Open Meetings, Community of Practice , Brown-Bag Lunch Ses2 3 -

 Gemba (Tyagi, Choudhary, Cai, and Yang, 2015) refers “the real place” where the actual action 2

is executed. Gemba encourages the “go-see” principle, meaning when a member of management 
goes to the “real place” where work is performed and learns how and why employees perform 
the work the way they do.

 Communities of Practice are groups of people who share a concern or a passion for something 3

they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly.  (Wenger, 2015)
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sions , Experimentation Labs, Book Clubs, the inclusion of beta customers, and 4

suppliers in ongoing innovation work. Human resources (HR) had an essential 
role in working simultaneously with preparations for this journey. HR, in par-
ticular, looked into how people could accept to step away from the traditional 
hierarchal career and move into making a career in a flat organizational land-
scape. New challenges that emerged were: how to teach feedback methods to 
all employees now that the team members themselves are dealing with the 
problems that arise in the team. Teach employees to be comfortable in the new 
transparent environment. After one year, the insights and learnings from this 
transformation were the incredible increased efficiency, increased quality, in-
creased innovation speed, and growth at a fraction of what we previously had 
spent. We delivered the ongoing release in time according to the old fixed de-
livery dates. 

To highlight some insights and learnings from this transformation journey. The 
built-in mechanism for continuous reflection and learning along the transform-
ation journey served as mitigation for smoothening the rapid, radical change. 
Not all colleagues were comfortable with the transformation journey, and some 
managers and employees chose to leave the company. It was no choice whether 
or not to participate in the transformation. Everyone had to join the transforma-
tion journey. After one year, we were able to flatten the organization further. As 
the teams became self-organized, and managers began to do less, i.e., we could 
reduce the number of managers. The transformation from the old culture of 
measuring each individual's performance and instead starting to measure and 
evaluate team performance, created a completely different mentality among 
employees. It created an inclusive culture, friendlier, safe, and more comfort-
able working environment. With a focus on collaboration, continuous learning, 
and embrace a culture of continuous change. We went from being married to 
the company to getting a work-life balance and control of our own time. It felt 
like real freedom. 

Once transformed, there is no way back to an incumbent culture and mindset. 
Not even by the most reluctant people. We had become a hyper-productive in-
novation factory. Easy to get the insight that this will not be about if companies 
will be transformed into agile enterprise considering continuous innovation 
capability and profits, but more a matter of when. No one can afford to say, 
“No thanks,” given the global competition in a volatile digital market. 

There is much more to be shared. It is just a glimpse of the transformation 
journey required by everyone involved. However, this is the most significant 

 Brown-Bag Lunch Sessions: The speakers make a brief presentation and participate in a give 4

and take session while lunch is informally eaten. (https://agris.fao.org/agris-search/search.do?
recordID=US201302471158)
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and profound change I have ever experienced in my long career. This profound 
organizational change goes beyond process and tools. 

In 2008 it was time for new challenges and to test the recently acquired agile 
knowledge and test how it would be like to work as a management consultant. 
Many companies would benefit from undertaking a similar agile transformation 
journey given the increased innovation capability and increased profits that 
could be achieved. An agile missionary journey was initiated towards various 
industries: healthcare, telecom, automotive, retail, defense. Experience and 
knowledge from my agile transformation journey proved to apply to other in-
dustries. It was similar problems but in a different context. For one of the big 
companies I supported in their agile transformation journey, they achieved an 
improvement in efficiency by a factor of four and in quality improvement by a 
factor of ten. This means significant cost savings and frees up resources that 
can instead be used for future innovation initiatives. Companies tend to get 
caught up in seeing only the efficiency they achieve as a bonus for the built-in 
organizational agility and forget that the primary purpose of organizational 
agility is to handle continuous innovation at speed and profit growth to survive 
on a volatile global digital market. 

Based on my experience from the all-in agile transformation journey, I came up 
with the concept, JidokaQ providing the following value proposition: 1. 
Provide small cross-disciplinary teams that quickly could be plugged-in to vir-
tual customer organization’s and fast start to deliver value. 2. Provide agile 
management consulting to coach customers in agile culture and leadership. 3. 
Provide an agile community enabling continuous learning for primarily tacit 
knowledge sharing. 

Learning from the JidokaQ journey was that it was challenging to convince 
customers of agile product development's value, and not many companies in 
the market had made a similar journey that could serve as a reference. Without 
additional references to similar industry cases and the lack of available research 
on organizational agility within information systems during this time, there was 
no legitimacy that the Siemens's agile transformation journey could work for 
other companies. Like some companies mentioned when I was out and mis-
sioning for agile transformation, "If it were that good, all companies would 
already be agile." 

The lessons from this journey are that one cannot force one's insights, experi-
ences, knowledge and know-how into people who are not receptive to 
taking advantage of them. 
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Regardless of how valuable these insights and learnings may be, and the profit these 
would generate for their company and customers. The value can only be created 
when a trustworthy relationship is established, and the recipient is open and mature 
to listen, have some boldness to test, and draw their own learnings. Only here can 
you be helpful and create value.
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Introduction 

The introduction covers the motivation for the research area as well as a prob-
lem statement and concluding contribution. Finally, there is a disposition for 
this licentiate thesis. 

Motivation 
There is an increasing importance of digitalization due to the pressure of global 
competitiveness in a rapid and often unanticipated pace of change in the mar-
ketplace (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019). In this context, organizational agility 
has emerged as a critical business imperative for organizations in staying com-
petitive and innovative (Youssef, 1994; Goldman, Nagel, and Preiss, 1995; 
Yusuf, Sarhadi, and Gunasekaran, 1999; Appelbaum, Calla, Desautels and Has-
an, 2017). The main driving force for agility is the response to change (Conboy, 
2009), but companies also need to posse a capability for sensing environmental 
changes in order not to miss emerging opportunities and also try to increase 
their speed and flexibility (Goldman et al., 1995; Dove, 2001; Keshavarz, Hey-
dari, and Farsijani, 2015). There is an indirect relationship between digital 
technologies and agility since digital technology indirectly supports agility with 
digital options, which is defined as a set of information technology-enabled 
capabilities such as digitized work processes and knowledge systems (Sam-
bamurthy, Bharadwaj, and Grover, 2003). Startups that from the start intensely 
leverage digital technologies as critical elements of their business models 
through growth and maturation are seen as digital organizations with different 
capabilities as opposed to incumbents (Tumbas, Berente, and Brocke, 2017). 
These digital organizations are often platform-driven, rely on data-driven oper-
ations, instant releases of functionality, and have an ability for fast organiza-
tional transformation (Steiber and Alänge, 2013; Tumbas et al., 2017). Incum-
bents have a different relationship to digital technologies, generally treating 
digital technologies as infrastructural, more like a service function for their 
core business (Tumbas et al., 2017). These different relationships to digital 
technologies enable different organizational agility capabilities, which will en-
able or hinder organizations succeeding with gaining digital innovation capabil-
ity for a volatile market. This could explain why incumbents, in general, are 
struggling when developing digital innovation capability since they possess 
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low organizational agility capability, as opposed to what Steiber and Alänge 
(2016) have coined as "startups in large suits." Their research of the successful 
Silicon Valley companies (Google, Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, Tesla, and 
Apigee) showed how these companies had succeeded in integrating entrepren-
eurship with big-firm management (Steiber and Alänge, 2016). These compan-
ies have continuously innovated with good results while also growing their ini-
tial company size and impact (Steiber and Alänge, 2016). 

However, reports on several startup companies in the media aroused my curios-
ity. How could these successful startup companies manage to achieve a pace of 
innovation that not even a large company succeeded, often with only a fraction 
of the resources? How could this even be possible? What were these startup 
companies doing that the large companies were not doing, and could learnings 
be drawn from the startups to help large companies enhance their digital innov-
ation capability? It led to a study to investigate how startup companies work 
with innovation compared to incumbents. 

Few studies are interested in how startups create their organizational agility. It 
is often assumed that they possess organizational agility because they are star-
tups. For example, Gerster, Dremel, Brenner, and Kelker (2019: p.4957) state 
that “while startups or born-digital companies are agile by nature, traditional 
companies struggle with the question of how to increase organizational agility” 
but there is seldom elaborated support for this claim. We know little about how 
startups apply organizational agility and how it enables digital innovation? Nor 
do we know if there are variations between startups’ regarding how they apply 
organizational agility to their digital innovation initiatives. 

By studying startups, a better understanding could be achieved of how they 
develop organizational agility and how it in itself enables the dynamics needed 
to achieve digital innovation capability. 

Problem Statement 
Research on agile product development has recently been conducted within 
information systems, focusing on software development team level (Conboy, 
2009). However, this research does not support organizations to truly under-
stand what it takes to reap the benefits of operating as an agile enterprise driv-
ing digital innovation. Agile product development affects everyone connected 
to the product life cycle and requires adaptation and coordination throughout 
the organization, and extends to external actors (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019; 
Collabnet VersionOne, 2020). Furthermore, agile product development enables 
fast feedback loops from real users. It helps the organization shape the product 
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value to customers, minimize waste (in the form of an unnecessary need for 
redevelopment and additional costs), increase innovation growth, and increase 
profit (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019). According to Bosch (2017), the increas-
ing rate of innovation and competition has reached levels that put companies at 
risk of disruption, particularly for mechanical and embedded systems compan-
ies traditionally focused on internal technology-driven innovation. 

The automotive industry is undergoing a significant transformation from previ-
ously have been a mechanical industry into now become a computerized elec-
tromechanical industry (Eliason, Heldal, Lantz, and Berger, 2014), needing to 
rethink their portfolio and switch from hardware to software or solution 
(Burchardt and Maisch, 2019), e.g., think about cars as platforms for service 
delivery ecosystem such as sharing-economy transportation models like Zipcar, 
Uber, Lyft (Swan, 2015). Several of the premium OEMs have not emphasized 
the cars' software, which could explain why they previously have not seen 
Tesla as a competitor. First, lately, they have come to recognize Tesla as their 
number one competitor. Audi's former head of R&D, Peter Mertens, is one of 
those who, in an interview, mentioned that they did not in time, realized the 
importance of software (Voigt, 2020). Today, the major part of all Volkswagen 
software is outsourced, meaning a key resource is in suppliers' hands and not in 
the carmakers (Voigt, 2020), but other carmakers have a similar situation, e.g., 
"VCG has traditionally ordered all the software from suppliers, except for the 
engines" (Eliasson et al., 2014: p.425). It leaves the automotive incumbents 
with a low vertical integration and low innovation pace (Voigt, 2020; Eliasson 
et al., 2014). According to Mertens, the largest and best R&D department in the 
automotive industry today reveals that vehicles do not meet the 2012 Tesla 
Model S (Voigt, 2020). Since the automotive incumbents previously have not 
been forced to radically reinvent themselves when they incorporated modern 
Internet network-enabled technology like other industries have (for example, 
music, entertainment, publishing, consumer electronics, financial services, 
health, education), they have missed reorganizing its whole ecosystem (Swan, 
2015). When companies emphasize software, they have most likely taken part 
in the software development evolution that has taken place in the last decade in 
the software industry to develop complex systems with high quality at a high 
pace (Schwaber, and Beedle, 2001; Hohl, Münch, Schneider, and Stupperich, 
2016). For example, according to the online newsletter 'The Monday Note' (Fil-
loux, 2020), the three main differences between Tesla and a traditional car 
manufacturer are Tesla's obsession with simplicity, a flat organizational struc-
ture, and speed, which applies to all operational decisions. Digital innovation 
demands organizational agility, which most often affects the entire organiza-
tion, including their external actors involved in the companies' digital innova-
tion initiatives (Ebert, Gallardo, Hernantes, and Serrano, 2016; Holbeche, 
2019). This could also explain why the automotive incumbents might have 
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failed to sense and seize the emerging opportunity of transforming from selling 
products to be building ecosystems (Van Alstyne, Parker, and Choudary, 
2016a). Incumbents have started to inject agile methods into their process (Eli-
asson et al., 2014; Hohl et al., 2016), but the incumbents' key value remains: 
following operational processes, strict rules, and methods (Filloux, 2020). For 
the incumbents to transform into an agile enterprise, they need to overcome the 
key challenges of transforming organizational structures and culture (Hohl et 
al., 2016). Developing the needed organizational agility capability would facil-
itate a holistic perspective on developing products in the automotive domain 
(Hohl et al., 2016; Holbeche, 2019). It will take a considerable portion of work 
to catch up with these global digital companies with a radically different way of 
thinking, operating, and able to attract and retain the needed talents (Steiber 
and Alänge, 2016). The key challenges for large companies to adopt agile are 
related to transforming organizational culture and structure, as well as collabor-
ation with external actors (Hohl et al., 2016; Ebert et al., 2016; Burchardt, and 
Maisch, 2019; Steiber, Alänge, Ghosh, and Goncalves, 2020). 

An interesting aspect is how digital startup companies, like, for example, the 
Silicon Valley companies were able to go from startups to large companies in a 
short time frame (Steiber and Alängen, 2016). Some digital startups even in-
novate with a fraction of the resources of large corporations. How is it even 
possible? One way to find out is to investigate startup companies and see how 
they work and lead their innovation initiatives. Most research on organizational 
agility and digital innovation is related to large companies, and not much has 
been conducted on startups. 

Research Questions 
This licentiate thesis is a subset of a doctoral thesis, and the overall research 
question for this licentiate thesis is the same as for the doctoral thesis: How do 
startups use organizational agility to leverage digital innovation? 

The planned research for the doctoral thesis will include five aspects of how 
organizational agility drives digital innovation. Based on a literature review of 
organizational agility research, the following five aspects have been identified: 
organizational culture, organizational transparency, co-creation in digital eco-
systems, organizational adaptability, and digital tools. There may be several 
aspects of organizational agility, but the hypothesis based on the literature re-
view is that these are the most important to study. Three of these five aspects 
have been analyzed so far: organizational culture, organizational transparency, 
co-creation in digital ecosystems, and are the ones presented in this licentiate 
thesis. 
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These three dimensions were selected because there are interdependencies 
between them. The hypothesis based on Holbeche (2019) is that out of these 
five aspects of organizational agility, organizational culture is probably the 
basis since it is a foundation that enables organizational agility and innovation 
to succeed. Agile culture functions as a foundation enabling organizational agil-
ity (Holbeche, 2019; Goncalves, Bergquist, Bunk, and Alänge, 2020; Burchardt 
and Maisch, 2019). It requires a change of people's and customers' expecta-
tions, and a new approach to leadership and change management is needed 
(Holbeche, 2019; Goncalves et al., 2020). 
A brief description of the five aspects of organizational agility: 
• Organizational culture: This affects the firm's ability to explore digital in-

novation opportunities. Research question: How do cultural values shape or-
ganizational agility when incumbent firms and startups within the automotive 
industry explore digital innovation opportunities? 

• Organizational transparency: Focus on how transparency and openness can 
align people (internal/external) with the company priorities, builds trust, 
commitment, and engagement. Research questions: How does organizational 
transparency strengthen digital innovation capabilities in startups? Further-
more, how can organizations mitigate risks with organizational transparency? 

• Co-creation in an ecosystem: Open innovation needs to be enabled by or-
ganizations for co-creation to happen. Research question: How does co-cre-
ation support digital innovation in automotive startups? 

• Organizational adaptability: Focuses on how an organization's form, struc-
ture, and degree of formalization influence its ability to adapt to its business 
environment quickly. Research question: How do startups use organizational 
adaptability in digital innovation? (Flexibility/self-organization) 

• Digital tools: Digital tools are enablers to facilitate organizational agility and 
innovation to happen. Research question: How do startups' organizational 
agility shape their use of digital tools in the innovation process? 

Contributions 
The contribution to organizational agility literature is our finding of four dis-
tinct patterns reflecting the different ways the startup companies implemented 
organizational agility, which affects the digital innovation capability. These 
patterns are named digital industrial, digital complementary, digital exploiter, 
and digital disrupter (Figure 4). 

Contribution to practice is a conceptual framework of organizational agility 
patterns affecting digital innovation capability. Organizations can use the con-
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ceptual framework to benchmark their organizational agility maturity and how 
it can affect their digital innovation capability to get guidance on how they can 
improve their capability for digital innovation. 

Disposition 
The remainder of this thesis is organized in the following way: the literature 
review positions the thesis in relation to previous literature on digital innova-
tion and organizational agility. After that, the method section presents the two 
qualitative interview studies, followed by results and analysis. The results are 
then discussed from how organizational agility aspects enable startups to get 
access to additional external resources that contribute to their digital innovation 
capability. The paper ends with conclusions and limitations, and future re-
search. 
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Organizational Agility and Digital Innovation 

The background to organizational agility and digital innovation is structured as 
follows: The first section is a brief background on digital innovation and basic 
concepts. The second section is a background on organizational agility from 
early concepts to contemporary research. This background chapter concludes 
with a discussion section where reasoning is conducted about the value of the 
previous organization's agility research, pretended by a holistic view of organ-
izational agility, which is to some extent lacking in information systems re-
search. 

Digital Innovation 
A company’s competitive advantage depends on its ability to innovate success-
fully to create more value than its competitors (Adner and Kapoor, 2010). Digi-
tal innovation is defined by Nambisan, Lyytinen, Majchrzak, and Song (2017) 
as the use of digital technology during the process of innovating. Fichman, Dos 
Santos, and Zheng (2014, p.330) have a broader definition of digital innova-
tion, namely: “product, process, or business model that is perceived as new, 
requires some significant changes on the part of adopters, and is embodied in or 
enabled IT.” Digital technology has fundamentally transformed firms and in-
dustries within different domains during the last decades (Nambisan et al., 
2017). It has radically changed the nature and structure of new products and 
services, mainly how fast new digital services could be deployed as they get 
invented (Nambisan et al., 2017). The digital economy could be considered as a 
networked intelligence (Tapscott, 2015). In the past, information flow was 
physical: cash, invoices, reports, face-to-face meetings, analog telephone calls. 
In the new economy, the information in all its forms becomes digital, reduced 
to bits stored in computers and racing at the speed of light across networks 
(Tapscott, 2015). Some decades ago, companies like Facebook, Twitter, Uber, 
Airbnb, OpenTable, TripAdvisor, Slack, Spotify, and iTunes did not exist. The 
disruption in many industries has been enormous, e.g., the automotive industry, 
where new automotive innovators such as Google, eg. The Android Automotive 
OS Platform and Tesla have forced many companies within the automotive in-
dustry to rethink the fundamental ways of how they generate ideas and bring 
them to market (Chesbrough, 2003; Tapscott, 2015). 
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In the past decades, the traditional "closed innovation model" was the most 
common model that companies applied, but today the focus for innovation is 
moving beyond the centralized R&D and is spreading to universities, startups, 
and other outsiders (Chesbrough, 2003). The closed innovation model practic-
ally means that companies own and drive their innovation lifecycle; they gen-
erate all the ideas, develop, and commercialize them (Chesbrough, 2003). The 
approach is to hire the smartest people within the field for the company. The 
company mindset is that to profit from R&D; they need to discover the ideas, 
develop and ship them to market, and be the first to commercialize the innova-
tion (Chesbrough, 2003; Adner and Kapoor, 2010). The company also needs to 
control its intellectual property (IP) to mitigate its competitors' not exploiting 
and profit from the companies' ideas (Chesbrough, 2003). In this context, we 
define exploration as the activity when organizations attempt to explore new 
technological opportunities, and exploitation as an incremental improvement of 
an existing product, e.g., increasing value by adding new functionality to a 
digital platform. The approach to owning the entire innovation initiative may 
face some challenges in a digital economy if the company wants to survive due 
to meeting fast delivery capability and account for the high innovation costs 
this will entail (Tapscott, 2015). 

Open innovation is a more pragmatic model than internal innovation. Compan-
ies do not need to have all smart people hired, as long they know how to tap 
into bright individuals' knowledge and expertise outside the company (Ches-
brough, 2003). Open innovation is defined as a "distributed innovation process 
based on purposively managed knowledge flows across organizational bound-
aries, using pecuniary and non-pecuniary mechanisms in line with the organiza-
tion's business model" (Chesbrough and Bogers, 2014: p.3). Innovation can 
come from anywhere at any time. However, to capture it and capitalize on it, 
companies need the ability to be open-minded, have a collaborative capability 
across company boundaries, and the capability to include business model in-
novation along the way. Innovators must tap into external actors into the com-
pany innovation and vice versa to deliver results to the marketplace, using the 
most effective means possible (Chesbrough, 2003). To embrace external ideas 
and knowledge in conjunction with internal R&D as a way to create value 
might be apparent today, but new just a decade ago. 

According to Adner and Kapoor (2010), individual innovation's success usually 
is dependent on the success of other innovations in the companies' external en-
vironment. According to Chesbrough (2003), the company's R&D needs to ex-
tend its role beyond its boundaries to convert promising research results into 
products and services that satisfy customers' needs. There are various ways of 
innovation based on the openness of both process and the outcome of innova-
tion. The most known open innovation concepts are outside-in and inside-out 
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(Chesbrough, 2012). The outside-in involves the company to open up its in-
novation processes to external actors for inputs and contributions. The inside-
out is about the organizations allowing unused and underutilized ideas to go 
outside the organization to be exploited by external actors in their businesses 
and business models. According to Huizingh (2011), open innovation is not a 
clear cut concept; it comes in many forms. Open innovation reflects a dicho-
tomy of open versus closed, rather than a varying degree of openness (Dah-
lander and Gann, 2010). Open innovation encompasses various activities like 
inbound, outbound, and coupled activities with different levels of openness 
(Gassmann and Enkel, 2004). Another perspective is to consider the different 
knowledge flows in open innovation: knowledge exploration, retention, and 
exploitation, which can be applied either internally or externally, enabling to 
construct of a 3 x 2 matrix to identify six knowledge capacities (Lichtenthaler 
and Lichtenhaler, 2009). The question is to what extent companies need to de-
velop all open innovation capacities or distinguish which capacities would give 
them the most optimal combination for a specific and differentiated innovation 
strategy. Innovation practices could also be grouped by distinguishing between 
the innovation process and innovation outcome; both process and the outcome 
can be closed or open (Huizingh, 2011; Figure 3). This model links innovation 
management discussions with those in IT/IS management, focusing on open-
source software (Huizingh, 2011). In the first category, closed innovation re-
flects the situation where a proprietary innovation is internal (Chesbrough, 
2003). Both the process and the outcome are closed. In the second category, 
private open innovation, the outcome is closed (a proprietary innovation), but 
the process is opened up, either by externally exploiting an internally de-
veloped innovation or using external partners' input. In the third category, pub-
lic innovation, the innovation process's outcome is either closed (proprietary) 
or open (available to others). 

An example could be standard-setting; the original innovators do not exclude 
others to use innovation to gain benefits of a de facto market standard, e.g., the 
introduction of JVC's VHS videotape. In the fourth category, open-source in-
novation refers to instances where both innovation processes and outcomes are 
open, for example, open-source software. However, there seems to be a schism 
regarding were to include open-source software concepts to open innovation 
definitions. Chesbrough (2012) claims that open-source ignores the business 
model and takes no account of the concept of false-negative projects. Ches-
brough (2003) refers to projects that initially seem almost worthless with false 
negatives but turn out to be valuable to new markets or worthwhile when com-
bined with other projects. 

Open innovation has gone from being applied as a series of collaborations 
between two organizations to open up the internal innovation process, the 
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closed innovation model, to orchestrate a significant number of players across 
multiple roles (Chesbrough, 2012). Open innovation is moving more towards 
innovation communities and ecosystems. According to Chesbrough (2012), 
designing and managing innovation communities will become increasingly 
crucial to the future of open innovation. To succeed with open innovation, 
companies need to manage to move people to move knowledge to take full ad-
vantage of the inside-out branch of open innovation (Chesbrough, 2012). 
People possess the knowledge, and if the ideas want to move on the outside, it 
can be facilitated by those who have knowledge of the ideas to be involved in 
implementing them together with external actors. An essential insight as 
Heemsbergen (2015: p.5) so well expresses it: “Innovation systems are net-
works, not hierarchies, they work through trust and diversity of input, not 
through control.” This indicates an innovation paradigm shift from secrecy and 
opacity to an innovation philosophy of transparency among organizations that 
want to accelerate innovation and secure survival (Chesbrough 2012; Heems-
bergen, 2015; Tapscott, 2015). 
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Figure 1. Various ways of innovation based on the openness of both the 
process and the outcome of innovation (Huizingh, 2011)



Organizational Agility 

Introduction to Organizational Agility 

Organizational agility is defined as an organization's ability to handle rapid, 
constant, and uncertain change to succeed in a fiercely competitive global mar-
ket that is constantly and unpredictably changing (Dove, 2001; Teece, Peteraf, 
and Leih, 2016). The main driving force for agility is the response to change 
(Conboy, 2009). An organization must be able to sense, seize, and transform to 
capture new business opportunities as they arise. Agility enables continuous 
innovation (Figure 2) and profit growth, and its focus is not about improving 
efficiency, cutting costs, and temporarily handle market competition or market 
declines (Goldman et al., 1995). The hyper-efficiency that organizations can 
achieve is instead a side effect of organizations being agile (Goldman et al., 
1995). The term 'agility' was coined already in 1991 as a result of an extensive 
research project in cooperation with industry and government leaders, conduc-
ted by the Iacocca Institute at Lehigh University (PA) (Goldman et al., 1995). 
This research aimed to study how the US industries could regain the lead of 
international competitiveness. Today in the digital economy, the concepts 
presented in the influential 1991 report," 21st Century Manufacturing Enter-
prise Strategy," are still applicable. Organizational agility is crucial for organiz-
ations' innovation and competitive performance in contemporary business 
(Sambamurthy et al., 2003; Tallon and Pinsonneault, 2011). The digital eco-
nomy requires a different corporate culture of agility and openness (Tapcsott, 
2015; Burchardt and Maisch, 2019). Some critical elements of the agility 
paradigm are the relationships of interpersonal, cross-functional, and organiza-
tion-spanning (Crocitto and Youseef, 2003). In order to strengthen the connec-
tions between organization members, suppliers, customers, and other partners, 
it is essential to integrate advanced information technologies as a means (Cro-
citto and Youseef, 2003). Another important activity for companies to achieve 
organizational agility is to promote a culture of change and development that 
enables continuous innovation (Brettel, Mauer, Engelen, and Küpper, 2012). 
Attempts to scale up agile to an enterprise-level have been challenged due to 
cultural barriers, and there are suggestions that new approaches to leadership 
and change management are needed (Holbeche, 2019). In the VersionOne 14th 
annual state of the agile report (Collabnet VersionOne, 2020), organizational 
culture was indicated as the leading impediment to adopt and scale agile, fol-
lowed by general organization resistance to change and inadequate manage-
ment support and sponsorship. 

Within software engineering, agility was established with the agile software 
development manifesto by 17 practitioners in 2001, which is based on four val-
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ues and twelve core principles (Schwaber and Beedle, 2001). Conboy (2009) 
claims that there are some literature gaps regarding agility within information 
systems research due to that most of the agile method practice has been driven 
by consultants and practitioners when it comes to the creation, promotion, and 
dissemination of these methods. Given the dominant role that industry has 
played in developing these industry-driven methods, researchers are left with 
the current body of agile method knowledge that now suffers from several con-
ceptual problems as, according to Conboy (2009), are lack of; clarity, theoretic-
al glue, cumulative tradition, parsimony, and limited applicability. However, 
researchers have started to take an interest in how agile methods and tools are 
applied in software development since then. The gap remains in the intermedi-
ate academic strands between organization research, management science, and 
information systems research. Due to global digital startups' growth, this gap 
has just started to be handled, and these global born-digitals start to guide the 
way forward for other companies. 

Within other academic strands, e.g., business and management, Appelbaum et 
al. (2017) highlight the gap in the literature concerning agility, that most re-
search focuses on the characteristics of agile organizations, with little attention 
to how an organization can develop agile capabilities and embed the commit-
ment to continuous change deep into the corporate DNA. This beyond the level 
of processes and more into the psyche of the people driving the organization. 
Social implications are also highlighted by Appelbaum et al. (2017), where 
they claim that the challenge of the next century for large organizations will be 
to regain their innovative, agile beginning and for startups to continue to foster 
their dynamic capabilities as they grow (Goncalves et al., 2020). Gerster et al. 
(2019) showed that agile transformations are not a short-term transitory trend 
and will play a significant role as companies need to increase speed and flexib-
ility to innovate new digital products and services. There is some learnings to 
capture when companies are going from “doing agile” to “being agile”. 

Even though the early concept of the agile manifesto by Fowler and Highsmith 
(2001) portrays agile information systems development as clear, simple, and a 
cohesive concept, Conboy (2009) claims that it is much in reality different 
compared with the agile manifesto. Some of his arguments are that different 
agile method texts or papers hardly ever adopt the same definition of agility or 
agile method. Further on, he states that agility as a concept is highly multifa-
ceted and has been used by different people to refer to very different phenom-
ena. This means that a particular method within information systems develop-
ment is, or is not, agile is almost meaningless given the lack of consensus on 
what the term “agile” refers to in the literature. 

Agile enterprises' ethics are based on mutual trust (Goldman and Nagel, 1993) 
due to the need to make cooperation a first-choice approach to problem-solving 
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and sharing information with all involved actors. Jointly trust and mutual re-
sponsibility bear on decentralized decision-making capacity that is a significant 
determinant of agility, usually referred to as empowerment. The ultimate ex-
pression of trust is the concept of virtual companies (Goldman and Nagel, 
1993). 

Organizational Agility - Analytical Lens 

There are four core concepts in agile enterprise that enable organizational agil-
ity (Figure 2); virtual organization, capability for reconfiguration, core compet-
ence and management, and knowledge-driven enterprise (Yusuf et al., 1999). 
Another definition by Overby, Bharadwaj, and Sambamurthy (2006) is based 
on David Teece's concept of dynamic capabilities and defined as "the ability of 
firms to sense environmental change and respond readily." Using this definition 
would consist of two components: sensing and responding (Overby et al., 
2006). The agile enterprise concepts enable the organization to become agile, 
act proactively, fast decision-making, and maximize its knowledge utilization. 
Meaning being able to use the competence where it is most needed to rapidly 
reconfigure and re-align the business to serve a particular purpose as the win-
dow of opportunity opens up, regardless of which concepts the company chose 
to apply. There are some differences between these two agile enterprise con-
cepts on a meta-level, where Goldmans et al. (1995) would provide a more hol-
istic enterprise perspective, compared with Overby et al. (2006) definition that 
is on a higher level. 
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1999)



Virtual Organization 

Abbe Mowshowitz (1986) first coined the term virtual organization in 1986. 
This concept includes different kinds of cooperation inside and outside of com-
panies (Mowshowitz, 1997). According to Mowshowitz and Kawaguchi 
(2005), the definition of virtual organization captures a management principle – 
it does not define a new form of organization. The virtual organization concept 
offers the freedom of co-locatability and transferability of resources (Mow-
showitz and Kawaguchi, 2005). This transferability of people and knowledge 
depends critically on information technology (Mowshowitz and Kawaguchi, 
2005). According to Goldman et al. (1995), a virtual organization is a pragmat-
ic tool for organizations to use if seeking a strategic concept they can apply in 
an environment of change and uncertainty. In 1986, Takeuchi and Nonaka 
presented a holistic method that would get the job done on a volatile market. 
This holistic approach consists of six characteristics: built-in instability, self-
organizing project teams, overlapping development phases, multi-learning, 
subtle control, and organizational transfer of learning. This approach was de-
scribed as the six pieces, like a jigsaw puzzle, that formed a fast and flexible 
process for new product development. By itself, each element does not bring 
speed and flexibility but, taken as a whole, develops a powerful new set of dy-
namics that will make a difference. This approach acted as a change agent and 
could be seen as a vehicle for introducing creative, market-driven ideas and 
processes into an old, rigid organization (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986). 

There are six strategic reasons that organizations should take into account when 
applying the virtual organization concept. Goldman et al. (1995) argue that the 
organization's value is that it focuses on the company's strategic benefit when 
adopting this model of cooperation. 
• Sharing infrastructure, R&D, risk, and costs. 
• Linking complementary core competencies. 
• Reducing concept to cash time through sharing. 
• Increasing facilities and apparent size. 
• Gaining access to markets and sharing market or customer loyalty. 
• Migrating from selling products to selling solutions. 

According to Yusuf et al. (1999), a truly agile enterprise focuses on individual 
resources (people, machinery, and management), including the functions that 
make up the enterprise to achieve the best possible output. It is the harmoniza-
tion of these aspects of the organization that leads to agility rather than their 
respective optimization. There are three levels of agility implicit in the defini-
tion. Goldman et al. (1995) have highlighted agility for individuals and enter-
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prise, and Yusuf et al. (1999) suggested a third level of agility for inter-enter-
prise. Figure 3 presents the three different hierarchy agility levels. 

The idea, in an ideal world, is that there should not be any physical structure in 
place, all resources should belong to the organization root level and be used 
where it adds the most value for the time being in a virtual organization, may it 
be inside or outside the organization (micro or macro-level). Having agile 
teams work across the company partners could be stated as the climax of co-
operative venturing (Yusuf et al., 1999). Cooperation among enterprises 
provides a platform for rapid response to the level of demand, which would, in 
the normal case, be impossible for individual organizations to achieve (Yusuf et 
al., 1999). Adding this third level of agility to the virtual organization model 
enables complex new products to be easily met through interactive networks. 
This is referred to as a virtual corporation. 

Core Competences and Management 

Leaders within an Agile enterprise apply agility as an overarching principle to 
guide strategic and operational activities (Appelbaum et al., 2017). Agile cul-
ture enables the organization to develop agile capabilities as a performance-
enhancing pattern (Appelbaum et al., 2017; Goncalves et al., 2020). Agile lead-
ership's intended outcome is to foster an enterprise to renew itself, embrace 
continuous change, and quickly reconfigure strategies as needed in a volatile 
environment (Teece et al., 2016). The optimal goal is to enable frictionless, in-

Page  of 38 167

Figure 3. Hierarchy of agility, model developed based on Goldman, et al. 
(1995) and Yusuf, et al. (1999)



cremental, added value at scale and gain financial rewards that flow from that 
agile capability. 

To attract and retain the talents needed within the digital era, organizations 
need to provide an agile environment (Goncalves et al., 2020). This could be a 
way of mitigating the challenge of attracting and retaining these needed talents 
since they are critical for organizations to meet their goals. According to Lund 
(2003), job satisfaction is negatively related to Hierarchy and Market cultures 
and positively related to Clan and Adhocracy cultures. 

Capability for Reconfiguration 

Agile enterprises have the capability of easily make a significant shift in focus, 
diversify, configure and re-align their business to serve a particular purpose 
rapidly as opportunity windows open up (Yusuf et al., 1999). This type of or-
ganization is well-positioned to take advantage of speed by getting to the mar-
ket before competitors with new products, and in a proactivity way, by provid-
ing a product or solution to market just before customer need arises. Many in-
cumbents face challenges because they had lost their agility that they once had 
when they were smaller. The agile capability is something that the Silicon Val-
ley companies have been able to mitigate while growing (Steiber and Alänge, 
2016), e.g., Google even hired a Chief Culture Officer to secure that their 
“Google culture“would not get lost even when the company grows (Steiber and 
Alänge, 2013). 

Knowledge Driven Enterprise 

Knowledge in the digital era holds a notion of "knowledge is power" (Yusuf et 
al., 1999), but it has an expiration date, and people need to embrace continuous 
and fast learning in order to coop with the speed of business that has increased 
enormously the last decade (Kuusisto, 2017). Continuous learning is essential 
because it enables innovation and process effectiveness (Joshi, Chi, Datta, and 
Han, 2010). Knowledge-driven enterprises' concept derives from the increasing 
recognition of knowledge and information being the main differentiator of a 
successful business (Yusuf et al., 1999). This if the organization ultimately can 
convert the collective knowledge and skills of its most critical resource 
(people) into solutions and products. This conversion is achieved when top 
management can redefine the organization based on the knowledge it owns 
(Nonaka, Toyama, and Konno, 2000). Top management must play an active 
role in facilitating dynamic knowledge creation by managing the knowledge-
creating process. According to Nonaka et al. (2000), the redundancy of inform-
ation speeds up the knowledge-creating process in two ways. Sharing redund-
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ant information proves tacit knowledge since people can sense what others are 
trying to articulate. It also enables people to understand their role in the organ-
ization. A challenge to incorporate continuous learning in an organization is to 
figure out how people learn? There is no one right way, but several right ways. 
Are there any incentives that drive people in the opposite direction than the 
stated goals? Rewarding people for their unique knowledge normally hinder 
knowledge sharing, which enables knowledge creation. Why would they share 
if it leads to less money at the end of the month? 

Towards a Holistic View on Agility 
Information systems have previously primarily focused on agile methods for 
system development, which is only a subset of what constitutes organizational 
agility. Agile product development requires a holistic perspective since the 
work is conducted in interdisciplinary teams and demands various functions in 
the entire company, including external actors and customers, to support and 
facilitate the innovation collaboration at a high pace. Inspiration has been ob-
tained from previous research conducted by Goldman et al. (1995), where they 
presented the first agile enterprise concept in 1991 (Figure 2). The research was 
sponsored by the US Navy and was an attempt to support the US industry to 
find a solution to regain leadership in the global manufacturing competition 
that they, late in the 1980s, were losing to Japan and Europe. A similar situation 
exists today, but in the context of an increasingly digitalized world where digi-
tal startups are challenging incumbents. Building on this previous research, we 
can more quickly develop new knowledge and new perspectives on organiza-
tional agility and contribute to information systems literature. This approach's 
advantage is that more dimensions of organizations' agility can be examined, 
especially their relationship. This licentiate is based on a literature study, which 
identified the five most important aspects of organizations agility; organiza-
tional culture, organizational transparency, organizational adaptability, co-cre-
ation in ecosystems, and digital tools. Three aspects of organizational agility 
are reported on this licentiate, and the remaining aspects will be reported later 
on in the doctoral thesis. 

In 1991, Goldman et al. (1995) presented their approach, namely the agile en-
terprise concept (Figure 2), a still-relevant concept today in an increasingly 
digitally connected world, regardless of whether it is, e.g., self-driving cars or 
smart cities. Although Goldman et al.'s (1995) research results were well re-
ceived in both academia and industry for their early agile enterprise concept, it 
had to wait until the beginning of 2000 when the software domain began to 
apply agile methods based on the agile manifesto (Fowler and Highsmith, 
2001). However, these agile practices based on the agile manifesto were de-
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veloped by practitioners, and researchers were barely involved (Conboy, 2009), 
which means that the later work is not related to the early agile enterprise 
concept. There are few references to this early research in the information sys-
tems literature despite its relevance, which means that there is a need to devel-
op further the analysis of organizational agility, which requires a holistic per-
spective to understand better how organizational agility becomes successful. 
Although frameworks such as Scrum (Schwaber and Beedle, 2001) were de-
veloped in 2001 to support complex systems innovation initiatives, it was not 
taken seriously by incumbents. There are some preconceived ideas about what 
organizational agility is all about. Incumbents have struggled to understand 
how agile practices and methods could support global complex systems devel-
opment that involves many employees across the globe. The simplicity of the 
agile framework and methods tends to incumbents link it to the fact that it is 
practices for small companies or less complex system development. Similar 
assumption can also be found in literature, e.g., Kettunen and Laanti (2008: 
p.183) states “Originally, the agile methodologies evolved to fulfill the needs of 
small, flexible software teams.“ But the fact is that it was developed to handle 
extensive complex system development because it is impossible to conduct a 
total requirement analysis upfront that would stay valid during the whole sys-
tem development phase (Schwaber and Beedle, 2001). 

Digital technology has radically changed the nature and structure of new 
products and services and disrupted many industries (Nambisan et al., 2017). In 
particular, the technology evolution changes the entire organization's values, 
meaning all actors related to the organization, may it be employees, customers, 
suppliers, partners (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019). For example, the Android 
automotive platform and Tesla have forced many automotive companies to 
fundamentally rethink how to generate ideas and bring them to market 
(Tapscott, 2015; Steiber and Alänge, 2016). A success factor for open innova-
tion is based on companies' capability to move people to move knowledge, e.g., 
move the resources where they add the most value, regardless of whether it is 
within or outside the company (Goldman et al., 1995; Chesbrough, 2012). Des-
pite the insight into what the needs are for a volatile digital market, little is 
known on achieving this kind of continuous digital innovation capability at 
speed. What is known is that incumbents are struggling to achieve the co-cre-
ation capability in an ecosystem context (Svahn, Mathiassen, and Lindgren, 
2017), but little is known about startups' digital innovation capability in a sim-
ilar context. 

This research aims at contributing to a more holistic understanding of organiza-
tional agility by studying five aspects of organizational agility and their rela-
tionships, of which three aspects are investigated in this licentiate thesis: organ-
izational culture, organizational transparency, organizational adaptability, co-
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creation in ecosystems, and digital tools which are vital for organizations to 
master in order for organizations to gain the needed dynamics enabling them to 
keep up on a global volatile digital market. However, even though organiza-
tional agility requires a holistic enterprise perspective for enterprises to be suc-
cessful, little is known on how the five mentioned organizational agility aspects 
enhance digital innovation capability. 
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Research Methodology 

Research approach 
One way to study organizational agility for digital innovation can be achieved 
by going to Gemba, which means visiting practitioners and conducting the 
study where the actual work takes place (Tyagi et al., 2015). My research ap-
proach is based on three cornerstones, my own work experience, literature, and 
two empirical studies (Gummesson, 2000). Because the purpose was to under-
stand how behaviors, values, beliefs, drivers, collaboration, and co-creation are 
related to organizational agility in digital innovation, a qualitative research ap-
proach was chosen, which led to two empirical studies. This approach is com-
monly used when there is relatively little prior knowledge, and the goal is to 
better understand a phenomenon. The qualitative approach aims to conceptual-
ize empirical phenomena to generate theory (Benbasat and Zmud, 1999; Bry-
man, 2012). Qualitative research covers several research paradigms (critical, 
positivist, and interpretive), within which there are many methods like, for ex-
ample, ethnography, field studies, case studies, and action research (Carroll and 
Swatman, 2000; Bryman, 2012). A common qualitative research approach, re-
gardless of the research paradigm, is to do empirical studies based on data col-
lection in the form of words and images and afterward analyze the data collec-
tion by applying different analysis approaches (Bryman, 2012). Despite that, 
the initial literature study provided some overarching themes, such as culture, 
transparency, and co-creation, the analytical work has mainly been based on an 
inductive approach (Gummesson, 2000; Corbin and Strauss, 2015). This in-
ductive approach was chosen to answer the research question: How do startups 
use organizational agility to leverage digital innovation? The reason for choos-
ing an inductive approach in addition to what was identified in the literature 
study was to ensure that there are no preconceived ideas or pre-identified con-
cepts that affect the analysis and results of these studies (Corbin and Strauss, 
2015). The inductive method facilitates identifying patterns derived from data 
under analysis that can contribute to new insights and knowledge to understand 
better today's challenges in a digital market, e.g., co-creation in an ecosystem 
context. We designed two qualitative studies based on semi-structured inter-
views (Carroll and Swatman, 2000; Bryman, 2012) to gain a deeper under-
standing of how companies gain organizational agility in their digital innova-
tion initiatives. An essential part of studying organizational agility was under-
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standing what agile meant to the interviewees and how they gained or applied it 
in their digital innovation initiative, depending on if they meant their agile cap-
ability or how to apply agile practices (methods and tools). For example, for 
some companies, agile meant that they strived to make all employees feel in-
cluded and supported them to develop their talents. One way of doing this was 
to use transparency to communicate openly to everyone (as far as legal matters 
are allowed) and encourage employees to make decisions and take actions 
without first seeking the founder or managers' approval. This made decision 
processes fast and enabling the company to keep a high innovation pace. These 
companies were anticipating a more significant commitment and loyalty and 
for anyone at the company to step-in for any of the founders if needed. It was a 
way to make full use of the employees' skills and knowledge and promote col-
laboration where and when required. Regardless of whether it was within or 
outside the company. In practice, when people talk about agility, it can range 
from everything from practices, methods, tools, organizational culture to organ-
izational structures. When interviewing participants and listening to what they 
say and how they say it, their statements can convey how organizational agility 
impacts their innovation initiative. "Agile" has become somewhat of a 
buzzword that can mean various things (Conboy, 2009). Some see it as a meth-
od to apply for efficiency. Others might primarily see it as a method that sup-
ports innovation, and efficiency would come as a bonus. In the research literat-
ure, five aspects of organizational agility have been identified where organiza-
tional culture was mentioned as an essential aspect that can impact an organiza-
tion's innovation capability (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019; Goncalves et al., 
2020), but how do companies build their culture, and how does it hinder or en-
able their digital innovation capability? What are the drivers for the companies' 
digital innovation initiatives? Is it technology-driven, business-driven, big chal-
lenge vision-driven? Why are these drivers vital to them, and in what way does 
it enable their digital innovation capability? How do they engage external act-
ors in their digital innovation initiatives, and to what degree? Also, how, why, 
and when do they use agile practices and tools, for example, self-organization, 
retrospectives, experimentations, prototyping, demonstrations, continuous 
learning, cross-disciplinary teams, team empowerment, collective product 
ownership, refactoring, simple design, agile contracts, cloud-based communic-
ation and development tools (Wang, Conboy, and Pikkarainen, 2012; Steiber 
and Alänge, 2016; Appelbaum et al., 2017; Goncalves et al., 2020). 

The initial research design resulted in a comparative interview study, where we 
selected both incumbents and startups to understand better how companies use 
organizational agility to leverage digital innovation. The first study's insights 
were that startups stood out with their ability to innovate compared to incum-
bents. It led to a decision to design a second qualitative interview study to fo-
cus only on startups. The qualitative method helped us to gain a deep under-
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standing of the interviewees and their organizations in the cultural contexts in 
which they act (Myers, 2019). 

Furthermore, it enabled us to gain a more in-depth understanding of people's 
thinking and reasoning as we continuously learned during our dialogue (Bry-
man, 2012). According to Myers (2019), one of the primary motivations for 
choosing a qualitative over a quantitative research method comes from ob-
serving peoples' ability to talk. It is only by talking to people or reading what 
they have written that we can capture what they are thinking and, in turn, be 
able to follow and understand their actions (Myers, 2019). It is sometimes 
equally important to note what the interviewees are not saying to explore im-
plicitly assumed issues that have become part of the participants' common 
sense (Tracy, 2010). The semi-structured qualitative interview makes it pos-
sible for a researcher to ask follow-up questions and enable the interviewee to 
exemplify what is happening, why it is happening, and how it has come to hap-
pen this way (Myers, 2019). When interviewing people in their context, events 
occurred that provided additional knowledge about the role of organizational 
agility. For example, when interviewing a participant at the company, the only 
available space for conducting the interview was in their small printer room 
without any visibility to the outside the room. Halfway into the interview, 
people in the office next to the printer room started to argue, which I was not 
paying attention to while conducting my interview. The person I was interview-
ing was entirely focused on answering my questions. Suddenly, he asked if we 
could pause for five minutes since he thought his colleagues might need his 
support. He left the printer room, tried to talk to his colleagues, and tried to 
mediate between different parties to determine how to proceed. When the task 
was accomplished, he stepped back into the printer room, and the interview 
could continue. Just being there gave me a glimpse of how people collaborated 
in a rather loud environment with all kinds of dialogues going on at the same 
time and the type of commitment that people had at this company. He could 
have ignored his colleagues and only focus on the interview. Instead, he took a 
team commitment to secure that the team members could agree on how to pro-
ceed with the problem solving since an investor would pay them a visit within 
two hours. Within agile practices, team commitment and collaboration are suc-
cess factors for agile product development. 

Most of the interviews took place on-site at the companies, which is an advant-
age when the research aim is to get an opportunity to establish an understand-
ing of the environment in which the company conducts its business and how it 
can affect the company's ability to innovate. When being in place, the research-
er can observe how people move, act, communicate, and collaborate. All this 
helps afterward to interpret the data. The researcher gets a sense of the envir-
onment that people work in, which helps to interpret what they mean in the in-
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terview. Another advantage of interviewing on-site is that it makes it possible 
to build a trustworthy relationship during the interview, which usually leads to 
building trust, helping them determine how much they want to share in the in-
terview. However, some of the interviews were conducted over a conference 
online service, e.g., Zoom. In this case, the trust-building took a little longer to 
be established than interviewing at the location. Despite the interviews being 
conducted over a web camera, the internet connection was not always good 
enough to function with the web camera enabled during the whole interview, 
and sometimes the web camera had to be disabled. The data collection's impact 
was that it was harder to collect the same rich data level than the interviews 
conducted at the location. Nevertheless, collected data maintained an excellent 
quality to be included in the study. 

The studied companies 
Twelve internationally active automotive companies were chosen because of 
their active approach to digital service innovation (Lyytinen, Yoo, and Boland, 
2016). The automotive industry is involved in substantial digitalization changes 
for autonomous drive, electrification, mobility sharing, and agile software de-
velopment. Such changes can challenge the OEMs' business models, and there 
are many indications that low vertical integration and low pace of innovation 
gradually disrupt the automotive industry. For example, according to Voigt at 
CleanTechnica, a cleantech-focused website, (2020), "Traditionally, over recent 
decades and since the software started to dominate more and more devices in 
our lives, each little automotive function received its dedicated chip, software, 
and related computer, but the different parts of the car still do not talk to each 
other." The lack of a holistic systems-thinking where all software in the car 
would have been seen as a system and where all the different part would be 
connected makes the automotive industry very interesting to explore in the cur-
rent situation, especially when we see that startups can challenge these OEMs 
despite their limited resources, for example within the autonomous drive.  

In both studies, the interviewees held management and other strategic positions 
in the companies. They were chosen to convey knowledge on how the company 
board and top management lead the company. This choice was based on previ-
ous research that has highlighted that the most significant obstacle for incum-
bents to gain organizational agility is executive management sponsorship and 
to develop and retain an agile culture (Steiber and Alänge, 2013; Goncalves et 
al., 2020). In a global survey conducted by Collabnet VersionOne (2020), the 
top five challenges experienced by the survey participants (agile executives, 
practitioners, and consultants) when their company adopting and scaling agile 
was 1) general organizational resistance to change, 2) not enough leadership 
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participation, 3) inconsistent processes and practices across teams, 4) organiza-
tional culture at odds with agile values, 5) inadequate management support and 
sponsorship. In both studies, team members were interviewed to get a picture 
of the voices that report to the founders and management how the team mem-
bers work and collaborate internally and externally with external actors on their 
innovation initiatives and verify management's interview statements. 

First Empirical Study 

The first study aimed to better understand the differences between incumbents 
and startups, within the automotive domain, in their way of innovating. For this 
first study, the sample consisted of three OEMs and two startups. These incum-
bents were selected based on their work to master the new digital service mar-
ket, and two startups were chosen because of their relative success on the glob-
al automotive market within a couple of years despite limited resources, which 
can be considered fast in this domain. One of the startups had launched an 
autonomous drive software on the market, and the other —company had de-
veloped an electric concept car to enable pre-orders of the anticipated car and 
raise capital to finance the first volume production. The three incumbents and 
one of the startups were located in Sweden, and one startup was based in the 
USA. The USA based company was chosen because of its interaction with the 
OEMs on the Swedish market. 

During the research, the studied incumbent companies were undergoing signi-
ficant changes that required, for example, cultural and structural changes since 
they wanted to transform into agile enterprises to increase their competitive-
ness. Previously they had outsourced the major part of the software to suppli-
ers, where they provided the specification, and the supplier would deliver the 
sub-product to them. According to the former head of Audi R&D, Peter Mer-
tens, the major part of all Volkswagen software is outsourced, meaning a key 
resource in suppliers' hands and not in the carmakers (Voigt, 2020). Incumbents 
have previously been hardware-driven, and software had not played a key role 
in their product; this has now changed with digitalization and where most com-
ponents in a car can be connected, enabling digital services to be developed 
(Voigt, 2020; Hohl et al., 2016). Some OEMs invested considerable resources 
to develop software skills by collaborating with its supplier in their software 
development projects. Another major challenge was the agile transformation 
journey that the three incumbents had independently initiated. This transforma-
tion journey impacts all enterprise levels, including suppliers and partners 
(Fuchs and Hess, 2018). This agile transformation flips a company from previ-
ous have been a factory hardware-driven to now trying to become software-
driven, with all that entails. The main reason for this transformation is a valiant 
effort to build digital innovation capability to improve competitiveness. In con-
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trast to the incumbents, the two startups had different challenges connected to 
limited financial resources. 

The results from this first study, based on a comparative research approach, 
gave us insights on the significant differences in how organizational agility 
leveraged the respective companies' digital innovation capability. For the star-
tup market during the research, there were various initiatives for startup pro-
grams to improve the Swedish market's innovation climate—also, experimenta-
tion on different innovation collaboration concepts between incumbents and 
startups. The goal for this type of collaboration was different for the different 
actors. Incumbents were interesting in gaining new ideas and learning how to 
build an entrepreneurial culture, while some startups were interesting in team-
ing up with incumbents for innovation collaboration due to lack of resources. 
Another result was that we identified differences between incumbents and the 
different studied startups regarding how organizational agility would enable 
and leverage digital innovation. It became clear that we did not know enough 
about what generates organizational agility in startups and that previous re-
search had not given satisfying results in identifying and explaining the differ-
ences. Instead, as we found in both our study and in the literature, organiza-
tional agility was something assumed that startups "naturally" have, which of-
ten was proposed as a backdrop to the interest in studying how incumbents 
could become more agile. It led to the decision to concentrate the second em-
pirical study on the role of organizational agility for digital innovation solely in 
startups. 

Second Empirical Study 

The second study aimed to gain a more in-depth understanding of how digital 
startups proceeded in their innovation initiatives. Our findings in the first study, 
specifically, how some of the startups seemed very successful in managing or-
ganizational agility to leverage digital innovation, the focus for the whole thesis 
work was narrowed down towards studying how organizational agility varied 
between startups. For the second study, an additional seven international star-
tups were selected, all located in Sweden. In total, nine startups were selected 
for the research. These startups were chosen because of their active approach to 
digital innovation in the initial screening that they wanted to master the new 
digital service markets and technologies, for example, IoT, artificial intelli-
gence (AI), big data, blockchain. These startups were directly or indirectly 
connected to the automotive industry and focused on developing test tools for 
vehicle radar systems and software integration for autonomous driving cars. 

The main results from this second interview study were that the degree of or-
ganizational agility varied between startups. Some newly started companies 
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had better applied organizational agility in their digital innovation and thus 
possessed better digital innovation capabilities. Due to these differences, they 
had different innovation pace. Another critical insight, not directly related to 
organizational agility for digital innovation, was the importance of 'smart capit-
al' (investors). According to Pietro, Prencipe, and Majchrzak (2017), investors 
can be a resource that affects startups' ability to innovate. These external actors 
play an essential role in startups. For example, when crowd investors support 
startups throughout the innovation phase, they become co-creators by engaging 
in the innovation process's various stages, such as ideas, development, and 
launch. 

Data Collection 
This subsection presents the method for data collection for both studies presen-
ted in this thesis. 

Sampling 

For both studies, we applied a generic purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012). 
The real meaning of purposive sampling is, according to Urquhart (2013), to 
sampling for a purpose and be able to explain the rationale for that particular 
purpose. According to Bryman (2012), it is a non-probability form of sampling, 
meaning that the researcher does not seek to sample research participants on a 
random basis. When using a generic purposive sampling approach, the re-
searcher establishes criteria needed to address the research question (Bryman, 
2012). Generic purposive sampling (or variations of it) is often employed for 
participant selection. The method ensures that participants' selection will help 
answer the research question since it involves a particular purpose, and the se-
lected participants are knowledgeable about the problem. We established the 
sampling criteria for startups that we wanted to include in our study, such as the 
domain for the companies, which was selected within the automotive products 
and services domain. A 'startup' was defined as a company no more than ten 
years old, where the founder still managed the company. The selected startups 
should have a headcount of at least four employees. The company should be a 
product development company, and digitalization should be an essential part of 
the company strategy. The reason for this selection criteria was that we wanted 
to study companies operating in the same domain as the incumbents, thus 
identifying how approaches to similar challenges differed from the previously 
studied incumbents and insights from the literature on organizational agility in 
incumbents. To identify potential startups in the automotive products and ser-
vices domain that met our criteria, we screened the automotive startup land-
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scape in Europe. The initial scanning for startups was done through an internet 
search and matched the predefined sample criteria for the startup's available 
information at their company site on the internet. Selected companies were 
contacted, and a validation check was done through personal communication to 
confirm that they met the sample criteria. The companies that remained in the 
final sample were contacted and asked to participate in the study. Interviews 
were scheduled. Additional interviewees were selected using snowball 
sampling (Noy, 2008): the company's contact person selected additional em-
ployees in the organization that met the researcher's description of the inter-
viewee's profile to provide the study with several alternative views on how the 
company worked with digital innovation initiatives. This method's advantage 
was that we include the type of people in the startups we wanted to include in 
our study to answer our research question. 

Semi-structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted for both studies. Semi-structured 
interviews typically build on a series of questions that are in the general form 
of an interview guide, meaning that the questions are generally within the areas 
of interest that exist to help answer the research question, but is permitted to 
vary as the questions are asked (Bryman, 2012). The interview guide was based 
on the five dimensions identified from the literature; organizational culture, 
transparency, adaptability, co-creation, digital tools, and questions were also 
asked to collect background data on the interviewee and the company. The ad-
vantage of using semi-structured interviews as a method was that it permitted 
us, as researchers, to further ask additional questions for a deeper understating 
of the role of organizational agility to leverage digital innovation in automotive 
startups. Before an interview, the interviewee was informed that the interview 
would be recorded and then all data would be anonymized, which meant that 
their answers could not be traced back to them as an individual. They were also 
informed that the records were solely for me as a researcher and no one else. 

For the first study, an interview guide with 13 predefined open-ended questions 
was developed. The interview guide helped us understand the company's vis-
ion, cultural values, the view of how they chose to work with innovation, and 
in particular open innovation. For example, we asked, "How and when do you 
involve external actors in your innovation initiatives?" Here we were able to 
capture how the studied startups collaborated with external actors and the reas-
ons for success in some cases. Another theme was to capture how companies 
measured their innovation capability, and here we asked, "How do you measure 
your innovation maturity?" Before starting the second study, we improved the 
interview guide based on learnings from the first study. A reflection from the 
first study was that specific questions could better facilitate the interview if 
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more questions were predefined in order not to forget to cover a particular sub-
area of interest, especially when it comes to how startups worked with open 
innovation. All interviewees stated that they wanted to collaborate on innova-
tion, but the results showed a variation in how they achieved co-creation with 
external actors. To better capture the area, the interview guide was improved by 
adding additional questions, and a total of 37 predefined open-ended questions 
were created, of which 11 were predefined demographic questions. 

For both studies, all interviews were recorded and transcribed. Transcribing all 
interviews conducted brought us closer to the data. The disadvantage of this 
approach is that the context of data can be lost during the transcription process 
because and the lower level of context and nuances can be lost if not being 
careful to include these in transcription, but the upward direction is the pattern 
awareness obtained from the collected data. For five of the startups, the inter-
views were conducted at the company site. For the remaining four startups, the 
interviews were conducted via interactive on-line dialogue. We also inter-
viewed people to get a broader perspective on how startups approached their 
digital innovation initiatives. Additional secondary data collection included 
white papers and web pages (e.g., Filloux, 2020; Voigt, 2020) and a literature 
survey to enforce or exemplify our findings (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

An interactive online dialogue as a method is not as advantageous as interview-
ing at the location since it hinders the interviewer from engaging in observation 
(Irvine, Drew, and Sainsbury, 2013). The disadvantages are the potential types 
of data loss: the absence of visual cues like nonverbal data, body language, and 
facial expressions (Novick, 2008). Irvine et al. (2013) have concluded that the 
researcher's completion or formulation was more common in face-to-face in-
terviews, while interviews conducted via telephone had slightly more requests 
by the interviewee regarding clarifications and checks adequacy of their re-
sponses to the researcher's questions. Face-to-face interviews tended to be 
longer than telephone interviews. Important to note that this applies to tele-
phone voice interviews without camera view. Most of our interactive online 
dialogue was conducted with a web-camera, which, to some degree, mitigated 
the loss of visual cues but did not provide insights concerning the interviewee's 
work environment. According to Bryman (2012), there is some evidence that it 
is more difficult for the interviewees to answer sensitive questions when apply-
ing an interactive online dialogue as a method compared with interviewing 
face-to-face. The interviewee does not know if someone else is on the line 
listening to the ongoing dialogue; this creates an untrustworthy relationship. 
When we interviewed people regarding the companies leadership, it left the 
interviewee in an exposed position, and a face-to-face dialogue could have built 
some reliable connection and ease the awkward situation and make the inter-
viewee feel safe. The way to mitigate the interactive online dialogues without a 
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web camera was to ask for clarifications when not understanding the inter-
viewee and mirror the interviewee's response to verify that we had understood 
the interviewee correctly. We also asked the interviewee if they had any ques-
tions or requests for clarification from us researchers. When we heard that the 
interviewee was trying to avoid answering a sensitive question, we reformu-
lated the question to remove the word or statement they had reacted to; instead, 
we used another word or statement that did not come with a tagged tacit value. 
We applied this approach to both face-to-face and interactive online interviews. 
We always asked the interviewer if there were any questions they had expected 
us to ask, which we did not ask. It was done to capture any perspectives that we 
would otherwise have missed. 

Data Analysis 

A systematic combining approach was applied, meaning going back and forth 
between data, extant literature, framework, and analysis (Dubois and Gadde, 
2002). All data was anonymized and afterward coded by applying a bottom-up 
approach (Myers, 2019). It would not be traceable to the actual interviewee for 
a particular data record (Myers, 2019). Anonymizing data is an important 
measure that protects the interviewee because the answers cannot be linked 
back to the interviewee in question. It also enables an objective analysis be-
cause the analysis is done at a single level, i.e., data comes from several inter-
viewees and different companies when analyzing a specific issue. As previ-
ously mentioned, all interviewees were informed upfront before the interview 
started that all data would be anonymized and the analysis would be conducted 
at an aggregate level (Bryman, 2012). These steps were taken to make the in-
terviewees feel safe and relaxed during the interview, knowing that they were 
not exposed as individuals at a later stage. The bottom-up approach is derived 
from Grounded Theory as an approach to coding data (Dey, 2005; Urquhart, 
2013 ). It means that the concepts will emerge from the researcher's detailed 
analysis of data that has been collected (Myers, 2019). The analysis phase star-
ted when the significant parts of the data had been collected (Bryman, 2012), 
which differs from the grounded theory approach, where the analysis starts as 
soon as the first piece of data is collected (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). 

Afterward, each recorded answer was compared to the corresponding interview 
question theme to systematically identify similarities and differences between 
the companies' approach to, e.g., applying transparency to strengthen their digi-
tal innovation capability. Quotes were selected from our interviews to illustrate 
our reasoning better and give a sense of how the studied companies approached 
their business, market opportunities, and how they organized innovation. These 
quotes are intertwined with the theory to demonstrate the connection between 
empirical evidence and emergent theory (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Ac-
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cording to Myers (2019), quotes from interviews give some face validity and 
more credibility than when paraphrasing what an interviewee has said. This 
intertwining approach aims to convey the emergent theory and the rich empir-
ical evidence that supports the theory (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

To better convey the results and facilitate the discussion and convey the result 
to readers from our semi-structured interviews, we applied a quasi-quantifica-
tion method. Quasi-quantitative measurements are based on qualitative raw 
data and contain a subjective element of interpretation (Bryman, 2012; Flick, 
2018). The raw data is interpreted based on how well it corresponds to a set of 
variables. These variables have been attributed in advance to some indicators in 
the form of linguistic concepts. The more indicators found in the raw data be-
fore a specific variable, the higher the numerical value attributed to the vari-
able. In our case, finally, the variables were standardized so that the company 
that showed the highest numerical value for it was attributed to the value of 
100%. 

Based on a literature study for each paper, an initial framework was created 
that guided the empirical data analysis. The framework functioned as an organ-
izing device in empirical research (Ritchie and Lewis, 2013). For paper 1: The 
Competing Values Framework by Cameron et al. (2014) was further developed 
to better understand the companies competing cultural values. We also used a 
quasi-quantification approach to plot the data on the framework to visualize the 
results. For paper 2: A conceptual framework was developed based on 
the DART framework by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) by combining the 
four key building blocks: dialogue, access, risk assessment, and transparency, 
to visualize and present the results. For paper 3: The framework of Prediction 
and Control (Wiltbank et al., 2006: p. 983) was used for analysis and used to 
visualize the result by plotting the result data on their “entrepreneurial” logic 
applied. 

Discussion on Research Approach 

When reflecting on my research approach concerning quality criteria for qualit-
ative research, there seem to be different views on how qualitative research 
should be judged or evaluated based on different quality criteria in comparison 
to quantitative research (Bryman, 2012). Some qualitative researchers propose 
trustworthiness as a quality criterion for good qualitative research (Lincoln and 
Guba, 1985). There are four aspects of trustworthiness, and each has corres-
ponding quantitative research criteria (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Bryman, 
2012). Credibility or truth value, which corresponds to internal validity in 
quantitive research—meaning how believable are the findings? Transferability 
or applicability, which corresponds to external validity—meaning do the find-
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ings apply to other contexts? Dependability or consistency, which corresponds 
to reliability—meaning are the findings likely to be repeated? Finally, confirm-
ability or neutrality, which corresponds to objectivity—meaning has the re-
searcher allowed his or her values to intrude to a high degree? Are the findings 
determined by the respondents and the conditions of the researcher and not by 
the biases, motivations, interests, or perspectives of the researcher? This section 
will reflect on how trustworthiness has been met. 

Being an industrial doctoral student with a long work experience from incum-
bent R&D software development and management consulting as mentioned in 
the foreword to this thesis, this work experience has indirectly contributed to 
my research with knowledge and experience and helped deepen my under-
standing of my prior organizational agility knowledge and experience 
(Gummesson, 2000). However, prior experiences and knowledge about the im-
portance of agility in companies' innovation work can have affected my analys-
is and generated bias. In particularly the pioneer years of scaled global agile 
product development, there might be a risk that the analysis work has been in-
directly affected. I may have been a little too quick to see the patterns I recog-
nize from practice and missed seeing other patterns where the links were not 
evident in the analysis work. Before my research, I have experimented with 
different agile methods in ongoing innovation work at incumbents, contributing 
insights into what pitfalls to look out for in an agile enterprise. While this prior 
knowledge helped shed some light on which dilemmas to understand better, it 
also contributed to the studies' direction. In my research, I have found insights 
into dilemmas that I encountered during my agile transformation journeys and 
that I now better understand why a particular outcome occurred. There are dif-
ferent ways how to learn and how to grow experience and knowledge. Accord-
ing to Sjunnesson (2007), reflecting on memories from dilemmas we previ-
ously have experienced ourselves can reveal new aspects of the events, and the 
understanding can be nuanced and developed from a different point of view. To 
shorten the learning curve Sjunnesson (2007) argues for a reflective method 
that stands in contrast to following processes that describe foreseen repetitive 
work but does not cover unforeseen deviations or the work that requires a high 
degree of skill. The only way to understand a problem we do not understand is 
by trying to solve it and fail, learn from the failure, and then try to solve it 
again based on the new learnings and hopefully succeed in solving the problem 
(Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986). 

To achieve trustworthiness and confirmability, I tried to mitigate bias by reas-
oning my ideas with other researchers in the form of dialogue and reviewing 
literature in the various specific disciplines. Although there was a risk of bias, 
however, my previous organizational agility knowledge and experience could 
be used to evaluate the interviewee's answers' credibility and consistency. This 
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allowed me to ask further questions to verify if the interviewee's answers could 
reasonably be correct. Sometimes the semi-structured interviews could not 
fully generate enough data to be able to get a broad understanding of how the 
company, for example, worked with innovation, and in this case, I applied 
snowball sampling (Bryman, 2012) by asking my contact at the company if I 
could interview a few more people. I specified what background I wanted the 
person to have, which was essential in order to be able to fill knowledge gaps 
that had arisen during data collection at a specific company. This was essential 
to facilitate a holistic perspective of how the startup used organizational agility 
to leverage digital innovation. All companies supported this request, except one 
company, because the person in question was heavily burdened. In this specific 
case, my contact offered me to interview him for these questions, and he would 
try to answer them to the best of his ability. He contacted his colleague for the 
questions he could not answer and got back to me with an answer. 

In order to achieve dependability, the research work has been carried out in a 
systematic way as previously described in the various method sections, and raw 
data has been recorded and saved and reviewed back and forward during the 
analysis work. All transcribed data is stored in two places. 

To facilitate transferability, I have used quotes from the data collection in the 
results and analysis to better describe and exemplify the patterns I found in the 
data. Quotes have also been used in the discussion section to facilitate reason-
ing and understanding of the conclusions. 

To facilitate reasoning around credibility and consistency, I had to resolve the 
challenge of how to convey the results in an easy-to-understand way to readers. 
Here I experimented with different methods, including quasi-quantification 
(Bryman, 2012), as a way to present the results as an image that could facilitate 
my reasoning about the result in an easy-to-understand way. The different ex-
perimental outcomes were tested on colleagues to see how they interpreted 
what they saw and if they could follow my reasoning. The process was iterated 
to improve the outcome until my colleagues could understand the visualization. 
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Summary of Papers 

This thesis is a collection of three papers. One paper is published in a peer-re-
viewed international journal. Two papers are submitted to an international IS 
conference. The research focus is on organizational agility and how it enables 
digital innovation capability. This licentiate will cover three out of five organ-
izational agility aspects: organizational culture, organizational transparency, 
and co-creation in ecosystems. The additional two aspects are organizational 
adaptability and digital tools, will be part of the doctoral thesis. 

Paper 1: The Influence of Cultural Values on 
Organizational Agility 
Goncalves, D., Bergquist, M., Bunk, R., and Alänge, S. 2020. “Cultural As-
pects Enabling Organizational Agility.” Journal of Entrepreneurship, Manage-
ment and Innovation, 16(4), 13-46. 

This paper discusses the influence of cultural values as an essential key factor 
for automotive companies to enhance organizational agility when exploring 
digital innovation opportunities. The purpose was to understand how incum-
bent and startup companies, both within the automotive industry, apply organ-
izational agility to enhance digital innovation. The automotive industry was 
chosen because of its maturity, newcomers' recent challenges with very differ-
ent approaches to innovation. The newcomers are "born-globals" with the abil-
ity to grow fast — primarily through co-creating with network partners (An-
dersson, 2011). Another reason for choosing the automotive industry was how 
digitalization had changed prioritization for automotive industries, especially 
for industries organized in hierarchical structures supported by a culture that 
promotes vertical integration (Schimpf, 2016). This industry has previously 
been more focused on hardware and production, and the software part has been 
outsourced to external actors since it has not been considered core business. 
This lack of software product development knowledge becomes a delicate chal-
lenge for these incumbents when the hardware part gets more standardized, 
production more automated, and software becomes the product differentiator. 
This is a significant knowledge shift and gap that incumbents need to fill within 
a short timeframe to withstand increased competition in the market. 
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This paper utilizes literature about organizational agility and a theoretical ana-
lysis lens by applying the Competing Values Framework (CVF) by Cameron 
and Quinn (2011) to identify the influence of cultural values on organizational 
agility and to identify how and when tensions between values supported or 
hampered the organizations’ ability to innovate. The paper walkthroughs the 
four core concepts that define the agile enterprise and how these concepts 
strengthen digital innovation capability. These four core concepts are; virtual 
organization, capability for reconfiguration, core competence and management 
(sometimes referred to as leaders and people), and knowledge-driven enterprise 
(sometimes referred to as continuous learning) (Yusuf et al., 1999). There is a 
thorough description of the competing values framework and the capabilities 
that enable organizational agility. There is also a discussion on organizational 
agility from a cultural perspective. 

Five companies were included in the sample, and ten semi-structured inter-
views were conducted to identify the influence of cultural values on organiza-
tional agility in the context of digital innovation in the automotive industry. The 
findings were that organizational culture values impact organizational agility 
capabilities, but it differs depending on non-competing, competing, or com-
plementary values. One incumbent was unique by just spanning one culture 
value, namely the closed hierarchy culture. Here we could see any tensions, 
most likely due to that, no cultural values were competing. Due to a lack of 
trust and openness, this organizational culture was not suited for open innova-
tion. Two incumbents span over several cultural values, and here we could see 
tension due to competing values. The tensions had a less favorable impact on 
the companies’ organizational agility capability and innovation pace. The two 
startups that span two value logics (Clan and Adhocracy) at the same time 
showed a high degree of organizational agility and high innovation pace due to 
complementary values. 

Based on the findings, the paper concludes that organizational agility effective-
ness is gained only when both Clan and Adhocracy cultures are present and 
integrated. We call the integrated sum of these two cultures “agile culture.” It 
contrasts with the competing values between Clan and the Adhocracy cultures 
identified by Cameron and Quinn. A second conclusion is that Hierarchical and 
Market culture values are opposite to the amalgamation of Adhocracy and Clan 
culture, which we refer to as an agile culture. Hierarchical and Market culture 
values competed with an agile culture, meaning control vs. flexibility (Müller, 
Obwegeser, Glud, and Johildarson, 2019). It made it difficult for incumbents to 
gain organizational agility by incorporating a “startup culture” with the desired 
combination of Clan and Adhocracy values. It was also the main reason for 
why all incumbents that participated in this study had started an “all-in” agile 
transformation journey, aiming for moving their organization from a traditional 
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culture (Hierarchy and Market) that had an inhibitory effect on their innovation 
capability to an agile culture that would, in particular, enable their open innova-
tion capability. 

This paper contributes to an understanding of culture's role for organizational 
agility in relation to Cameron and Quinn's competing values framework. In 
contrast to the competing values between cultures identified by Cameron and 
Quinn, we found that agile culture merged the two logics of the clan and the 
adhocracy cultures. The amalgamation of adhocracy culture and clan culture 
showed to support organizational agility. This combination of cultural logic we 
refer to as 'agile culture.' 

Paper 2: How Organizational Transparency 
Strengthens Digital Innovation Capabilities in 
Startups 
Goncalves, D. 2020. “How Organizational Transparency Strengthens Digital 
Innovation Capabilities in Startups” Submitted to Twenty-Ninth European Con-
ference on Information Systems (ECIS 2021), Marrakesh, Morocco, June 14 - 
16, 2021. 

This paper discusses how automotive startups apply organizational transpar-
ency to strengthen their digital innovation capability. In a qualitative study with 
nine startups, 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted. The result shows 
that organizational transparency positively affects the startup’s digital innova-
tion capability but that startups that applied a transparency strategy for open 
innovation had the highest innovation pace. The study also shows that the 
transparency impact level depended on the quality of the external actor rela-
tionship. The ability to use transparency to cultivate an environment leads to 
psychological benefits, such as feelings of safety in the organization. 

This paper utilizes literature about organizational agility, open innovation, co-
creation, and transparency. As a theoretical analysis lens to analyze how trans-
parency affects the organization's digital innovation capability, the DART 
framework by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) was applied. This flexible 
framework makes it possible to combine four elements as building blocks for 
co-creation in different ways, depending on what the organization wants to 
achieve. The key building blocks are dialogue, access, risk assessment, and 
transparency. The four building blocks were combined in the following way to 
understand better how the startups' transparency strengthens their digital innov-
ation capability: Dialogue and access to better understand the engagement and 
implications between the startups and stakeholders in their innovation collabor-
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ation, and transparency and risk for better understand how the startups handle 
the emerging risks that occur when the startups collaborate for open innovation. 

Based on the findings, the conclusion is that organizational transparency posit-
ively impacts digital innovation capability. However, internal vs. external 
transparency has a different impact on companies' digital innovation. External 
transparency showed a positive effect when companies apply open innovation 
strategies because it builds trustworthy relationships with external actors, en-
abling collaboration across company borders. Internal transparency was used to 
get everyone aligned, engaged, committed, and enabling inter-organizational 
boundary spanning. 

Second, this study's startups that applied a transparency strategy for open in-
novation had a higher innovation pace. These startups had thought through 
what parts of their innovation should be core innovation and remain internally 
and what parts could be co-innovated, outsourced, or bought. They also had 
strategies for what kind of external actors they wanted to collaborate with and 
when in time through the innovation life cycle, to maximize innovation pace, 
minimize the risks, and increase market success. 

Third, the startups mitigated the risk with transparency by incorporating trans-
parency into their core values of ethics, which defines their culture. Ethical be-
havior related to transparency also positively impacted its brand, leading to a 
trustworthy relationship to be built, especially with its investors. It enabled 
startups to select the investors they wanted to involve. Not only for their mon-
etary contribution but also for their experience and ability to open doors. 

This paper contributes to the organizational agility theory is our empirical find-
ing that startups that apply an organizational transparency strategy strengthens 
their digital innovation capability, leads to enhanced digital innovation pace 
and market success. 

Paper 3: How co-creation supports digital innovation 
in startups 
Goncalves, D, Bergquist, M., Bunk, R., and Alänge, S. 2020. “How co-creation 
supports digital innovation in startups” Submitted to Twenty-Nine European 
Conference on Information Systems (ECIS2021), Marrakesh, Morocco, June 14 
- 16, 2021. 

This paper discusses how startups use open innovation to increase their innova-
tion pace through co-creation and the use of external actors' resources. The fast 
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"born-global" (Andersson, 2011) embraces co-creation in the ecosystem as a 
way in addition to increasing their resources and attracting the investors and 
external actors that they want to collaborate with develop critical peripheral 
services that ensure a complete value-offer. Co-creation in ecosystems helps 
startups achieve a competitive advantage by product validations that improve 
their market-fit for a broader segment. 

This paper utilizes literature about organizational agility, open innovation, and 
co-creation. As a theoretical analysis lens, the theory of effectuation and causa-
tion is applied, and the framework of prediction and control by Wiltbank et al. 
(2006: p.983). The paper walkthroughs both the theory part and explains the 
applied framework. This framework is a result of a literature review on stra-
tegic management and organizational design. It serves as a guide to better un-
derstand how to take environment design into account when designing organiz-
ations. The four organizational design logics are: 1) Planning approach — pre-
dictable environment, 2) Adaptive approach —unpredictable environment, 3) 
Visionary approach —predictable environment but malleable and impose their 
vision of the future, 4) Transformative approach — assumes future environ-
mental factors, are contingent on human action and design, and seek to create 
them through interactions with others, including committing to imagined new 
futures viable out of current means. 

To better understand how startups design their organizations for innovation 
growth and how situations co-creation supported or hindered their innovation 
efforts, 22 semi-structured interviews were conducted. Eight startups were in-
cluded in the sample, and half of these were connected to an incubator. The 
result showed that most of the startups connected to the incubator applied a 
planning approach and had also been out on the market for a longer time than 
the other companies. These companies had a lower innovation pace and 
struggled to get open innovation to happen since they could not attract external 
actors or the right investors. Similar was valid for one startup that applied a 
planning / adaptive approach. Two startups applied a visionary/adaptive ap-
proach and were established out on the market but had a low open innovation 
capability since they could not attract the right investors. Their investors were 
just in for a short-term return on investment. Two startups applied a visionary/
transformative approach, and these were the startups with the highest open in-
novation pace. They were able to attract the right partners and investors. Their 
investors were very engaged in the companies development and also contrib-
uted with their expertise and network. 

Based on the findings, the paper concludes that startups that applied co-creation 
could expand their means and accelerate their digital innovation progress by 
gaining access to external resources, knowledge, know-how, and risk-sharing. 
It enables continuous value stream validation and verification, leading to in-
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creased speed, shorter time to market, better solution precision, and minimizes 
the risk of market failure. 
Secondly, the companies that perceived a high output of digital innovation cap-
ability related to the number of resources put in had actively designed their or-
ganizations to maximize digital innovation progress and speed. They accom-
plished these results by applying an agile culture, lean structure, and visionary 
and transformative logic that enabled co-creation. 
Thirdly, the startups applying a visionary and transformative logic were more 
proactive and strategical in leading their digital innovation initiative than star-
tups applying planning and adaptive logic. 
Our contribution to the organizational agility theory is our empirical finding 
that a combination of visionary and transformative logic seems to enable co-
creation that leads to continuous digital innovation forcefully. 
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Analysis and Discussion 

Analysis 

The research aimed to answer how startups use organizational agility to gain 
leverage in digital innovation. The concluding analysis of the qualitative stud-
ies showed differences between startups' capability to use organizational agility 
in digital innovation. All startups did not possess similar organizational agility 
and innovation capabilities. It showed different capability patterns of how star-
tups utilize organizational agility for digital innovation initiatives. We found 
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Figure 4. A conceptual framework of organizational agility 
patterns affecting digital innovation capability



four distinct patterns reflecting the different ways in which the startup compan-
ies implemented organizational agility. These patterns are digital industrial, 
digital complementary, digital exploiter, and digital disrupter (Figure 4). 

The digital industrial pattern is characterized by low innovation capability 
and low organizational agility. Startups applying this pattern also apply a plan-
ning approach (Wiltbank et al., 2006), and focus on internal innovation, mean-
ing that they apply a closed innovation model (Chesbrough, 2003). Its innova-
tions are mostly technology-driven and sold to customers as products off the 
shelf and adapted/configured to the customer's environment (Tumbas et al., 
2017). The business model applied is business-to-business towards incumbents. 
This startup type does not fully apply all three organizational agility levels 
(Figure 3, Goldman et al., 1995; Yusuf et al., 1999; Chesbrough, 2003) since 
they are mostly focused on internal innovation. The organization holds owner-
ship of all its design capital, consisting of wholly-owned components. If there 
is a collaboration with customers, it is more about understanding customer 
needs or acting as a supplier to customers. Even if the organization has a 
foundation of agile culture (Goncalves et al., 2020), it cannot fully capitalize on 
the agile enterprise concept due to the limitation of inter-organizational span-
ning capability (Goldman et al., 1995; Chesbrough, 2012). Even when applying 
full transparency inside the organization, getting people engaged and commit-
ted is not enough to speed up the innovation capability due to resource and 
knowledge limitations. It leaves the organization with a slow exploration and 
exploitation capability. 

The complementary pattern is characterized by a high innovation capability 
and low organizational agility. Startups applying this pattern also apply a plan-
ning approach, focusing on internal innovation, but its products require the or-
ganization to have a higher degree of involvement from their customer side. 
The greater the collaboration, the smoother the integration will be for all parties 
involved. These organizations have a direction towards enhancing their product 
and value of a digital option, e.g., integrating their product into a customer 
product (Tumbas et al., 2017). A higher probability of meeting customer needs 
due to the continuous dialogue with the customer along the innovation cycle. 
This organization spans all three organizational agility levels, although to a 
limited extent at the macro-level (Figure 3, Goldman et al., 1995; Yusuf et al., 
1999; Chesbrough, 2003). These organizations also hold an indirect role as a 
business model innovator for their customers (Chesbrough, 2007). The startups 
apply a business model of business-to-business towards a wide industry do-
main. The organizations need to help their customers see what added value 
their products give them and how they enable continuous innovation. It was 
something that one CEO at one of the startups mentioned, "No point of just 
doing the digitization part, that they can do by themselves. It is how to exploit 
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our product and continuously add innovative value to them that is important. 
That is why they should choose us as their partner." Within innovation com-
munities, it is well known that "A better business model often will beat a better 
idea or technology" (Chesbrough, 2007: p.12). Integrating the organization's 
innovation process with its business model enables the organization to visualize 
customers' future requirements and facilitate a dialogue with customers and 
external actors for future needs. The business model can also be partially 
shared and used as a roadmap facilitating customer, supplier, and partner dia-
logue (Chesbrough, 2007). These startups apply an internal transparency 
strategy and explore how to extend their external transparency to continuously 
increase knowledge about their customer needs and knowledge about the cus-
tomer product and context on how the customer customers will use it. These 
companies are often spinoffs from universities or incumbents, which means 
they have an in-depth and slow exploration and exploitation innovation capab-
ility. 

The digital exploiter pattern is characterized by a low innovation capability 
and high organizational agility. Startups applying this pattern also apply a vis-
ionary and adaptive approach (Wiltbank et al., 2006), focusing on partial open 
innovation with significant input from external actors and, in particular, con-
sumers of their product. These startups are mostly driving a business-to-con-
sumer business model. Even though they would like to apply open innovation 
fully, they're limited by the type of investors they have been able to attract. 
These startups are not in the driver's seat of their innovation initiatives, but 
rather in investors' hands with demands for short-term profits. The exploiters 
focus on digital service innovation applied on top of an external digital plat-
form (Tumbas, 2017). This approach enables the company to be fast and adapt-
ive to emerging market opportunities when they do not need to develop and 
maintain the whole system. The limited innovation level gives them mo-
mentum to focus on quick offers that generate customer benefit by continually 
improving the service offering. The startups bought innovations on the outside 
and add their part of the limit innovation on top. It cuts costs, limits risk, and 
increases short term profit to investors. The company applies a challenging so-
cial vision to attract the wanted talents they want to hire and build the brand, 
network, and community where they fast can capture the needed knowledge for 
its innovation. These companies apply a strategy for both internal and external 
transparency to attract the talents they want to hire but foremost to build the 
brand, customer relationships and try to achieve some lock-in effect on the cus-
tomer side. They spend a significant portion of the communication on the ex-
ternal actors, always listened to what customers are feeding back to them on the 
company's product. They are active in social media for fast, accurate informa-
tion to market and try to keep a direct dialogue with customers in realtime. Eth-
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ical appearance is essential for these startups since they apply a business-to-
consumer business model (Parris, Dapko, Arnold, and Arnold, 2016). 

The digital disrupter pattern is characterized by a high innovation capability 
and high organizational agility. Startups applying this pattern also apply a vis-
ionary and transformative approach (Wiltbank et al., 2006), focusing on open 
innovation and foremost on innovation ecosystems. These startups apply an 
effectuation logic (Sarasvathy, 2001), focusing on how they can optimally ex-
ploit their limited resources and at the same time increase the access to re-
sources by using external actors' resources in its innovation initiatives. Apply-
ing a disruptive digital pattern is the most complex and challenging regarding 
how they chose to drive their innovation initiative. To not land in a dead-end 
with its innovation, the startups collect the breadth requirements from different 
customers and domains but actively participate in an innovation ecosystem. It 
could mean that a type of collaboration where the different actors work inside 
each other products is applied for smooth integration and a better understand-
ing of what is needed to provide the wanted value (Tumbas, 2017). These star-
tups fully tap into the innovation philosophy of transparency: collaboration, 
transparency, sharing, and empowerment (Tapscott, 2015; Heemsbergen, 
2015). This type of startup's driving force is technology and business model 
innovation and its challenging social vision. To focus on technology will not do 
the job. It requires that the company establishes its technology, or core com-
ponent, as the basis for a platform of innovation for the value chain. In that 
case, it will attract other companies to invest their resources and expand the 
platform's value without consuming extra investments by the platform maker 
(Chesbrough, 2007). This type of business model is viewed as an adaptive plat-
form, according to Chesbrough (2007), or could be part of a circular business 
model where all the value chain contributors are part of the innovation ecosys-
tem. 

Discussion 
In a digitalized world, those companies that are able to transform their thinking 
(Van Alstyne et al., 2016; Skog, Wimelius, and Sandberg, 2018) and also mas-
ter organizational agility (Goldman et al., 1995) will be able to build the neces-
sary organizational dynamics that make it possible to respond quickly to 
changes and quickly adapt to a new reality, enabling them to leverage digital 
innovation for profit growth. It is not enough to have the early ideas if the 
company cannot attract the needed leaders, talents, and have the ability to mo-
bilize the intellectual capital for a high continuous innovation pace. One ex-
ample could be the former Volvo Cars CEO Jacoby, who stated in an interview 
in 2012 that for the younger generations, being connected is more important 
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than being mobile and "Resilience at Volvo depends on a readiness to under-
stand modern kids and the ability to build a car around them" (Gibbs, 2012). It 
seemed that they were failing to make their cars as intuitive as an iPhone. Ac-
cording to Jacoby, they knew from research that 75% of all consumers did not 
know all their Volvo Car's possibilities (Gibbs, 2012). Jacoby had since he was 
pointed out as CEO at Volvo Cars have had this vision of making their cars as 
intuitive as an 'iPhone.' According to Morris (2020) at Forbes, Tesla has simil-
arly disrupted the traditional car manufacturers to Apple's iPhone and in the 
USA in 2019 Q2 Model 3 outsold every model of BMW, Audi, and Mercedes. 
Investors compare Tesla to a high-growth tech company, e.g., Google, and not 
as a traditional carmaker. The Tesla cars are not just intuitive as an iPhone; its 
software makes Tesla unique and keeps them running since the car is connected 
to the Internet and can self-diagnose problems and download software fixes or 
updates. As previously mentioned, Audi's former head of R&D, Peter Mertens, 
stated that today's auto industry reveals that vehicles do not even meet the 2012 
Tesla Model S (Voigt, 2020). Cars today contain significantly more software 
than before, but when car manufacturers fail in getting the different parts of the 
car to talk to each other (Voigt, 2020) or providing updates over the air or addi-
tional added value services to its customer, it leads to that the added value of 
the software in the car goes wasted. The traditional car industry has a signific-
ant challenge to deal with regarding digitalization since it requires an entirely 
different skill set, knowledge, and way of thinking regarding digital product 
innovation compared to what they have previously focused on. They need to 
rethink what type of product the 'car' is. Is it merely a physical product for 
transportation or a mobile platform enabling continuously enhanced added 
value be delivered to its customers. As Van Alstyne, Parker, and Choudary 
(2016: p.5) state, "When a platform enters the market, product managers who 
focus on features are not just measuring the wrong things, they are thinking the 
wrong thoughts." 

In order to gain leverage in digital innovation, the companies need to master 
the four core agile enterprise concepts (Goldman et al., 1995), meaning be able 
to design and master virtual organizations enabling utilization of existing re-
sources regardless of ownership or where they are located to embrace collabor-
ation across company borders in order to enhance its competitiveness. In cur-
rent times, collaboration goes beyond inter-enterprise, Figure 3, for co-creation 
in ecosystems to fully gain open innovation leverage. It means that there are 
four levels of an agile enterprise hierarchical levels; essential resources, enter-
prise, inter-enterprise, and open to the world. Companies need to have the cap-
ability for reconfiguration whenever needed to rapidly respond to changes and 
add value to customers to meet their demand. To have this ‘machinery’ to run 
smoothly, people need to continuously learn and relearn, which requires a cap-
ability to continuously learn whenever needed to fast-fill knowledge gaps along 
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the way (Steiber and Alänge, 2013). Be able to foster the needed  
leadership characteristics and attract talents (Steiber and Alänge, 2013; 
Goncalves et al., 2020). Make business model innovation an incorporated 
com-ponent in the digital innovation initiatives and move away from 
emphasizing products. Instead, move the thinking towards platforms where 
the company can continuously exploit and deliver new smart services 
to provide added customer value without requiring the customers to 
continuously purchase a new physical product (car) when they want 
to enhance the product experience (Nambisan et al., 2017). According to 
Klebnikov (2020) at Forbes, the premium carmakers’ lack of mastering 
organizational agility made them lost their leading position on the global 
market to the company they once saw as a garage company that would not 
have the slightest chance to compete with them, namely Tesla which is now 
the world’s most valuable car company. A similar journey applied for the 
giant telecom companies, e.g., Sony Ericsson, Nokia (Van Alstyne, Parker, 
and Choudary, 2016a). In addition to possessing organizational agility 
capabil-ity, companies that also provide the essential criteria of being able 
to incorpor-ate a value logic that deviates substantially from the dominant 
logic in the focal ecosystem and also be deemed technologically and 
financially feasible would increase their chances to become a disruptor 
(Skog et al., 2018). 

The conceptual framework of organizational agility patterns affecting digital 
innovation capability, Figure 4, can be used as an analytical lens when studying 
companies' organizational agility capability and digital innovation capability. 
For practitioners, the conceptual framework can guide companies on designing 
their organization, environment, and the type of collaborations they need to 
develop depending on their wanted organizational dynamics. The framework 
could also be used to understand better why the desired result has not been 
achieved. Where would they like to be positioned in the framework, where they 
are positioned in the current situation, and what would they need to do to move 
to the desired position. 
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Conclusion 

This thesis aimed to clarify how startups use organizational agility to gain 
leverage in digital innovation. First and foremost, we found four distinct pat-
terns reflecting the different ways in which the startup companies implemented 
organizational agility. These patterns are digital industrial, digital complement-
ary, digital exploiter, and digital disrupter (Figure 4). 

Second, we extend the Competing Values Framework's existing theory with the 
identification of agile culture as an amalgamation of Clan and Adhocracy cul-
ture. We concluded that cultural values profoundly influence organizations' 
digital innovation capability. The agile culture serves as a foundation for the 
right environment, mindset, and behavior for open innovation to flourish. 

Thirdly, the value of mastering how to develop and apply transparency 
strategies for both internal and external purposes has a positive impact on the 
company's digital innovation capability. It is the form of increasing the availab-
ility of resources, building its brand, and attracting the right talent and in-
vestors. An important aspect is that it is not enough for companies only to give 
the appearance of being transparent, but the company must also deliver accord-
ing to what the company conveys. If the company handles this poorly, it can 
have devastating consequences for its capability to innovate and grow, for ex-
ample, loss of intangible property, a bad reputation that scares away talents, 
investors, and partners. 

Fourthly, the combination of applying a visionary and transformative approach, 
and open innovation, for example, innovation ecosystem as innovation space, 
showed to be the most successful when it came to keeping a high digital innov-
ation pace compared with the other three digital startup types, Figure 4. 

The implication for practice: the transition from a more simple open innova-
tion environment to innovation in ecosystems or communities will require a 
significant organizational change if they do not already have an agile culture as 
a foundation in place. This kind of open innovation demands a different type of 
culture and structure that is typically not available in traditional organizations, 
and combining these two cultures (traditional and agile) is not doable. There is 
still much to learn about how to advise companies to use organizational agility 
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to enable digital innovation capability at a high pace, e.g., how to drive open 
innovation in ecosystems or communities successfully. 

Limitations: The data collection is primarily from three large global Swedish 
automotive companies, except for nine startups in Sweden and one startup in 
the USA. Another limitation is that the data is primary from startups in 
Sweden, and it would be interesting to look at different startups from other con-
tinents. Therefore, a generalization of the results must be made with caution. 
Further research is needed to understand better the influence of organizational 
agility in the context of digital innovation, for example, ecosystems and com-
munities, and the implications on continuous digital innovation growth. 
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Future/Continued Research 

This research has given insights into different capability types of how digital 
startups apply organizational agility into their digital innovation initiatives. The 
research has also confirmed previous industry experience of how agile enter-
prises can develop continuous innovation capability and the power to collabor-
ate across company boundaries to make more effective use of internal and ex-
ternal knowledge in every organization. Besides, it has given a new indication 
of which entrepreneurial logic combination is more suitable for radical open 
innovation, for example, for digital disruptors (Figure 4). The role of having a 
challenging social vision and how many times it trumps capital by attracting 
the talents and external actors needed to be included in the innovation journey. 
The importance of having an ethical perspective in the digital economy due to 
people's demands for honesty and transparency to facilitate their choices about 
what to put their commitment, loyalty, or purchase of products and services. 
People need to influence product direction and be involved in a significant in-
novation journey as an employee or customer. Is this only applicable to the 
western industrial world, or is it a global phenomenon we are beginning to see 
in our world? 

Furthermore, research on the two remaining aspects, adaptability and digital 
tools, of organizational agility needs to be conducted. Already in the studies 
that have been included for this thesis, the role of digital collaboration tools 
could indicate those entirely new ways of communication and collaboration 
used by digital startup companies to speed up and facilitate their open innova-
tion initiatives. Understanding the startup company's ability to adapt to a con-
tinuously changing market can give us essential learnings for surviving in a 
chaotic digital market. We need to have a deep understanding of how startups 
proceed when innovating since they are the most significant risk to overturn 
other companies of any size. 
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Paper 1: Cultural Aspects of Organizational 
Agility Affecting Digital Innovation 

Dulce Goncalves, Magnus Bergquist, Richard Bunk, Sverker Alänge 5 6 7 8

Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to understand how the cultural aspects of organiza-
tional agility affect digital innovation capability. In the context of increasing 
demand for fast-paced digital innovation, organizational agility becomes stra-
tegically crucial for large incumbent companies to increase their competitive-
ness. The literature on organizational agility shows that incumbents, with their 
vast access to resources, still can have limited ability to innovate and respond 
to change. This is in sharp contrast to startups, who sometimes are impressively 
innovative despite their very limited resources. Sometimes the incumbents are 
even outcompeted and disrupted by startups because of their ability to embrace 
change, and rapidly seize new business opportunities. We know, however, little 
about why some incumbents are not able to use their resources efficiently for 
digital innovation, and why some smaller startups are able to transcend these 
resource limitations. In this context, we find that cultural aspects are especially 
crucial as enablers for organizational agility in digital innovation. We designed 
a comparative study to investigate differences in the influence of culture on 
organizational agility, and how it hinders or enables digital innovation, at both 
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incumbent firms and startups in the automotive industry. We applied a qualitat-
ive research approach and selected semi-structured interviews as our main re-
search method. The Competing Values Framework was used as a tool to cat-
egorize different cultures that affect organizational agility, but also to identify 
how and when tensions between values supported or hampered the organiza-
tions’ ability to innovate. Our findings show that, while a blend of Hierarchy- 
and Market cultures inhibited the innovation capability, Clan- and Adhocracy 
cultures promoted innovation. In our sample, the incumbents predominantly 
adhered to the first two cultures, while the startups typically belonged to the 
second group. The most successful startups were even able to create a combina-
tion of Clan- and Adhocracy cultures — a concept we here term ‘Agile culture.’ 
This culture allowed them to reach a beneficial state of digital innovation 
growth. When it comes to implications for research and practice, we found the 
need to analyze the role of culture for organizational agility and how to utilize 
culture as an asset to enable digital innovation growth. One contribution is the 
identification of ‘Agile culture’ that is an amalgamation of Clan- and Adho-
cracy culture, and the value agile culture creates when applied, enables organ-
izational agility, which in turn can enhance digital innovation capability. 

Keywords: Agile Culture, Organizational Agility, Entrepreneurial Culture, 
Competing Values Framework, Digital Innovation Capability 

Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to understand the influence of cultural values on 
organizational agility. The paper reports on a comparative study of startups and 
incumbent firms, both in the automotive industry, and how they work with en-
abling organizational agility to enhance digital innovation. We applied the 
Competing Values Framework (CVF) by Cameron and Quinn (2011) as a the-
oretical lens to identify the influence of cultural values on organizational agil-
ity, including to identify how and when tensions between values supported or 
inhibited the organizations’ ability to innovate. We defined an incumbent firm 
as already having a position in a market, at least one or more products avail-
able, and to a high extent financed through company generated revenue. A star-
tup was defined as being in an early stage in the enterprise life cycle, with no or 
few products released, and often, financed through venture capital. 

While the role of organizational agility has been approached from different 
academic strands since the beginning 1990s, the influence of cultural values on 
organizational agility and innovation capability in firms has recently gained 
attention. However, only few qualitative studies have focused on how cultural 
values drive organizational innovation. As noted by Crocitto and Youseef 

Page  of 83 167



(2003), research has mainly focused on the technical and/or quantitative side of 
organizational agility, and little focus on the qualitative side of how organiza-
tions achieve agility that is crucial to their success. Here, we have chosen a 
qualitative study for a better understanding of how cultural values impact or-
ganizational agility and enables innovation. In this study we are particularly 
interested in tensions between different cultural traits, i.e. how they compete. 
Cameron and Quinn (2011) argue that different cultural values can enhance 
organizations in their ability to act in a flexible and agile way, but when values 
compete this may lead to reduced efficiency. We propose that transformative 
companies, such as the incumbents found in contemporary automotive industry, 
are particularly relevant to study, as they need to change their culture in order 
to meet the challenges of digitalization and demands for organizational agility. 

The automotive industry, with its large international actors, was chosen because 
of its maturity, but also because they recently have been challenged by new-
comers with very different approaches to innovation. The newcomers are “born 
globals” with the ability to grow fast — largely through co-creating with net-
work partners (Andersson, 2011). Another reason for choosing the automotive 
industry was because of how digitalization has changed prioritization for auto-
motive industries, especially for industries organized in hierarchical structures 
supported by a culture that promotes vertical integration (Schimpf, 2016). For 
example, when the Original Equipment Manufacturer (OEM) Tesla already in 
their startup phase challenged established automakers with their innovation 
speed and capability, it spurred discussions on how new companies can take 
such a fast leap from a garage startup to a challenger of future transportation 
(Say, 2017). According to Pontes (2019) the forecast for 2019 top 10 best 
selling fully electric vehicle brands is: 1. Tesla, 2. BAIC, 3. BYD, 4. Nissan, 5. 
Renault, 6. Gradually, 7. Chery, 8. JMC, 9. JAC, 10. Hawtai. The European 
premium brands, eg. BMW and Volkswagen are replaced by brands of Chinese 
origin. Just in the USA Tesla's best-selling vehicle, the Model 3 luxury sedan, 
not only outsold every other electrical vehicle by at least 750% between Jan-
Jun 2019 (Matousek, 2019) but also threatened none EV midsize models of 
luxury automakers from Europe (Shahan, 2019). The market change is not only 
a change in technology, going from combustion engines to electric. Another 
aspect is the company’s capacity to enhance digital innovation. Tesla’s success 
can also be explained by their ”born digital” approach to innovation: their 
software mindset has developed the car into a mobile digital platform, where 
digital service innovation can take place at speed and be continuously deployed 
over the air (Sebastian, Ross, Beath, Mocker et al., 2017). This means that a 
Tesla car can be seen as an investment by the owner, as mostly everything con-
tinuously gets enhanced regardless if it is increased engine performance or new 
services, which becomes available at no additional cost for the car owner. Digi-
tal innovation then becomes a differentiator, a means for global competitive-
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ness. This is radically different from any ordinary automaker where the car 
value starts to decline as soon as you put in the car key. The traditional auto-
makers normally have their business on aftermarket services adding extra costs 
for the owner and the bulk of profits for OEMs. Normally there is a limitation 
on compliant services that can be added. This is a major mindset change in how 
to innovate products and business models in the digital era, that also leads to 
radically different user experience and added customer value. This kind of re-
invention of how companies do business to stay competitive indicates that an 
organization’s capability to be agile, has increasingly become important for 
innovation among incumbent firms in the automotive industry. This is one of 
the reasons why organizational agility has become a strategically important 
competence for these companies in their continuous innovation effort (Yusuf, 
Sarhadi, and Gunasekaran, 1999). Felipe, Roldán, and Leal-Rodriguez (2017) 
have shown that organizations often go through a cultural transformation when 
implementing an efficient innovation process. However, while organizational 
culture is important in the process of enhancing organizational agility, culture 
can also hamper such transformational attempts, regardless of whether the 
company is an incumbent or a startup. Competing cultural values in the organ-
ization can reduce the ability for organizations to develop agility, and thereby 
reduce their ability to effectively support innovation processes (Felipe et al., 
2017; Naranjo-Valencia, Jimenez-Jimenez, and Sanz-Valle, 2011).  

This study explores the influence of culture as an important key factor for the 
automotive companies’ to enhance organizational agility by asking the follow-
ing research question: How do cultural values shape organizational agility 
when incumbent firms and startups within the automotive industry explore 
digital innovation opportunities? The automotive industry is particularly suit-
able for investigating this question because of its long tradition of manufactur-
ing products that is currently challenged by digital innovation. 

The paper is organized in the following way: first we review previous research 
on organizational agility and culture followed by a presentation of the theoret-
ical lens for classification of organizational cultures, the CVF. Then the meth-
ods section describes the design of the empirical study involving both incum-
bent and startup companies in the automotive industry. The result section 
places the data in context and analyzes the result using the CVF lens. We end 
with concluding discussion, limitations of the study and suggestions for future 
research. 
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Literature Review 
The influence of cultural values on organizational agility is a growing field of 
interest within information systems research. The following section provides an 
overview of literature on organizational agility, the four core concepts charac-
terizing an agile enterprise (leaders and people, virtual organization, capability 
for reconfiguration, and continuous learning), and capabilities that enable such 
agility. Finally we present organizational culture that leads to the introduction 
of the Competing Values Framework (CVF). 

Organizational agility. Organizational agility is a firm’s capability to manage 
expeditious, persistent, and uncertain change to prosper in competitive envir-
onments of continually and unpredictably changing circumstances (Dove 2002; 
Teece, Peteraf, and Leih, 2016). Agility is a dynamic, context-specific, aggress-
ively change-embracing and growth-oriented system (Goldman, Nagel, and 
Preiss, 1995). It goes beyond speed, and requires massive structural and infra-
structural changes (Youssef, 1994). According to Conboy (2009) the definition 
of agility in information systems is “the continual readiness of an information 
systems development method to rapidly or inherently create change, and learn 
from change while contributing to perceived customer value (economy, quality, 
and simplicity), through its collective components and relationships with its 
environment”. The main driving force for agility is change (Conboy, 2009), an 
organization must be able to sense, seize and transform, in order to seize new 
business opportunities as they arise. Agility and reliance are essential ‘soul 
mates’ according to Holbeche (2018). Organizational agility is regarded as cru-
cial for organizations' innovation and competitive performance in contempor-
ary business (Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj, and Grover, 2003; Tallon and Pinson-
neault, 2011). In the digital world organizations are increasingly relying on in-
formation technologies, knowledge processes, and communication technologies 
that enhance their agile ability (Sambamurthy et al., 2003). Agility is dependent 
on leadership at all levels to promote agility as an organizational value, and to 
create an agile vision and mission (Crocitto et al., 2003). Leaders need to create 
a supportive culture of innovation, diffusion of information, teamwork effi-
ciency, and employee learnings and rewards for agile employees (Crocitto et 
al., 2003; Kraśnicka, Głód, and Wronka-Pośpiech, 2016).  

There are four core concepts that define organizational agility; virtual organiza-
tion, capability for reconfiguration, core competence and management (some-
times referred to as leaders and people), and knowledge driven enterprise 
(sometimes referred to as continuous learning) (Yusuf et al., 1999). An agile 
organization can act proactively with fast decision making, and has an ability to 
maximize its knowledge utilization, which means that it is able to use its com-
petence where it is most needed in order to rapidly re-configure and re-align 
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the business to serve a particular purpose as the window of opportunity opens 
up. According to Goldman et al. (1995) there are four strategic dimensions of 
agile competition: A) enriching the customer, meaning selling solutions instead 
of products; B) cooperating to enhance competitiveness, meaning to fully apply 
the virtual organization concept, use whatever resources needed regardless if 
they are within or outside the organization, even direct competitors could be 
used to leverage resources through cooperation; C) organizing to master change 
and uncertainty, important to have people that are motivated and knowledge-
able enough to convert change and uncertainty into new opportunities for in-
novation growth, they need to be empowered, routinely and rapidly; D) lever-
aging the impact of people and information, important having management that 
nurtures an entrepreneurial organizational culture enabling leveraging the im-
pact of people and information on operations. This is achieved by distributing 
authority, provide what is needed for people to get the job done by reinforcing 
a climate of mutual responsibility for joint success, and nevertheless reward 
innovation. 
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Company ID Size Type Roles

1 L Incumbent Vice President Consumer Connectivity Ser-
vices 

Senior Director Strategy & Innovation 

Vehicle Software & Electronics

2 M Incumbent Delivery Manager

3 M Incumbent Director Product Innovation 

Research Affairs & Innovation Manager 

Strategy & Sustainability Manager

4 S Startup Marketing Director 

Autonomous System Director 

Innovation Manager
5 M Startup CEO

Table 1. Sample for this study



Although the term “agility” was coined already in 1991 by a committee at the 
Iacocca Institute, Lehigh University (PA), to study the US industry’s lack of 
international competitiveness (Yusuf et al., 1999), agility has become a 
paradigm for how organizations should prepare for digital innovation that puts 
speed and efficiency in focus. To achieve organizational agility, companies tend 
to promote a culture of change and development that enables continuous in-
novation (Brettel, Mauer, Engelen, and Küpper, 2012; Holbeche, 2018). 
Already back in 1986 Takeuchi and Nonaka stated “In today's fast-paced, 
fiercely competitive world of commercial new product development, speed and 
flexibility are essential. Companies are increasingly realizing that the old, se-
quential approach to developing new products simply won't get the job done.” 
Goldman et al. (1993) claims that, “Agility is becoming a condition of 
survival,” and that the agile capabilities are not limited by equipment, only by 
the “imagination creativity and skills of the workforce”. Steiber (2017) goes 
even further by claiming that it is an urgent need for companies to apply a fun-
damental new approach to managing firms in the digital era. According to 
Steiber (2017) the traditional model for incumbent management is ‘outmoded’. 
Current market landscape favor companies that puts a premium on qualities 
like continuous innovation, adaptability, and rapid response. Another important 
remark is that it is not enough to just adopt modern tools and procedures, if 
companies continues to keep their core of bureaucracies, locked into the old 
structure, procedures, and culture it will make them slow to change course ef-
fectively. According to Appelbaum, Calla, Desautels, and Hasan, (2017, p. 5), 
“The nature of sustainability also has a major influence on an organization’s 
capabilities of performing with agility, as it is a topic which is continuously in 
flux.” Innovative business units are more open towards an “all-in” agile and 
skipping an initial bimodal setting (Gerster, Dremel, Brenner, and Kelker, 
2019). Agile structure adoption takes place at enterprises at large scale regard-
less of industry or size (Gerster et al., 2019). The ‘all-in’ agile holistic approach 
works as an accelerator for continuous innovation since it enables innovation 
and speed to become embedded capabilities in the agile ‘business as usual’ 
daily work (Goldman et al., 1995; Holbeche, 2018). 

Appelbaum et al. (2017) highlights the gap in literature with respect to agility, 
that most research focuses on the characteristics of agile organizations, with 
little attention to how organization can develop agile capabilities and embed the 
commitment to continuous change deep into the corporate DNA. According to 
Appelbaum et al. this goes beyond the level of processes and more into the 
psyche of the people driving the organization. Social implications are also 
highlighted by Appelbaum et al. (2017), where they claim that the challenge of 
the next century for large organizations will be to regain their innovative agile 
beginning, and for startups to continue to foster dynamic capabilities as they 
grow. Gerster et al. (2019) research showed that agile transformations are not a 
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short-term, transitory trend and will play a significant role as companies need 
to increase speed and flexibility to innovate new digital products and services. 
There is some learnings to capture and some capabilities to be built when com-
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Cultural 
Attribute

Incumbents Startups

Orientation High organizational com-
plexity. Well-defined re-
sponsibilities. Long de-
cision process.

Low organizational complexity. 
Flat structure enabling transpar-
ency, fast learning, quick decision 
making.  

Leader Type Competitor, organizer, co-
ordinator but moving to-
wards agile leadership. 
Hierarchy creates distance 
between top-leaders and 
people on the floor.

Leaders are very present, transpar-
ent, involving, sharing. Focus 
promoting the company’s challen-
ging big social vision inside and 
outside the company.

Theory of 

Effectiveness

Hybrid stage-gate model 
and SAFe (ongoing roll-
out).

Social entrepreneurship, effectu-
ation, born globals.

Vision Could have a challenging 
vision but still something 
that is achievable.

Challenging big social vision con-
tributing to a greater influence to a 
more sustainable world.

People Relying on role descrip-
tions, focus on expertise 
domain and titles. Passion 
for cars and to drive them. 

Empowered people, entrepreneuri-
al mindset, fast learners, self-or-
ganized/driven. A passion to make 
a greater contribution to a more 
sustainable world.

Innovation Hybrid traditional innova-
tion and open innovation.

Radical open innovation / disrupt-
ive. Transparency enabling in-
creased resources and speed, with 
limited means.

Table 2. Cultural attributes and their influence on the studied companies



panies evolve from a state of “doing” agile to instead “being” agile (Gerster et 
al., 2019, p. 4965). 

Capabilities enabling organizational agility. Capabilities enabling organiza-
tional agility has been reported in different academic strands with the following 
common abilities; the ability to think and act as a founder (entrepreneur) with 
the customer in mind; the ability to adjust and adapt to change; the ability to 
use whatever resources are best suited to build and optimize the needed re-
sources, regardless if these resources are within or outside the organization; to 
fail fast and learn fast in order to keep a fast innovation pace. 

Entrepreneurial capabilities have been discussed during a long time, and ac-
cording to Drucker (2015, p.30), the term “entrepreneur” can be attributed to 
Jean Baptiste Say who coined the term around 1800. Say defined the term en-
trepreneur as “shifts economic resources out of an area of lower and into an 
area of higher productivity and greater yield.” However Drucker (2015) states 
that Say’s definition does not say anything about who this “entrepreneur” is, 
just that the resources need to be “economic.” Furthermore, Drucker (2015) 
states that in the USA, the entrepreneur is often defined as one who starts his 
own new small business. A remark though is that not every new small business 
is entrepreneurial or even represents entrepreneurship (Drucker, 2015). Joseph 
Schumpeter (1934) was the first of the major economist to go back to Jean 
Baptiste Say, suggesting that dynamic disequilibrium brought on by the innov-
ating entrepreneur, rather than optimization and equilibrium (Drucker, 2015). 
According to Schumpeter this being the “norm” of a healthy economy and 
central for economy theory and practice. Schumpeter (1943) contributed to the 
understanding of innovation, stressing the large companies role as the main 
drivers of innovation (Hagedoorn, 1996).  

A company that is entrepreneurial does not automatically equals to an agile 
organization, not only does it require physical structural resources, it also de-
pends on an innovation- and risk oriented culture (Breu, Hemningway, 
Strathern, and Bridger, 2002; Crocitto et al., 2003; Holbeche, 2018). Manage-
ment in an agile company nurtures an entrepreneurial organization culture that 
leverages the impact of people and information on operations (Goldman et al., 
1995). Steiber and Alänge (2016) identified that an important difference 
between “traditional” incumbents and innovative firms, was the overarching 
orientation of the company that rippled through the system, affecting both the 
behavior of the employees and the ultimate growth and profit or loss of the 
company. Steiber and Alänge (2013) conclude that, a strong innovation-ori-
ented culture together with creative smart employees with passion to transform, 
generate a strong drive towards continuous innovation. Therefore, involving 
people that support the company’s entrepreneurial culture and acknowledge 
accountability (Goldman et al., 1995; Holbeche, 2018), enables innovation 

Page  of 90 167



growth and competitiveness (Steiber and Alänge 2016). The shortage of talents 
and their expectations will drive the need for organizations to look into a more 
open win-win employment relationship with their employees. Culture is the 
foundation of any innovative ecosystem (Hwang and Horowitt, 2012) as well 
as a key differentiator; it defines the identity of a company. According to 
Steiber and Alänge (2016), Silicon Valley companies compete with culture as a 
mean to attract and retain talents. Holbeche (2018) states that the most agile 
organizations are usually entrepreneurial startups that works as a power plant 
for innovation. These companies are obsessed with providing customer value 
and are prepared to put in significant effort to establish exactly what it is that 
their customers want or need, a customer first strategy (Holbeche, 2018). 
Drawing on the Say’s and Schumpeter's definitions of entrepreneurship, social 
entrepreneurship is a relatively new concept in the digital context (Robert and 
Woods, 2005). The social and challenging big vision like eg “How to save the 
world?”, and similar types of socially challenging big visions are applied by 
successful Silicon Valley companies (Steiber and Alänge, 2016). According to 
Robert and Woods (2005) social entrepreneurship aims at larger social values 
than only the business values that characterizes classical entrepreneurship. This 
works as a powerful driver to attract the born-global generation, and for social 
change, which also involves the ability to learn continuously and keep deliver-
ing customer value.   

Continuous learning. Knowledge in the digital era holds a notion of “know-
ledge is power” (Yusuf et al., 1999, p.39), but it has an expiration date, and 
people need to embrace continuous and fast learning in order to cope with the 
speed of business that has increased gradually during the last decade (Kuusisto, 
2017). Steiber (2017, p.1 ) states that incumbent companies are like “computers 
running on an outdated operating system” with limited upgrade options. Con-
tinuous learning has been suggested as a way to counter these limitations and 
enable innovation and process effectiveness (Holbeche, 2018). Another import-
ant aspect is that incumbent companies have difficulties to attract staff with 
digital competence and to tap into their creative abilities (Steiber, 2017). This 
underlines the breadth of how important it is for all human resources in organ-
izations to apply continuous learning for its workforce, in order to have a 
chance to keep pace with the rapid development of technology (Takeuchi and 
Nonaka, 1986; Nonaka, Toyama, and Konno, 2000). People learn in different 
ways, it requires that companies apply a dynamic process involving much reli-
ance on trial and error and learning by doing (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986; 
Goldman, et al., 1995; Schwaber and Beedle, 2001). Already then as now, there 
is a need for thoroughly focus on new learning and creating value through 
knowledge, leading to constant innovation in the world of constant change 
(Takeuchi et al., 1986; Nonaka et al., 2000; Steiber, 2017; Holbeche, 2018). 
According to Holbeche (2018), resilient organizations, thanks to their increase 
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in learning and resilience, can turn crises into a source of strategic opportunit-
ies. With that said, one can conclude that learning is the key to adaptation and 
innovation, eg. Google, Apple, Amazon and 3M are all “changeable,” they 
learn faster, better and have significantly better economic growth than their 
peers (Holbeche, 2018). 

Virtual organizations. Another way to capture and utilize new learnings is 
through virtual organizations. Abbe Mowshowitz first coined the term virtual 
organization in the North American linguistic-area in 1986. This concept in-
cludes different kinds of cooperation inside as well as outside of companies. 
According to Goldman et al. (1995) the virtual organization is a pragmatic tool 
for organizations to use if seeking a strategic concept they can apply in an en-
vironment of change and uncertainty. This could also be applied as a context 
resilient dynamical network where a number of integrating networks enables 
the organization to gather knowledge and use expertise quickly and effectively 
(Holbeche, 2018). But already back in 1986, Takeuchi and Nonaka presented a 
holistic method that would get the job done on a volatile market. This holistic 
approach consists of six characteristics: built-in instability, self-organizing pro-
ject teams, overlapping development phases, multi-learning, subtle control, and 
organizational transfer of learning. The approach was compared to a six pieces 
jigsaw puzzle, fitted together, forming a fast and flexible process for new 
product development. Each element, by itself, does not bring speed and flexib-
ility but taken as a whole, develops a powerful new set of dynamics that will 
make a difference. This approach acted as a change agent, and was seen as a 
vehicle for introducing creative, market-driven ideas and processes into stag-
nated organizations (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986). Goldman et al. (1995) iden-
tified six strategic reasons for organizations to take into account when applying 
the virtual organization concept to ensure focus on strategic company benefits 
when adopting the virtual organization model of cooperation:  

• Sharing infrastructure, R&D, risk, and costs. 
• Linking complementary core competencies. 
• Reducing concept to cash time through sharing. 
• Increasing facilities and apparent size. 
• Gaining access to markets and sharing market or customer loyalty. 
• Migrating from selling products to selling solutions. 

Organization reconfiguration. Agile enterprises have the capability of easily 
make a significant shift in focus, diversify, configure and re-align their business 
to serve a particular purpose rapidly as opportunity windows opens up (Yusuf 
et al., 1999). This type of organizations are well positioned to take advantages 
of speed, by getting to the market before competitors with new products, and in 
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a proactivity way, by providing a product or solution to market just before cus-
tomer need arises. The challenges many incumbents are facing is that they have 
lost their agility that they once had when they were smaller. The agile capabil-
ity is something that the Silicon Valley companies have been able to mitigate 
while growing (Steiber and Alänge, 2016), e.g. Google even created the title 
Chief Culture Officer in 2006 just to secure that their Google startup culture 
wouldn’t get lost even when the company grows (Steiber and Alänge, 2013; 
Steiber, 2017). Holbeche (2018) mentions that companies must be prepared to 
divest resources that no longer add value. It is ruthlessly decisive. Companies 
must constantly be adaptable, able to change their working methods in order to 
deliver optimum value to customers and do so at a glance. It is a resilient beha-
vior. According to previous Google manager Mo Gawdat, radical innovation is 
better than incremental improvements. "The easiest way to innovate is to see 
what resources you have, what the market requires and then choose the shortest 
path to profitability”. But the problem with this approach, according to Gawdat, 
is that you do not change anything fundamentally and that you also get stuck in 
old mindset and habits. Gradual improvements will not do the job, but a tenfold 
improvement will (Wallenberg, 2019; Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986; Schwaber 
and Beedle, 2001).  

Organizational culture. The literature on organizational agility recurrently 
emphasizes the importance of organizational culture as a determinant factor, eg. 
learning, resilience, reconfigurability, and other capabilities that enable organ-
izational agility towards an innovative orientation (Schein, 2017; Naranjo-
Valencia et al., 2011). Holbeche (2018) and Schein (2017) define culture as the 
assumed shared beliefs, values, norms and priorities that leads to a certain be-
havior enabling innovativeness. This can also be a powerful enabler for stabil-
ity, since familiar practices are reinforced over time and become habits and 
routines that maintain the status quo, regardless if these serve their business 
well or not (Holbeche, 2018). A well known citation on this topic is Peter 
Drucker’s, ‘culture eats strategy for breakfast,’ meaning culture is more im-
portant than strategy in determining an organization’s fate (Holbeche, 2018). A 
company that has taken this seriously is Google by establishing the role of a 
chief culture officer in order to retain their startup culture over time (Steiber 
and Alänge, 2013). Google has a recruiting strategy to just recruit the ‘right’ 
people who ‘fit’ the organization culture, to ensure that people with skills that 
align with the company core values can thrive and deliver in alignment with 
organizational culture (Holbeche, 2018; Steiber and Alänge, 2013). According 
to Steiber (2017, p.24) an executive at Google stated “We hire people that are 
curious and want to be part of something bigger.” “The kind of people you re-
cruit matters for innovation” (Steiber and Alänge, 2013, p.247). Googles 
founders laid the ground for the company’s culture, subcultures are permitted 
as long as the core values remain intact (Steiber and Alänge, 2013). 
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Analysis Framework 
To explore the role of culture for organizational agility we chose the Compet-
ing Values Framework as the analytic lens for this study. This framework, as 
shown in Figure 1, works as a holistic navigator helping us understand the dif-
ferent case companies in this study regarding their corporate culture and orient-
ation towards innovation. 

Competing Values Framework (CVF). According to Cameron & Quinn 
(Cameron et al., 2014) tensions arise between different logics that coexist in 
organizations. The CVF helps understanding how and why tensions arise in 
organizations and how the organization can cope with such tensions. Each 
quadrant in the framework describes a logic. An organization is not locked 
within a certain quadrant, however it cannot fully focus on all logics at the 
same time. Companies typically tend to move their focus between the different 
quadrants and when doing so tensions are generated within the organization 
because of the multiple logics present at the same time. 

The application of the CVF emerged from studies of factors that account for 
highly effective organizational performance. The x-axis captures competing 
value logics between internal (maintenance) and external (positioning) focus. 
Typical questions asked internally are: “What is important for us?” and “How 
do we want to work?”. The right half of the figure describes the external focus: 
“What is important for the outside world, our clients, and the market?”. The y-
axis captures competing values ranging between individuality and flexibility 
(top) and stability and control (bottom). This creates four approaches to culture. 

Four approaches to culture. Each type of culture is described based on the fol-
lowing attributes: orientation, leader type, value drivers, and the theory of effi-
ciency (Cameron et al., 2014). Clan culture: environment similar to a large 
family, where there is a great involvement, teamwork, and participation; em-
phasis on continuous learning, and bonding to colleagues by morals; executives 
are mentors or father figures that value needs of the clients and caring for their 
people. Adhocracy culture: dynamic and creative environment; leaders are in-
novators, entrepreneurial, visionary and risk takers; focus on experiments and 
innovation; value drivers are innovative outputs, transformation and agility; 
success factors are availability of new products or services; organizations pro-
mote individual initiative and freedom. Market culture: focus on results, finish-
ing work and getting things done; people are competitive and focused on goals; 
leaders are ambidextrous, hard drivers, producers, have high expectations, 
promote winning; reputation and success are important. Hierarchy culture: 
formalized and structured work environment, formal rules and policy keeps the 
organization together; leaders organize around command and control; success 
factors are trustful delivery, smooth planning and low cost.  
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The CVF has been identified as one of an important framework for identifying 
the role of cultural values for business efficiency (Yu and Wu, 2009). It helps 
organization identify the criteria of effectiveness that must be pursued by or-
ganizations when it comes to what leadership and managerial competencies 
that are most effective in the underlying organizational culture. The framework 
describes the core approaches of how to think when designing an organization 
depending on what the organization should emphasize; innovation, creativity, 
entrepreneurship, collaboration, teamwork, or controlling, goal achievement, 
assessing and measuring. 

Studying organizational agility from a culture perspective. The purpose of 
an agile enterprise is to increase the speed of response to change, leaders per-
severance of continuously scanning the environment, and provide market-creat-
ing innovations that lead the company to so called “blue oceans” of profitabil-
ity (Denning, 2019). Blue ocean strategy is about doing business where there is 
no competitor by redefining e.g. the product, service, customer, business mod-
el, or work methods (Kim and Mauborgne, 2004). This kind of behavior per-
mits the agile enterprise to react to what they see coming earlier than competit-
ors, and serves as a mitigation strategy to enable the company to proactively 
respond to changes within increasingly competitive global markets (Schwaber 
and Beedle, 2001). As Appelbaum et al., (2017, p.73) concluded, “Becoming 
and maintaining an agile organization is not easy. It is a journey, perhaps 
without an end.” By using the CVF as our analysis lens we have found that or-
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ganization culture is of huge importance for enabling the creation of a “green-
house” environment that will thrive innovation, this requires its gardener, ie a 
certain type of leadership to make it flourish.  

Naranjo-Valencia et al. (2011) concluded that Adhocracy culture better pro-
motes innovation, while Hierarchy cultures preferably drive an imitation ori-
entation. However, from our studies it becomes evident that only growing an 
Adhocracy culture is not enough to successfully drive innovation. But also, 
continuous learning is a cornerstone to create a state of continuous innovation 
(Drucker, 2015; Cameron et al., 2014). This cultural aspect is predominantly 
found in the Clan culture. Furthermore, as Drucker (2015) states: “bureaucra-
cies” in big organizations (hierarchical culture) and their “conservatism” are 
serious impediments to entrepreneurship and innovation. This could be further 
explained by defining “culture” as a recurring pattern of behavior and values 
that lead to an ability to do something (capability). Practices are needed in or-
der to create the entrepreneurial climate. A company that wants to operate on a 
fast-paced digital market, needs continuous innovation capability. To not be 
able to mitigate the temptation of “starve tomorrow” and just “feed yesterday” 
is deadly and inevitable ages and declines the organization (Drucker, 2015). 
What Drucker (2015) meant was that it is easier to continue to allocate product-
ive resources to existing business, and simply go for exploitation, by getting a 
little bit more of what they already have. Furthermore, in the rapid change in 
the digital landscape the decline will be fast (Drucker, 2015). Important to keep 
in mind that innovation cannot be "commanded out”. Organizations needs to be 
receptive to innovation and view change as an opportunity rather than as a 
threat (Drucker, 2015). It is up to every company to decide what capabilities 
they want or need to create, in order to be a driver or a follower on the market 
(March, 1991; Naranjo-Valencia et al., 2011). Depending on their choices, they 
should choose to develop capabilities that lead to the desired organizational 
culture, which in turn suits their purpose in the best way. If their choice is to be 
a driver, choose to develop capabilities that leads to enabling a Clan and Adho-
cracy culture. If the choice is to be a follower, choose to develop capabilities 
that leads to enabling Hierarchy and Market culture. When the company has 
made their decision on their wanted culture they need to recruit or transform 
the leaders and people to match the wanted organizational culture. 

Research Methods 
Research approach. To identify the influence of cultural values on organiza-
tional agility in the context of digital innovation in the automotive industry, we 
choose a qualitative research approach and conducted semi-structured inter-
views. We applied a generic purposive sampling (Bryman, 2012), and chose 
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five international automotive companies because of their active approach to 
digital service innovation since this is generally driving innovation in this do-
main today (Lyytinen, Yoo, and Boland, 2016). The selection of the incumbent 
companies was based on their ambition to master the new digital service mar-
ket. The two startups were chosen because of their disruptive innovation capab-
ility on the global market within a couple of years, despite limited resources. 
The three incumbents and one startup were located in Sweden and one startup 
in the USA. The US company was chosen because of its interaction with the 
OEMs on the Swedish market. 

We interviewed individuals with management and strategic positions in the 
companies to understand how the company’s board and top management lead 
their company, how the company structure and culture supported or hindered 
innovation, new business opportunities and business models, what major chal-
lenges they were facing for the upcoming one to five years, and how they 
tackled these challenges. We used an interview guide with 13 predefined open-
ended questions. Examples of questions from this guide are: “Does your com-
pany culture hinder or support you in experimenting with new business oppor-
tunities?”; “In what way could it have supported you more?” These questions 
were grounded in the organizational agility theory’s core concepts (leadership 
and people, virtual organization, continuous learning, capability for reconfigur-
ation) discussed in the literature review. The question “To what extent do you 
involve external actors in order to try out and to understand new opportunities 
and threats? (in respect to innovation and development),” was specifically re-
lated to capabilities enabling organizational agility and innovation growth. The 
question “How would you describe your company board and their role?”, was 
asked to capture how the board supported or hindered the companies’ entre-
preneurial capability and innovation growth. Another theme in the interviews 
aimed at capturing how the companies worked with business model innovation 
for their products/services and if they considered changing models to deal with 
new business opportunities, e.g. “How did you come up with this business 
model?” (From idea to current state.) 

Data collection. We conducted 10 semi-structured interviews (see Table 1). For 
the Swedish companies we conducted all interviews at the company site. For 
the American company we conducted the interview via an interactive on-line 
dialogue. 

The interviews took approximately 1-1.5 hours interview per person and fol-
lowed the common set of 13 predefined open-ended questions. All interviews 
were recorded and later transcribed. Some of the companies offered a guided 
tour as an introduction to the company (basic historic information). Additional 
secondary data collection included white papers, web pages, YouTube films, 
and a literature survey. 
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Data analysis approach. First, we transcribed and coded the recorded inter-
views using a bottom up approach (Myers, 2013). Second, we compared each 
recorded answer to the corresponding interview question to systematically 
identify similarities and differences between the companies' approach to innov-
ation. Our analysis of the interviews revealed four different recurring themes: 
company structure, company culture, external-actors and innovation. The ana-
lyzed results were categorized according to CVF directly in Table 2 and plotted 
in Figure 2. During our analysis it became evident that the cultural values were 
clustered two by two in Hierarchy/Market and Clan/Adhocracy. Third, we have 
selected quotes from our interviews to better clarify our results and reasoning 
and to give a sense of how these companies actually think about their business 
and market. Fourth, we applied quasi-quantification as an analysis method to 
better understand the data. This enabled us to study the cultural spread and pos-
ition in the CVF for the each company, and also to compare cultural properties 
between the different companies. A plot of the quasi-quantified data is showing 
in Figure 2 (geometric shapes fitted with cubic polynomials). The Discussion 
section is initially structured according to the described culture quadrants in the 
CVF followed by a discussion of culture values’ impact on organizational cap-
ability related to extant literature. 

Results and Analysis 
Organizational culture types & orientation. The findings showed a focus 
towards Hierarchy and Market among incumbents but with an increasing 
awareness that market opportunities change fast and that they needed to be able 
to adapt faster than before. This required major changes for the incumbent 
firms at all levels in order to become more agile, attract and retain talents, get a 
better understanding of their customers’ needs, and be able to prioritize in order 
to maintain competitiveness on the market. Four out of five companies men-
tioned that recruitment is one of the major challenges they are facing, in partic-
ular by the incumbent firms. The interviewed incumbents experienced a need to 
build dynamic capabilities to handle continuous change over time. Table 2 
summarizes the main results based on the structure derived from the CVF cul-
ture attributes (orientation, leader type, value drivers, and the theory of effect-
iveness), capabilities that enable organizational agility, e.g., vision, people and 
innovation (Cameron and Quinn, 2014; Crocitto et al., 2003; Steiber and 
Alänge, 2016) and is followed by a thorough description. We found, as Table 2 
shows, that the cultures dominating incumbents were a blend of hierarchy and 
market, while startups were dominated by a blend of clan and adhocracy. 

Incumbents - Hierarchy & Market. Orientation: The incumbent firms felt 
that their current organizational structure was an obstacle for enabling innova-
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tion work to happen and to take their products and services fast to market. All 
incumbent firms had started an agile transformation journey by rolling out the 
Scaled Agile Framework for enterprise (SAFe). The reason to start an agile 
transformation journey on company level was mostly to gain new capabilities, 
e.g. speed, transparency, greater visualization enabling better prioritization re-
garding what needed to be done. A transformation success was seen as crucial 
to attract the needed talents and to accelerate innovation speed and reduce time 
to market with solutions that were not obsolete already when launched. Com-
pany-3 differed by mainly covering one culture (Hierarchy).  

Vision: The incumbents had developed a challenging vision but still something 
that everyone would be able to achieve. Company-3 had a vision that reminded 
of a bigger social challenging vision as found in the successful Silicon Valley 
companies, but they were not open regarding what the meaning of their vision 
was to them.  

Leaders: According to company-1, agile transformation required an extensive 
mindset change. It was important that the first attempts were handled by man-
agement in a way that would not jeopardize the idea with agile transformation. 
Incumbents' top management supported the agile transformation but were not 
directly taking part or being present in the organization to motivate people why 
the changes were needed. Instead, they delegated to middle management who 
experienced lack of support, transparency, engagement and courage in commu-
nication and decisions. Even though top leaders wanted the agile efficiency and 
innovation growth, their way of leading had not changed. 

Culture: The incumbent firms were aware that they had a culture within their 
company that was not optimal for a change towards agile philosophy and/or 
agile working methods, and that it would be a struggle to move to a new more 
agile culture. However, there was differences between the studied companies. 
Company-2 has been able to retain some degree of startup culture and practices 
from before they were acquired by the current owner. They explained that their 
culture actually still differed from the mother company units even though the 
same rules, values, etc., applied for all units. 

People: Results show differences between incumbents in the way the organiza-
tional culture and orientation attracted talents. Company-2 pointed out that em-
ployees had different behavior depending on if they originally came from the 
startup or the new mother company. People from the mother company were 
seen as less driven, engaged and passionate compared to the ones originating 
from the startup firm. Much of the tension in this company was explained by 
these differences in internal organization and cultural values. All studied in-
cumbents’ agile transformation was challenged by different traditions carried 
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by the different domain groups, e.g. hardware, software, supply chain, for how 
to organize people around the new agile mindset.  

Innovation: The automotive industry is going through four major challenges: 
autonomous drive, electrification, digitalization and increased degree of shared 
mobility. In order to increase innovation speed to reach market impact the stud-
ied incumbents were aware that they needed more open innovation and co-cre-
ation with external actors. This kind of co-creation was limited to joint ven-
tures. Company-1 had several innovation centers, but it was hard to get new 
ideas approved by senior management. They realized that a broad innovation 
approach, with several forms of innovation strategies, was needed and that 
competitiveness was dependent on the ability to continuously learn, develop 
and deliver new products to the market. Another insight was that there are dif-
ferences compared to the past with new types of partnership even outside the 
automotive sector and the companies’ comfort zone, such as electronic retail 
companies, energy companies and the like. None of the studied companies had 
measurements in place for innovation growth and did not see the value in or 
need for this kind measurement.  

Startups - Clan & Adhocracy. Orientation: The startups were comfortable 
with their current lean structure. This was also a necessity given their small 
margins. Agile meant that they had to be prepared for quick changes–com-
pletely if needed–regardless of it was due to internal or external reasons. 

Vision: The studied startups were formed as answers to social challenges based 
on a vision about contributing to a more sustainable world.  

Leaders: Managers were present and communicated the need for openness, 
sharing and promoting the company’s vision both inside and outside the com-
pany. Leadership was personalized with focus on motivating people and sup-
porting them. Company-4 explicitly applied social entrepreneurship, e.g. every 
Monday they would kickoff the week with a standup meeting hold by their 
CEO. “Our CEO has created and maintains this culture.” “Our CEO is very 
present, transparent, involving, sharing.”  

Culture: The startup firms had explicit cultural values that were communicated 
both internally and externally as part of their identity. Company-4 “Culture was 
an important driver for the startups.” Company-5 stated, “Culture is of huge 
importance, and cannot be underestimated. This goes back to be able to retain 
people.” They were convinced that it was important to make employees feel 
that they are part of a team and that sharing the same values positively affected 
their will to stay in the company. The startups mentioned that they verified that 
everyone have the same goals and made sure that they worked closely with 
their colleagues regardless of where they were located globally. For 
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company-4, cultural values such as the need for innovation and transparency 
was carried by the company founder. One of the interview persons at company-
4 stated “Compared to other companies we are very authentic with those val-
ues, you can feel them.” The company had monthly status reports on YouTube 
to keep people outside the company updated about their latest progress and en-
gaged open source communities in product development. Collaborating with 
larger incumbents could force them to step back on their openness. 

People: The startups were very selective when hiring people, for them it was 
important that talents could fit into the cultural values they embraced. This in 
order to get the “right” talents that can function and take initiative in this type 
of innovation collaboration culture. Company-5 pointed out the importance of 
recruiting the right talents by stating the following: “It is hard to find the right 
people, still we are very selective. Last year we hired 80 people and for those 
we had 23.000 people applying. You give what you pay for. Hiring the wrong 
people is much more costly than spending the time hiring the right person - it 
has taken a lot of time - having engineers that spend 30% of their time inter-
viewing.” They looked for empowered people with an entrepreneurial mindset 
who were self-organized and driven by passion rather than titles. Company-5 
CEO stated “We encourage people to be independent and to be self-driven and 
not wait for someone to tell them what to do.” Employees were passionate 
about being part of a journey to make a contribution to a more sustainable 
world. Company-4 stated “This place is driven by passion rather than rules.” 
Most of the startups’ recruitment was based on networks and weak ties: people 
who knew the founders’ work and wanted to be part of the journey. For these 
companies it was important that employees had the right attitude, rather than 
having the right experience. Company-5 CEO “I try to talk to everyone that we 
make an offer to.” Company-4 regarding what’s important when it comes to 
recruitment, “It is all about attitude and mindset, be open-minded and want to 
do something great. Skills are important but without attitude it will not work.”   

Innovation: Startups stated that innovation was something they did by neces-
sity. Innovation processes had to be lean. Novel and innovative methods and 
processes were used during the engineering, manufacturing and production 
phases. The startups were competing with frontend technologies such as 
autonomous vehicles which forced them to be innovative since the solutions 
did not yet exist. As startups they saw it as advantageous that there were no 
preconceived ideas about how particular problems should be solved. They con-
tinually tried to reduce time to get their innovations to the market. According to 
the interviewed managers, success was dependent on a company culture of be-
ing open-minded, applying radical open innovation methodologies and fast 
feedback loops from target groups. Ideas for solutions could come from unex-
pected sources, according to company-4 “Still today every idea counts.” This 
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was motivated by the scarce resources that forced them to continually identify 
and evaluate new ideas and being prepared to team up with external partners to 
have a chance to succeed. Various strategies were used: with some partners the 
collaborative tool was a software or hardware platform, with others the collab-
oration was strategic with shared critical information, keeping core technolo-
gies and strategies internal. Company-5 was quite aware from start that they 
would not be able to succeed without collaborating with others, “It is a big 
space and one cannot do it all, even though you can do it all maybe you 
shouldn't. Others might do it better.” Company-4 applied a “digital first” 
strategy, which meant that they first built a digital model before developing a 
physical product that helped the developers in their design and manufacturing 
process. The startups viewed collaboration and partnership to get hold of exper-
ience and knowhow and gain speed as the approach to continue develop in the 
future. 

Discussion 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how cultural values shape organiza-
tional agility in the automotive industry in the context of how these companies 
explore digital innovation opportunities. We compared how different organiza-
tional approaches and value systems in automotive startups and incumbents 
supported or hindered their ongoing work to develop organizational agility to 
increase their ability to innovate. Figure 2 summarizes the results presented in 
the results section (Table2) plotted in the CVF matrix. Below we discuss four 
different ways culture affected the way the studied organizations were able to 
use different agile capabilities to promote innovation (Figure 1). 
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Hierarchy: incremental change. The hierarchical culture, with its internal 
maintenance focus and value drivers such as control, efficiency and stable pro-
duction and a controlling management, created a capability for small incre-
mental change but left little room for experimentation and fast decisions. To 
innovate within this environment took time, and improvements developed 
stepwise in a controlled way. Hierarchical culture had a negative impact on or-
ganizational agility that requires flexibility, adaptability, and fast decision mak-
ing. Empowered employees should be able to collaborate with other resources, 
regardless if they were within or outside company control. A risk was identified 
that the companies with hierarchical culture could not survive the current fast-
pace innovation environment on the digital market, especially for company-3 
that almost entirely had its cultural focus in the Hierarchy quadrant (Figure 2).  

Market: short-term change. The Market culture, with its external position 
focus and value drivers as market share growth, aggressive competition and 
goal achievement provides a capability for fast change and short-term perform-
ance but does not promote collaboration and experimentation. Its hard-driver 
and competitor leadership style values fast business profit and market share 
growth. Although this culture promotes a focus on external positioning on the 
market, it does not necessarily have a positive impact on organizational agility, 
which promotes continuous learning, team collaboration, co-creation and ex-
perimentation. Market culture promotes competition both internally and ex-
ternally. This generates agility in relation to the market, but can have negative 
impact on the organizational environment for innovation due to the focus on 
aggressive competition and fast business profitability. The time and space for 
innovation is therefore not well supported. Because Market culture focuses on 
external positioning and fast change it could easily be perceived as being an 
Agile culture. However, an Agile culture should also emphasize elements of 
openness and co-operation. This difference between the "espoused theories" 
and the “theories-in-use" (in the terminology of Argyris and Schön, 1996) has 
also been observed in other domains. According to Argyris and Schön (1996), 
an individual is normally not aware of which are his theories-in-use, and can 
typically only become aware to a limited extent, and even then with substantial 
effort through ‘double-loop learning,’ when efforts are made to deeply reflect 
upon a situation, including questioning its basic assumptions. Company-1 and 2 
(Figure 2) were well represented within this culture and they were both strug-
gling to get innovation with external actors to happen. Company-2 stated that 
they were struggling to spend time on innovation since customer projects al-
ways took priority. 

Clan: long term change. The Clan culture contributed to a capability for long-
term change, individuality and flexibility, with its internal focus and value 
drivers such as collaboration, team-building, commitment and development 

Page  of 103 167



that had a positive impact on organizational agility, as collaboration and con-
tinuous learning were key capabilities for organizational agility. Mentor leaders 
also had a positive impact on organizational agility as they promote people to 
be self-driven and make their own decisions, including permitting failure as 
long as people learn from their mistakes. Empowerment and commitment built 
openness and trust, enabling people to innovate. This culture alone did not fully 
drive innovation, as people also had to be inspired and passionate about what 
they do, for innovation to take off. This was in particular promoted by com-
pany-4 and 5 (Figure 2). At company-4 all employees supported each other to 
meet the goals and targets. E.g. when we were at their site to interview people 
for this study we could see engineers working with a UX designer down on the 
garage floor to solve the lighting design on the car in order to achieve the best 
suited design both from a technical design perspective and from a user experi-
ence perspective. Even though company-4 did apply “digital first,” they some-
time had a need to see and feel how it really would work out in the real physic-
al car. Both companies-4 and 5 had great collaborations with external actors. 
Company-5 CEO stated that they already from start realized that their potential 
market space was large and they would not be able to do it by themselves - 
their strategy has from start been to collaborate with others. As he said: “It is a 
big space and one cannot do it all, even though you can do it all maybe you 
shouldn't. Others might do it better.” Company-4 even had the well established 
incumbents to knock on their door to be part of their journey. They tried to find 
win-win solutions since company-4 was not able to pay for the incumbents' 
tools that they offered them to use in their development. The incumbents 
partnered up with company-4 for branding, e.g. to gain some of the hype status 
to boost their incumbent image to attract talents, or to use company-4 as a test-
bed for their own products. What company-4 clearly stated was that it was nev-
er for charity, there needed to be a win-win for both companies.  

Adhocracy: transformational change. The Adhocracy culture, with its flat 
structure, external positioning, focus on individuality and flexibility and value 
drivers such as a challenging social vision and a focus on innovative outputs, 
had a positive impact on organizational agility and provided a capability for 
transformational change (Iivari and Iivari, 2011). The visionary leaders were 
able to inspire both people and customers and gain their loyalty and commit-
ment to innovate and develop. This was a highly energetic environment where 
innovation took off, but for enabling continuous innovation “Clan” capabilities 
like continuous learning and collaborations were needed. This means that Ad-
hocracy culture is not enough for enabling continuous innovation that is needed 
in a fast-pace innovating digital market. Company-4’s (Figure 2) frugal use of 
titles, unless needed to ease external communication, created a change-able 
mindset of all employees. As several of company-4’s interviewed people stated, 
“Titles are of no importance, has no internal value, ” “Team members are those 
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in charge,” and “Ideas for solution can come from anywhere.” They even 
stated, “This is due to the culture and the talents that we get into the company, 
to be open-minded until the last second.” 

Organizational culture values. Organizational culture values’ impact on or-
ganizational agility (capabilities) differs depending on if it concerns non-com-
peting, competing or complementary values. 

Non-Competing Values. Company-3 (Figure 2) was unique among our inter-
view companies since it was only placed within one culture, namely the closed 
hierarchical culture. An observation was that their external communication did 
not reflect the actual company inside, which could be an effect of their hier-
archical culture. These were the most difficult interviews to do, and where trust 
was not really in place. We experienced this company as a very closed com-
pany, which is not really suitable for open innovation that requires a high de-
gree of openness and co-innovation (Kucharska, 2017). We did not find any 
competing values within this company. 

Competing values. For company-1 and 2 (Figure 2) their hierarchical culture 
values with respect to formal rules, policies, control and their hierarchical cul-
tures’ organization glue dimension had a negative effect on innovation 
(Naranjo-Valencia et al., 2011). The difference between these two companies 
was that company-2 showed more openness and this, as explained by them-
selves, was due to that they had been able to keep their startup culture and or-
ganization agility that they had prior to the acquisition by their mother com-
pany. This was something that company-2 was struggling with in order to be 
able to retain its original culture now when being in the “new” environment 
where they had to be compliant with the mother companies processes and 
routines.  

Complementary values. Cameron and Quinn (2011) found that companies 
spanning several cultures likely will generate internal tensions due to compet-
ing value systems that can make them less efficient and thus hamper their abil-
ity to innovate. Surprisingly the studied startups (company-4 and 5, figure 2) 
showed a high degree of organizational agility while at the same time spanning 
two value logics – Clan and Adhocracy. The influence of these cultural values 
were seen as crucial for the studied companies to develop organizational agility 
as a dynamic capability to enable innovation growth (Steiber and Alänge, 
2013). The combination of Clan and Adhocracy culture generated a value sys-
tem that supported a creative agile environment for both leaders and other em-
ployees, which moved the organizations into a hyper productive state (Takeuchi 
and Nonaka, 1986; Schwaber and Beedle, 2001). For the startups in this study 
it meant moving into a hyper-innovating state due to its cooperative and know-
ledge  sharing rather than competitive behavior which also has been noted in 
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other startup studies regarding organizational culture (Prystupa, 2017). As 
company-4 stated “Ambitions level is 10 out of 10. It is all in by everyone.” We 
could not identify a direct tension within the culture combination of Clan and 
Adhocracy. Instead they blended into one compound culture, which we term 
Agile culture. The Clan culture focused on caring for people, fostering collab-
oration, enabling continuous learning to develop employees’ skills and compet-
ence (Takeuchi and Nonaka, 1986; Schwaber and Beedle, 2001). Naranjo-
Valencia et al. (2011) identified what they call organization glue that had a pos-
itive effect on innovation when employees shared values, and in particular 
when these values were commitment to innovation and change. The structure in 
these organizations were flat with little formal expression of Hierarchy.  

The studied companies recognized the importance of what Yusuf et al. (1999) 
named the core concepts of an agile enterprise: virtual organization, capability 
for reconfiguration, core competence and management, and knowledge driven 
enterprise, e.g. continuous learning. This was especially evident in the incum-
bents’ struggle to establish a culture that would let organizational agility per-
meate the whole work organization to obtain a holistic perspective. The star-
tups had this approach as a cultural premise for the entire organization. As 
Goldman et al. (1995) has argued, to succeed, companies need to tailor their 
approach to fit their organizational context so that everyone can embrace the 
vision. There is no generic receipt that fits all (Goldman et al., 1995). The in-
cumbents in this study were all trying to organize their move around the Scaled 
Agile Framework, SAFe. This required both structural and cultural transforma-
tional change (Cameron et al., 2011). A culture move towards organizational 
agility also required that top management had a clear vision why the move was 
needed (Paasivaara, Behm, Lassenius, and Hallikainen, 2018). The incumbents 
identified the innovation capability fostered by the startups’ new type of agile 
culture and realized that it put pressure on them to transform from an organiza-
tion dominated by Hierarchy and Market culture, to an organization charged by 
Clan and Adhocracy culture. The study shows, however, that it was hard for the 
incumbents to involve all levels of the company to embrace an agile approach 
to the organization because of the dominating waterfall regime. While the star-
tups managed to fuse Clan and Adhocracy into a new agile culture, the acceler-
ation of the transformation towards organizational agility led to increased ten-
sions between Hierarchy/Market culture and Clan/Adhocracy culture in the 
studied incumbents. 

Felipe et al. (2017) concluded in their study on the relationship between com-
peting values and organizational agility that Clan, Adhocracy and Hierarchy 
cultures are positively related to organizational agility, while Market culture is 
negatively related to organizational agility. Their findings suggest that agile 
companies might benefit from a certain degree of stability, order and control in 
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times of crisis and uncertainty. It is noted by Felipe et al. (2007) that Hierarchy 
culture may lead to short-term success. However, our results show that short-
term integration into a Hierarchy culture can have a negative impact on innova-
tion capability. This was also an important reason why the three incumbents in 
our study transformed their organizations towards combining Clan and Adho-
cracy cultural values. All studied companies proposed that, in order to be able 
to create novel products and services and rapidly take them to the market they 
needed to collaborate with external actors in a more open and collaborative 
way than before. This required that they reassess criteria for effectiveness 
based on Clan and Adhocracy cultural values, such as present and committed 
leaders, flat organizations, co-creation, and agile techniques and tools, such as 
empowerment, teamwork and innovation (Cameron et al., 2014). Given the 
challenges facing companies today, incumbents in particular, in order to attract 
and retain the necessary talents needed within the digital era, a transformation 
towards an agile environment can be a way of mitigating the challenge of at-
tracting and retaining these needed talents. According to Lund (2003), job satis-
faction is negatively related to Hierarchy and Market cultures, and positively 
related to Clan and Adhocracy cultures. 

Conclusion and Contribution 
This paper set out to answer the research question: How do cultural values 
shape organizational agility when incumbent firms and startups within the 
automotive industry explore digital innovation opportunities? 

Our first conclusion is that organizational agility effectiveness, is gained only 
when both Clan and Adhocracy cultures are present and integrated. We call the 
integrated sum of these two cultures ‘Agile culture’. This is in contrast to the 
competing values between Clan and the Adhocracy cultures identified by 
Cameron and Quinn. 

A second conclusion is that Hierarchy and Market culture values are opposite 
to the amalgamation of Adhocracy and Clan culture, which we refer to as agile 
culture. Hierarchy and Market culture values competed with agile culture. This 
made it difficult for incumbents to gain organizational agility by incorporating 
a ‘startup culture’ that had the desired combination of Clan and Adhocracy val-
ues, e.g. as shown for company-2 (Figure 2). This was also the main reason for 
why all incumbents that participated in this study started an ‘all-in' agile trans-
formation journey, aiming for moving their organization from a traditional cul-
ture (Hierarchy & Market) that had an inhibitory effect on their innovation cap-
ability, to an agile culture that would in particular enable their open innovation 
capability.  
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Limitations and future research. There are some limitations to this study. The 
data collection is primarily from three large global Swedish automotive com-
panies, except for one startup in Sweden and one startup in USA. Another lim-
itation is that the data is from two startups from two different continents, and it 
would be interesting to further study startups from other continents. Therefore, 
generalization of the results must be made with caution. Further research is 
needed to better understand the influence of culture on organizational agility in 
the context of open innovation. This includes understanding how companies 
co-create with external actors in ecosystems or networks, and the implications 
on continuous innovation growth. 
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Paper 2: How Organizational Transparency 
Strengthens Digital Innovation Capabilities 
in Startups 

Dulce Goncalves 9

Abstract 
Organizational transparency has been identified as an essential principle for 
organizations to adopt and enable organizational agility, which has become 
crucial for companies to develop since it enables the digital innovation capabil-
ity required for today's volatile digital market. There is little empirical evidence 
in the literature describing how startups use transparency to develop their or-
ganizational agility and increase their digital innovation capability. Therefore, 
we conducted a qualitative study based on 23 semi-structured interviews on 
nine globally active automotive startups to understand how organizational 
transparency strengthens digital innovation capability. The result shows that in 
the cases where organizational transparency enables trusting relationships and 
commitment between employees and across company borders, transparency 
can strengthen the startups' digital innovation capability and making full use of 
people's creativity. We conclude that startups that apply an external transpar-
ency strategy to open innovation strengthen their digital innovation capability 
and the likelihood of market success. 

Keywords: Organizational Agility, Transparency, Boundary Spanning, Digital 
Innovation, Open Innovation 
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Introduction 
Organizational transparency can be a powerful resource for innovation when 
adequately applied, e.g., when companies build trustworthy relationships with 
external actors to become an attractive collaboration partner (Valkokari, Sep-
pänen, Mäntylä and Jylhä-Ollila, 2017). A key success factor for succeeding 
with innovation in ecosystems is for companies to manage dynamic strategic 
interactions related to innovation (Valkokari et al., 2017). Organizational trans-
parency has been identified as an essential principle for organizations adopting 
organizational agility, ensuring that potential desirable participants are not be-
ing kept out, and that generated value is shared among all actors involved in  
the different types of open innovation initiatives (Tapscott, 2015; Holbeche, 
2018; Goncalves, Bergquist, Bunk and Alänge, 2020; Burchardt and Maisch, 
2019; Van Alstyne, Parker and Choudary, 2016). Innovation in ecosystems is 
something that startups have embraced and turned into a competitive advantage 
(Tumbas, Berente, and Brocke, 2017). However, to make innovation happen in 
ecosystems, a new way of thinking by all involved actors is needed, as well as 
new organizational approaches and new managerial skills sets (Valkokari et al., 
2017; Kapoor, Steiber, Choudary and Crainer, 2020). Open innovation is all 
about collaboration, therefore companies need to consider how they are per-
ceived by other actors in order to succeed with their innovation (Valkokari et 
al., 2017). In particular when having in mind that one primary reason for failing 
with innovation in ecosystems seem to be that organizations fail to apply trans-
parency in an adequate way, which in turn can stall collaborations in the eco-
system (Pera, Occhiocupo and Clarke, 2016; Van Alstyne et al., 2016). The 
strength with innovation in ecosystems is the access to external resources and 
knowledge that otherwise would not be available for the company (Ches-
brough, 2020), and not to forget the increased innovation pace and growth that 
this innovation environment enables (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). As an example 
we could use the ongoing joined global forces to rapidly find an adequate re-
sponse to the ongoing pandemic (Chesbrough, 2020). Using digital platforms 
and cloud-based collaboration tools to share and openly collaborate on large 
accumulated data sets makes it possible for researchers to accelerate their work 
and faster find solutions. This also opens up to work with global teams that can 
provide important contributions that otherwise would not be possible. How-
ever, despite that companies have started to realize that they cannot keep up 
with the needed high digital innovation pace by themselves in order to stay 
competitive on the market, they are struggling in succeeding with their innova-
tion collaborations with external actors. This new innovation environment 
seems to require organizations to master how to design and orchestrate trans-
parency for open innovation— what transparency strategies to apply in order to 
attract the desired talents and external actors and at the same time protect the 
companies core assets (Van Alstyne et al., 2016).  
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We found limited empirical evidence describing how startups use transparency 
to develop their organizational agility and increase their digital innovation cap-
ability. The question is what prerequisites and demands are there to have organ-
izational transparency to work as an asset to strengthen startups’ digital innova-
tion capability? 

This study aims to explore how small startups in the automotive industry apply 
organizational transparency to strengthen their digital innovation capabilities. 
We therefore ask the following research questions: How does organizational 
transparency strengthen digital innovation capabilities in startups? and How 
can organizations mitigate risks with organizational transparency?  
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Startup Size Type
People 
Inter-
viewed

Roles Interviewed 

A S Incubator: Internet 
of Things & AI

4 Co-Founder; CEO; Head 
Sales; SW Team Lead; 
Company Board Member 
Ext Invest

B S Incubator: Digital 
services & HW 

product 

2 Co-Founder; CEO; Partner; 
Product Owner

C S Digital services 4 Co-Founder; CEO; CTO; 
CCO; UX/Dev.

D S Two-sided con-
sumer platform

2 CEO; Keyless Lead

E M OEM, electric ve-
hicle & new plat-

form

5 Marketing Director; Au-
tonomous System Director; 
Innovation Manager; Head 
of Software; Director Ener-
gy Storage

F M Two-sided con-
sumer platform

1 Director R&D

G S Incubator: Digital 
services, consult-

ing

1 CEO & Co-Founder

H S Incubator: HW & 
SW platform

3 Co-Founder; CEO; Board 
Member; Developer

I M SW for self-dri-
ving cars and au-
tonomous mobile 

robots

1 Co-Founder; CEO

Table 1. Startup Sample for This Study



The paper is organized in the following way: the literature review positions 
organizational transparency within the context of organizational agility and 
open innovation. After that, the method section presents the qualitative study 
and selection of companies, followed by results and analysis. The results are 
then discussed from the perspective of how organization transparency 
strengthens the startups' open innovation capabilities. The paper ends with con-
clusions and limitations and future research. 

Literature Review 
Transparency is an essential aspect of organizational agility and a fundamental 
enabler for open innovation to happen (Pera et al., 2016; Holbeche, 2018). Or-
ganizational agility builds the dynamics needed in an organization to be suc-
cessful in digital innovation. This section presents literature that has contrib-
uted to contextualize the role of transparency for organizational agility: trans-
parency in leadership; organizational members who operate in boundary-span-
ning roles; the difference between internal and external transparency; the rela-
tionship between trust, commitment, engagement and transparency (Tapscott, 
2015). Transparency can be defined as an organization's 'openness' relative to 
sharing information. According to Parris, Dapko, Arnold, and Arnold (2016), 
the term 'open' and 'openness' is not always explicitly used in the literature, but 
the meaning is generally implied. It has also been noted that social media can 
enable radical openness (Tapscott and Williams, 2013), which can provide 
companies with resources for strategic and branding purposes and boost their 
innovation pace and give them competitive advantages. Another essential as-
pect of transparency is the ethical dimension of being open and transparent, 
which can be vital to credibility and trust (Tapscott, 2015). One aspect of this is 
that transparency makes it difficult to hide when information becomes available 
digitally and networked (Tapscott, 2015). 

Organizational Agility 

Agility and open innovation has become increasingly important for digital 
transformation (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019). Organizational agility is defined 
as an organization's capability to handle rapid, constant, and uncertain change 
in order to succeed in a fiercely competitive global market that is constantly 
and unpredictably changing (Dove, 2001; Teece, Peteraf, and Leih, 2016). The 
main driving force for agility is a response to change (Conboy, 2009), an organ-
ization must be able to sense, seize, and transform to capture new business op-
portunities as they arise. The term 'agility' was coined already in 1991 due to an 
extensive research project in cooperation with industry and government lead-
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ers, conducted at Iacocca Institute, Lehigh University (PA) (Goldman, Nagel, 
and Preiss, 1995). This research aimed to study how US industries could regain 
their international competitiveness and resulted in the Agile Enterprise concept 
which includes core competence and management, virtual organization, capab-
ility for reconfiguration, and knowledge-driven enterprise. The concept primar-
ily targeting manufacturing companies. Within software engineering, agility 
was established with the Agile 'Software Development' Manifesto by 17 practi-
tioners in 2001, based on four values and twelve core principles (Beck, Beedle, 
van Bennekum, Cockburn, et al., 2001). The term ‘organizational agility' in-
cludes, in its definition, the type of practices commonly referred to as Agile 
methods. While the Agile manifesto holds a bottom-up approach to develop 
better software, the Agile Enterprise advocates a holistic enterprise approach, 
regardless of software or hardware (Goldman et al., 1995; Yusuf et al., 1999). 
Organizational agility is crucial for organizations' innovation and competitive 
performance in contemporary business (Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj, and Grover, 
2003; Tallon and Pinsonneault, 2011). The digital economy requires a corporate 
culture of agility and transparency as essential enablers for co-creation of digi-
tal innovation to happen (Tapcsott, 2015; Pera et al., 2016; Burchardt and 
Maisch, 2019). 

Transparency 

Transparency has become a buzzword in business where companies want to 
give the impression of being a modern company, even though they are 
shrouded in secrecy (Tapscott, 2015). According to Parris et al. (2016), many 
companies have a legacy of operating with norms that foster opacity rather than 
transparency. Organizations apply a variety of opaque strategies to be able to 
explain away their behavior with stakeholders without getting blemished (Par-
ris et al., 2016). The lack of openness with stakeholders decreases trust and 
confidence towards organizations and their way of operating within ethical, 
social, and environmental constraints (Parris et al., 2016). Organizations are 
having a battle in mastering the forces of transparency and the forces of opacity 
(Tapscott, 2015). In the digital age, organizations that can master transparency 
are more likely to operate with candor, integrity, and engagement (Tapscott, 
2015). According to Cannon and Edmondson (2005), leaders need to cultivate a 
work environment of psychological safety in their organization to enable 
people to feel safe to identify and reveal failures and learn from failures and 
share their learnings with the organization. Edmondson (1999) defines team 
psychological safety as a shared belief that it is safe for interpersonal risk-tak-
ing and that each individual's contribution to the work process is appreciated. 
In an agile enterprise, internal transparency is part of the culture but can be 
perceived as unpleasant by people if they do not feel safe in the working envir-
onment (Holbeche, 2018). 

Page  of 118 167



Transparency and boundary spanning 

Research on boundary spanning has shown the need for organizations to re-
think their knowledge management strategies and find a balance between de-
pendency on co-located coworkers and the support for flexible integration 
through boundary-spanning communication to improve individual and collect-
ive performance and creativity (Teigland and Wasko, 2003). Aldrich and 
Herker (1977) state that boundaries are defining characteristics of organiza-
tions, and boundary roles are the link between the environment and the organ-
ization. According to Parris et al. (2016), boundary spanners play an essential 
role for an organization's transparency level. In the digital age where everyone 
is connected, 'know-how' can easily be exchanged between individuals in rival 
organizations across the globe to resolve problems or even to co-create (Teig-
land and Wasko, 2003; Tapscott and Williams, 2013). While there is excellent 
value with boundary spanning, there is also risk connected that, e.g., core com-
pany assets get in the wrong actors' hands. Therefore, organizations' leaders 
must serve as role models for transparency and clarify for every boundary 
spanner the organization's expectations relative to transparency (Parris et al., 
2016). Previous research has provided evidence that there is a positive relation-
ship between boundary spanning communication and creativity and general 
performance (Teigland and Wasko, 2003). External knowledge is vital to organ-
izations that compete in the global market (Goerzen, 2018), and opens up for 
new business opportunities and requires organizations to rethink their culture 
and structure for innovation. Collaborative innovation is, according to Tapscott 
and Williams (2013), an opportunity to optimize businesses and organizations 
for an age of 'networked intelligence,' meaning a landscape where skills, know-
ledge, and ingenuity are more distributed than ever and where talents always 
are just a few clicks away. To succeed with open innovation requires that 
people operate in a boundary spanning role, connect knowledge from different 
sources, and process it to new combinations (Chesbrough, 2012). However, for 
people to perform within this kind of innovation environment, characterized by 
an increased focus on interdependency, personal responsibility, autonomy, and 
flexibility, a working environment of psychological safety is needed to ensure 
enhanced organizational performance (Baer and Frese, 2003). Another critical 
remark is that people do not give away knowledge and know-how for free 
(Teigland and Wasko, 2003). They trade knowledge and know-how with ex-
pectations of mutuality (Teigland and Wasko, 2003). When organizations apply 
boundary-spanning, they link their internal network to external information 
sources. Having the ability to move between different organizations in collab-
oration projects and exchange knowledge can enable transparency as informa-
tion becomes visible. 

Transparency and trust 
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Transparency is related to trust (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson, 2014). How-
ever, it is not apparent how transparency contributes to trust in organization-
stakeholder relationships (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson (2014). It has been 
suggested in the literature that to increase trust, organizations must be more 
open and transparent in their communication (Rawlins, 2008; Chesbrough, 
2020). When it comes to information systems, most research conducted on 
transparency is in the context of consumer relationships and digital markets. In 
contrast, organizational behavior researchers have explored transparency in the 
context of organizational trust development, organizational identity, percep-
tions of leadership, and organizational culture (Schnackenberg and Tomlinson, 
2014). Trust is an antecedent and consequence of transparency (Parris et al., 
2016). Transparency is crucial to create a sense of accountability and trustwor-
thiness. If there is trust, people are more willing to be transparent and share 
knowledge, information, and know-how. Transparency and trust are vital for 
open innovation in ecosystems, requiring both a specific behavior of leaders 
and people in the organization and how they interact with external actors 
(Chesbrough, 2012; Tapscott, 2015; Pera et al., 2016). According to Edmond-
son (1999), building trust is an essential ingredient in creating an environment 
where people feel safe to speak up without fear of negative reprisals, meaning 
psychological safety. 

Nevertheless, building trust does not necessarily create an environment of mu-
tual respect and caring. It merely provides a foundation for further development 
of a psychological safety environment (Edmondson, 1999). It has been proven 
that trust affects collaborative culture, and also that collaborative culture influ-
ences trust (Kucharska, 2017). Companies that design their organizations, 
products, and services with transparency, data privacy, and ethics in mind will 
gain loyal employees and customers (Morey, Forbath, and School, 2016; Parris 
et al., 2016; Sarasvathy, Dew, Read, and Wiltbank, 2008). Trust is an essential 
facilitator; the more trusted a brand is, the more willing the customers are to 
share their data and collaborate (Morey et al., 2016; Kucharska, 2017). To 
achieve trustworthiness it is not enough to have transparency perception; ethic-
al behavior needs to be in place in order for the situation to endure (Parris et al., 
2016). 

Transparency and ethics 

Organizations that exhibit ethical values, openness, and honesty have, accord-
ing to Tapscott (2015), discovered that they could better compete and profit. 
Trustworthiness is achieved when companies not only give the appearance of 
applying transparency but also behave accordantly (Parris et al., 2016). Re-
search has suggested that open enterprises that operate with honesty, integrity, 
and engagement tend to perform better and will most likely be the ones to sur-
vive and thrive (Tapscott, 2015). However, if organizations decide to apply 
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transparency as a strategy, it is essential to keep in mind that the digital eco-
nomy enables an ultra-transparent global market of instant communication, 
where every step and misstep is subject to scrutiny (Hatch and Schultz, 2010; 
Parris et al., 2016). One way to mitigate the situation for an organization that 
wants to engage in responsible business practices is to incorporate transparency 
into their ethical code of conduct as a value proposition (Paris et al., 2016). 
Every organization with a brand and reputation to protect is vulnerable, regard-
less of whether it is towards stakeholders, customers, or employees (Tapscott, 
2015; Pera et al., 2016). An indicator of building transparency through ethics is 
when the company's transparency perception and reality behavior are in ac-
cordance. 

Analysis framework 

Our analysis framework for analyzing how transparency affects digital innova-
tion capability and how organizations mitigate transparency is inspired by the 
DART dimensions developed by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) that con-
sists of the four building blocks: dialogue, access, risk assessment, and trans-
parency.  

Dialogue means more than just listening to stakeholders. It requires interactiv-
ity, engagement, and a propensity to act on both sides, and provides shared 
learning and communication between co-creators. The dialogue creates and 
maintains a loyal community. 

Access requires organizations to provide free and accessible information. 
Tools, structures, and actions enables information sharing and learning between 
the different actors.  

Risk assessment refers to the probability of harm to the stakeholder. In the case 
of co-creation of a new product, should stakeholders shoulder responsibility for 
risk as well? E.g., when startups co-create, and the different actors sometimes 
are in each other's code integrating their products (Tumbas et al., 2017), who 
takes responsibility for the product as a whole towards an end-consumer? 
However, stakeholders will assume that when they participate in co-creation of 
value, the organization will fully inform them about the parties' risks in the on-
going collaboration. 

Transparency, in this case, refers to information about products, technologies, 
design, and business systems to become more accessible. It enables a new level 
of transparency to be created, and decision-making can be based on more ac-
curate information. Furthermore, supporting trustworthy relationships with 
stakeholders increases stakeholder satisfaction and loyalty. 
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There are many different types of transparency, leading to advantages and dis-
advantages for the organization and stakeholders when co-creating and trans-
parency can be directed both internally and externally. Therefore, we have 
chosen to combine the four building blocks in the following way to understand 
better how the startups' transparency impacts their digital innovation capability, 
Figure 1. 

We combine access and dialogue to better understand the engagement level and 
challenges for the startups and other stakeholders in their innovation collabora-
tion. We also combine transparency and risk to better understand how the star-
tups handle the emerging risks when the startups collaborate for open innova-
tion. We defined four different startup categories to better visualize how the 
startups utilized transparency. 

Traditional organizational and stakeholder involvement: the organization 
mostly innovates in a traditional way, where stakeholder engagement primarily 
takes place through traditional channels, e.g., market research, customer dia-
logues through customer visits, or other customer events for data collection and 
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learning. In this context, we define exploration when organizations attempt to 
explore new technological opportunities, and exploitation as an incremental 
improvement of an existing product, e.g., increasing value by adding new func-
tionality to a digital platform. A transparency strategy mitigates that informa-
tion and core assets end up being exposed to employees and stakeholders by 
mistake.   

Enhanced traditional organizational and stakeholder involvement: the organiza-
tion will most likely be challenged to develop a trustworthy relationship due to 
the limited engagement and involvement with stakeholders in their innovation 
activities. If there is some stakeholder engagement, it is typically regulated 
through an agreement between the different parties. A transparency strategy 
will mitigate those organizational core assets being exposed to stakeholders by 
mistake. 

Partial organizational and stakeholder involvement: the organization will likely 
develop a trustworthy and trustful relationship and partially engage stakehold-
ers. The reason for partial involvement usually is due to a lack of resources and 
means. An external transparency strategy will mitigate those organizational 
core assets being lost or exploited by stakeholders. 

Full organizational and stakeholder involvement: the organization will most 
likely be able to develop a trustworthy and trustful relationship and engage 
stakeholders due to the sincere dialogue and organization-wide access for 
stakeholders to talk to the organization’s managers and employees transpar-
ently. An external transparency strategy will mitigate those organizational core 
assets being lost or exploited by stakeholders. It could be developed as a mutu-
al transparency strategy taken both the organization and the stakeholders' in-
terest into account. 

Research Methods 

Research Approach 

To gain a deeper understanding of how startups apply organizational agility to 
strengthen their digital innovation, we have chosen a qualitative approach with 
semi-structured qualitative interviews which enables the interviewee to exem-
plify why, when, and how they apply transparency (Bryman, 2012). The qualit-
ative method allows us to further gain a more in-depth understanding of 
peoples thinking and behavior in terms of the norms, values and culture in their 
organization as we continuously learn during our dialogue (Bryman, 2012). 
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Data Collection 

To identify potential startups in the mobile industry for the study, we screened 
the automotive and mobility startup landscape in Europe. The sample selection 
criteria for this study were startups within the domain automotive or mobility, 
the company is no more than ten years old, and the founder is still in the com-
pany. The startups should have a headcount of at least four employees, and the 
company should be a product development company, and digitalization is part 
of the company strategy. We chose nine international startups, mostly in 
Sweden and one from the USA active in Sweden, because of their active ap-
proach to digital service innovation since this is generally driving innovation in 
this domain today (Lyytinen, Yoo, and Boland, 2016). The selection of the star-
tups was based on their ambition to master the new digital service markets. 
Four startups were or had been located at a corporate incubator to speed up 
their co-creation capability, a win-win for both startups and incumbents 
(Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). The incubator offers startups with pioneering 
ideas the opportunity to accelerate through strategic partnerships with six glob-
al players within mobility and connectivity. 

We designed a semi-structured interview guide with a set of 37 predefined 
open-ended questions and additional 11 questions to cover for demographics. 
We interviewed individuals with management and strategic positions (Table 1), 
to understand how the company’s board and top management enable and apply 
co-creation to promote digital innovation growth. Nevertheless, other organiza-
tional actors were also interviewed to provide a broader picture and to verify 
whether the management's statement could be correct (Eisenhardt and Graebn-
er, 2007). We totally conducted 23 interviews. How do the startups design their 
organizations for innovation growth? How do they apply transparency as a 
strategy to strengthen their digital innovation capability? 

The startup sizes followed the European Commission definition of SMEs being 
enterprises that meet the staff headcount: Small (S) with less than 50 employ-
ees; and Medium (M) with less than 250 employees. We conducted interviews 
with five of the startups at their company site, and the remaining four via inter-
active on-line dialogue. The interviews took approximately 1.5 - 2.0 hours, and 
all interviews were recorded and afterward transcribed. It has been straightfor-
ward to ask supplementary questions to the interviewees afterward to fill gaps 
in understanding the data we had collected. 

Additional secondary data collection included white papers, web pages, and a 
literature survey (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 
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Data Analysis 

We applied a systematic combining approach, meaning going back and forth 
between data, extant literature, framework and analysis (Dubois and Gadde, 
2002). The data analysis has been conducted by transcribing and coding the 
recorded interviews using a bottom-up approach (Myers 2013). Afterward, we 
compared each recorded answer to the corresponding interview question ap-
plication area to systematically identify similarities and differences between the 
companies' approach to applying transparency to strengthen their digital innov-
ation capability (Bryman, 2012). To reinforce our results and reasoning, we 
have selected quotes from our interviews to give a sense of how these compan-
ies think about their business, market opportunities, and how they have chosen 
to innovate. We applied a bottom-up analysis and identified two aspects of 
transparency: internal transparency and external transparency. We identified 
application areas for these two aspects: open innovation, trust, boundary span-
ning, ethics, and dialogue. We applied our analysis framework as a basis for 
reasoning in the article's discussion section to lead us to conclusions. To facilit-
ate the understanding of the data, we applied quasi-quantification as an analysis 
method (Bryman, 2012). 

Results 
We have chosen to present the results depending on how transparency was used 
and applied based on two types of organizational transparency; internal or ex-
ternal (Figure 2). The reason for this approach is because all startups claimed 
they were fully transparent, but in our studies we found that some were only 
true regarding their transparency inwards into the company. Then how and to 
what extent the startups applied transparency towards external stakeholders 
differed between the startups. We then wanted to understand whether the ex-
ternal transparency impacted each of the companies’ innovation capability, e.g., 
open innovation. We therefore plotted their innovation capabilities as circles of 
varying size in a graph with the estimate of internal vs external organizational 
transparency (Figure 2). 

Internal Organizational Transparency  

Open Innovation: According to startup E “Ideas for solution can come from 
anywhere” meaning that all ideas could count for innovation, and the ideas that 
turn out to be business-functioning will survive, according to some of the star-
tups. The startups used transparency and trust to capture ideas from as many 
employees as possible, not to miss any innovation opportunity. It is important 
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that ideas are not missed from shy/introvert people that otherwise could have 
been missed in the communication noise. Empowered people made co-creation 
happen and had no fear of being transparent if something would have gone 
wrong. Trust and transparency were mutually promoting/supporting and this 
secured that ideas (potential innovation opportunities) were not being stolen by 
another part. Transformative startups work in ecosystems to ensure the collec-
tion of requirements from a broad population, so they do not end up having 
built their solution into a corner. Startups that apply transparency tend to get the 
needed trusting relationship in place, enabling them to master the innovation 
ecosystem to ensure that their product would continuously serve several ex-
ternal actors' needs. This approach drives the startup ecosystem co-creation and 
enables more significant value creation since dependencies are to be handled 
simultaneously in all products. However, some startups did not apply open in-
novation due to their lack of ability to engage external actors in their innova-
tion effort. One reason mentioned was that they had not managed to get the 
right investors involved to give them the needed space for exploration. Their 
investors had a more short term perspective and required a fast return on in-
vestment. These startups stated that they had to ‘buy’ innovation, and in the 
best case, they would be able to apply exploitation, meaning adding new fea-
tures on top of the platform that they had bought. Startup D explained that they 
are working according to a model based on that they improve their existing 
products internally and buy the innovations that would enable them to gain 
market shares. 

Trust: All startups stated that they applied transparency and that it was some-
thing they emphasize as important. However, most startups were unclear about 
how they applied transparency, although the term was explicitly used in their 
strategy and communicated internally to their people. Even though openness 
comes with a risk, and one should have thought through what the consequences 
could be, most CEOs stated that they trusted their own people. Startups inves-
ted in building trust through transparency by giving all staff access to all com-
pany information, except salaries and certain legal company information. The 
CEO at startup A stated that "Most people assume responsibility when they get 
it. It is very seldom people misuse information." At startup C, even the indi-
vidual salaries were transparent for everyone. In order to attract and retain the 
needed talents, the startups were careful to be completely transparent with a 
potential recruit in order not to be perceived as something they afterward would 
not be able to keep. Transparency was shared for both what was tremendous or 
less favorable by working at the company. All startups interviewed claimed that 
they tried to create a feeling of a safe working environment where people dare 
to speak up without fear of negative consequences. By having this safe working 
environment in place and being transparent, the startups secured that people 
knew what to expect from the start, enabling them to be entirely focused and 
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committed to driving innovation within the company. When every individual is 
up to date with what is going on within the company and ongoing projects, it is 
easier for individuals quickly to contribute to ongoing innovation projects when 
they see that they can have something to contribute. Transparency enabled the 
startups to use all resources optimally, and an individual can easily stand-in for 
another individual if needed. When startups used transparency to secure loyalty 
within their organization, it built trustful relationships and increased innova-
tion. As the startup H CEO stated, "What I love is that the trust results in loy-
alty." 

Boundary Spanning: We found that transparency was based on the trust the 
founder gave their people, empowering them to comfortably stand-in for any of 
the founders when needed; this could be seen as an internal boundary spanning 
capability. Empowered people collaborate within and across company borders 
with ease and speed, which is beneficial for innovation. When people feel safe 
in the working environment, and leaders and colleagues are transparent with 
significant or less favorable events, it enables the development of a learning 
organization. Furthermore, it facilitates the development of an organization 
reconfiguration capability, which facilitates fast and easy adaptation to needed 
changes in ongoing innovation or innovation opportunities. Startup E was one 
of the most dynamic startups, where for example resources were used where 
they would add the most value for the time being. People were prepared that 
they had a role one day, and the next day they could have another one, 
everything depending on the startups' priorities. The interviewed C-levels were 
very careful to state that while titles were a necessity for external communica-
tion, internally titles had no value. The interviewed person was set to have a 
title as, e.g., chief operations officer (COO), though it could be changed 
whenever required. The startup-I applied 'job rotation' to foster boundary span-
ners to utilize their resources more optimally. 

Ethics: For all startups, ethical behavior related to transparency was a corner-
stone of how they chose to lead their organization and innovation work. Star-
tups stated that they continuously monitor their perceived ethical behavior re-
lated to (genuine/honest/real) transparency, securing that it would be high by 
merely sticking to the truth as far as possible. Startups with high degree of 
transparency perception and high reality ethical behavior stated they had 
achieved better innovation results both in quality and innovation pace. Startup 
D stated that “Brutal honesty is one of the values of the company.” 

Dialogue: To keep an including culture within the organization, the major part 
of the startups CEOs would go to ‘Gemba,’ hold open meetings to cultivate an 
environment where people feel safe to speak up in their organization, which 
creates a safe working environment. It was vital for the founders that people 
felt safe in their organization and never doubt if they could speak-out. It was a 
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method of mitigating that a culture of silence would not take root in the organ-
ization. One of the startup C founders explained that at his previous job the 
CEO held open meetings that contributed to building their organization. The 
startup C founder stated, “It was good because it built the team.” One of the 
challenges startups mentioned was that they could not always attract, pay, and 
retain the right talents for their innovation work. The CEO at startup H offered 
transparency as a value proposition, "We cannot offer a high salary, but we of-
fer high transparency in return." Organizational transparency typically manifes-
ted itself in YouTube videos, shared documents in Google Drive (Cloud Ser-
vices), active dialogue with customers via social media such as YouTube, 
LinkedIn, Facebook, and Twitter. This 'Gemba' out in social media gives the 
company ability to sense and seize real customer problems in the ongoing dia-
log, turning this to innovation opportunities for the company. Startups apply 
transparency to build the company brand, which increases the chances to in-
volve and engage the external actors adding value to the startups' ongoing in-
novation. 

External Organizational Transparency 
Open Innovation: The startups applying open innovation stressed the need to 
capture all ecosystem partners' requirements simultaneously not to risk getting 
a design that falls into a dead-end or become unchangeable, then they need 
high visibility and flexibility. We found that transparency facilitated open in-
novation in the ecosystem. Applied open innovation approach by some of the 
startups enabled innovation speed because requirements and integration points 
were dealt with upfront with their partners in the ecosystem. Startups were 
aware that more and more niched small firms would be engaged in the innova-
tion ecosystem. Startup E stated hat "The future is driving towards collabora-
tions in order to get hold of experience and know-how.” 

Trust: Transparency towards external actors builds trust, which leads to high 
customer satisfaction, brand and product loyalty. However, the companies were 
more doubtful if transparency as a strategy would be applicable for stakehold-
ers from other countries; they did not trust their foreign partners or customers. 
The Startup H CEO stated, “In Sweden, we have a certain level of trust that we 
are comfortable with, and our colleagues can be in a transparent environment. 
When it comes to working in Asia or eastern Europe, we are not sure.” Accord-
ing to Startup A, “Collaboration goes well once you are inside a collaboration. 
The tricky thing is the first contact with the customer.” Startup D stated, “In 
Sweden, everything is already very much public; it is easy to be transparent, 
while there is no transparency culture in the Netherlands and Germany.” 
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Boundary Spanning: Transparency does not mean that people should share 
everything with everyone when collaborating across company borders. The 
startup-I CEO stated that "It is vital to make sure that employees do not end up 
sharing too much of the company's core technology or core strategy." Compan-
ies that apply transparency in their open innovation should have an external 
transparency strategy to reduce the risk of losing core assets when applying 
open innovation. A company transparency strategy facilitates guidance by visu-
alizing what parts of the innovation initiative should occur as open innovation 
and what should remain internal innovation. It also allows people to focus on 
the right thing, leading to increased innovation and value creation. 

Ethics: Companies with an 'ethical' brand and standing for it build a strong 
trust in the market, facilitating customer/users' contributions in their innovation 
initiatives. Transparency towards external actors served as risk mitigation from 
deviating from desired ethical behavior. For some startups, ethical behavior 
related to transparency was a cornerstone of how they chose to lead their open 
innovation. We found that it was important that the perception and reality of 
ethical behavior related to (genuine/honest/real) transparency would be high 
since it drove open innovation and external actors better than 'fake' transpar-
ency. Companies with high transparency perception and high reality ethical 
behavior stated they had achieved better open innovation results both in quality 
and innovation. Some statements from startup F: "Customers encourage us to 
be fairer and more honest. It is a bit refreshing.” 

Dialogue: Some of the startups stated that when they communicate openly, 
they received very positive comments from their customers and that in the long 
run, transparency builds their brand. The customer relationship enabled more 
convenient access to requirement capturing, a better understanding of real cus-
tomer problems that could be turned to innovation opportunities. Startup F 
stated, "We try to use our network in the digital social community to get help 
with contacts and ideas." One of the startups stated that transparency was a 
success factor since it served as a mitigation for the company not to build skel-
etons in the 'wardrobe.' It would remind them regularly to keep in mind the risk 
of it coming out. Startup F stated regarding the effects of their external trans-
parency through social media, "You get a more positive response in the long 
run, and it builds the brand. It attracts the people that we want to have." Startup 
D stated, "Loyal customers, do not do business outside the company." Startup E 
was the most extreme by often posting YouTube videos where they shared their 
innovation progress and their learnings so far, both favorable and unfavorable. 
A company that shares failures and the learnings from these add value to oth-
ers, and at the same time, builds a robust ethical brand by showing its vulnerab-
ility. Startup E serves as a great role model for how organizations can apply 
'Gemba' out on social media. Leading to building a strong 'hyper' brand, attract-
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ing the resources they want to hire, the partners they want to innovate with, the 
investors they want to work with, not just for their money but for their network, 
knowledge, experience and doors they could open for the startup. 

Discussion 
Organizational agility drives digital innovation, and in order to succeed, com-
panies must master some of the organizational agility aspects, including trans-
parency (Tapscott, 2015; Holbeche, 2018). What we also found was a strong 
ethical foundation for being as open and honest as possible. Startups pointed 
out transparency to be vital since it builds trust that, in turn, builds a safe envir-
onment for people to dare to stand out from the crowd and collaborate both 
internally and across company borders in an efficient way (Tapscott, 2015; 
Cannon and Edmondson, 2005). It lays the foundation for building trust, en-
gagement, loyalty, and a strong brand (Parris et al., 2016; Morey et al., 2016; 
Kucharska, 2017). Boundary spanning and digital tools accelerate knowledge, 
and know-how, quickly flowing smoothly between the company's boundaries to 
enable innovation (Teigland and Wasko, 2003). 

Full Organizational & Stakeholder Involvement 

We categorized startups C, E, and I as ‘Full Organizational & Stakeholder In-
volvement,’ meaning high Digital Innovation Capability (DIC) and high Organ-
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izational Transparency (OT) (Figure 1). These startups were the most disrupt-
ive companies with a digital innovation capability that stand out compared with 
the other startups in this study (Figure 2). They had high internal and external 
transparency. These startups had a strategy from the start that open innovation 
was the way to go as an innovation path. Both startup E and I mentioned that it 
was evident from the start that it would be all about collaboration due to the 
landscape with the autonomous drive being much broader, with new com-
pletely different verticals compared with the traditional landscape. Startup C 
had a strategy to innovate in an ecosystem and applied a circular business mod-
el, involving all the potential customers, which enabled a broad requirement 
collection from their partners and potential customers, mitigating the design, 
not ending up in a corner hindering the product from scaling. It requires that 
companies apply radical openness with a transparency strategy (Tapscott, 
2015), which means that organizations upfront decide what part of their innov-
ation should be their core, what can be co-created, and what should be left for 
others to do and complement their part. Startup C even had one of their cus-
tomers to code in their part of the product and vice versa (Tumbas et al., 2017). 
Startup E managed to attract incumbents to knock on their door, proposing win-
win innovation collaborations (Tumbas et al., 2017). Startup E stated, "We are 
more open and more towards co-creation, fast feedback from users to help us 
shape our product." This kind of open innovation required full engagement 
from all parties involved and was something that all startups had as a dream 
scenario, and very few (three out of nine) achieved (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
2004). An external transparency strategy needs to be in place to enable a trust-
worthy relationship between all parties (Parris et al., 2016). The risks with this 
kind of innovation initiatives must be clear to everyone to mitigate negative 
surprises, e.g., who owns what parts of the product (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
2004). These startups had all strong brands, ethical and challenging social vis-
ions, e.g., startup E succeeded in creating a real hype around them based on 
their brand, product, ethical standpoint, and the Gemba out on social media. It 
attracted both the recruits, partners, and investors that they wanted to collabor-
ate with, which facilitated for the company to take a driver's seat for their in-
novation (Hatch and Schultz, 2010). The investors were chosen not just for 
their monetary contribution but also for their knowledge, experience, know-
how, and doors they could open to develop and scale the company (Luoma-
Aho and Halonen, 2010; Steiber and Alänge, 2013; Goerzen, 2018). 

Partial Organizational & Stakeholder Involvement 

We categorized startups D, and F as ‘Partial Organizational & Stakeholder In-
volvement,’ meaning low DIC and high OT (Figure 1). These startups applied 
high transparency, both internal and external, but had limited digital innovation 
capability (Figure 2), due to their investors not giving them the needed space. 

Page  of 131 167



These investors required a short term return on investment. However, given 
that they did not have the financial capability to apply exploration as an innov-
ation path, they relied on their customer network on social media to improve 
new ideas and suggestions. Startup F stated, "We try to use our network in the 
digital social community to get help with contacts and ideas." We found that 
these startups applied a strong ethical foundation as a company differentiator 
towards recruits and customers. This ethical foundation served to build trust, 
engagement, loyalty, and a strong brand (Parris et al., 2016; Morey et al., 2016; 
Kucharska, 2017). It facilitated both as an employer that stands for fair trade 
and fair work environment that the company's products and services contribute 
to a more sustainable world. Startup F stated that "We have a collective agree-
ment in place for our employees and a significant part of our drivers are per-
manent employees, which is a differentiation that differs from other companies 
in a similar industry." It was an aspect of social ethics that they felt showed that 
they were a serious company. Startup F mentioned that they were agile, but that 
not everyone had a agile cultural fit which caused some challenges in the in-
novation work — "It is a burden to deal with employees who do not understand 
the agile thinking. Now we run the Lean Startup methodology." It shows how 
important it is for companies to match the recruits against the company's cul-
ture to mitigate unnecessary tension afterward and hinder innovation from oc-
curring (Goncalves et al., 2020). 

Enhanced Traditional Organizational & Stakeholder Involvement 

We categorized startups A, and B as ‘Enhanced Traditional Organizational & 
Stakeholder Involvement, ’ meaning high DIC and low OT (Figure 1). These 
startups applied high internal transparency and limited external transparency 
(Figure 2). They were not particularly active on social media, more hard work-
ers in the background. These startups had been out on the market for far more 
years than any other startups. Still, they had not been able to have a similar in-
novation pace as the other startups that applied high external transparency. The 
main reason was that they were not able to attract external actors and investors 
for innovation collaborations. Startup B had decided from the start that they did 
not want to have any external capital involved, they wanted to be completely 
independent. The CEOs stated that they today regret this decision since this had 
come with a high cost of continually struggling with the financials. Startup B 
mentioned that they had to take on separate jobs at the start to survive due to 
the financial situation. Startup A had a slightly different situation since the 
companies CEO had a track record of building companies that facilitated at-
tracting investors. These startups dealt with both hardware and software innov-
ation, which could explain the slower innovation pace. These companies did 
not have similar boundary spanners within their organizations. The people in 
this category were more introvert than the people in the category 'Full & Par-
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tial.' It could be a reason for not having similar organizational agility as other 
startups. 

Nevertheless, the startups' leaders tried to cultivate an atmosphere of a safe 
working environment to mitigate the risk of employees becoming uncomfort-
able when they were outside their comfort zone, which would negatively im-
pact the companies innovation and company performance (Baer and Frese, 
2003). The CEO at startup B mentioned that he tried to get the messaged out 
"Respect for the person, not the ideas." For them, it was imperative not to miss 
an idea just because one person did not dare to speak up. According to the star-
tups, despite being connected to the incubator, the collaboration with incum-
bents never happened. However, they were able to build their network. 

Traditional Organizational & Stakeholder Involvement 

We categorized startups G, and H as 'Traditional Organizational & Stakeholder 
Involvement,' meaning low DIC and low OT (Figure 1). These startups applied 
high internal transparency and minimal external transparency (Figure 2). These 
startups had limited innovation capability. The startup H was struggling the 
most, trying hard to attract investors, external actors for co-creation without 
any greater success. They even paid for expertise to support them in applying 
for funds, and not even then did they succeed. Their innovation was a test tool 
in a high tech industry and maybe harder to attract business to business cus-
tomers through social media in a similar way as the digital service companies 
in the other category 'Full & Partial'. The Startup H innovation area included 
both hardware and software, which may have a dampening effect on their in-
novation pace. Given their customers being in the more traditional industry 
domain, they left them in a languid innovation flow. Startup G had a slightly 
different problem since most of their work was consulting due to the lack of 
innovation funds. Also, this was the reason why we categorized them with low 
DIC and low OT. This company had chosen the independent path as startup B. 
These companies could both have gained in engaging the right investors to 
support them with some experience and network sharing to open doors for 
business collaborations (Steiber and Alänge, 2013). Even for these both star-
tups, it was important that people felt safe in their working environment and 
that a trustworthy relationship was in place to utilize the resources they added 
the most value. The resources at both companies were not that flexible as for 
the other startups in the other categories. Here people were more specialists 
within a particular narrow field, which might have been the reason for the lim-
itation of supporting a colleague in another part of the innovation work (Tum-
bas et al., 2017). Both startups were connected to the same incubator as for 
startup A, and B, hoping to succeed in collaborating with others and mainly 
large companies. Even these startups failed to make collaboration with incum-
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bents to take place. The gained value with the incubator connection was that it 
enabled them to build their network. 

Conclusion & Contribution 
This paper aimed to clarify how organizational transparency strengthens digital 
innovation capabilities in startups and how organizations can mitigate risks 
with organizational transparency. First and foremost, we concluded that organ-
izational transparency positively impacts digital innovation capability, as 
shown in Figure 1. However, internal vs. external transparency impacts differ-
ently on companies' digital innovation. External transparency showed a posit-
ive effect when companies apply open innovation strategies because it contrib-
utes trustworthy relationships with external actors, enabling collaboration 
across company borders. Startups that applied internal transparency got every-
one aligned, engaged, committed, and enabled inter-organizational boundary 
spanning. 

Second, the startups in this study that applied a transparency strategy for open 
innovation had  higher innovation pace. These startups had thought through 
what parts of their innovation should be core innovation and remain internally 
and what parts could be co-innovated, outsourced, or bought. They also had 
strategies for what kind of external actors they wanted to collaborate with and 
when in time through the innovation life cycle, to maximize innovation pace, 
minimize the risks and increase market success. 

Third, the startups mitigated the risk with transparency by incorporating trans-
parency into their core values of ethics, which in turn defines their culture. Eth-
ical behavior related to transparency also positively impacted the company's 
brand, leading to a trustworthy relationship to be built, especially with its in-
vestors. It enabled startups to select the investors they wanted to involve. Not 
only for their monetary contribution but also for their experience and ability to 
open doors. 

Our contribution to the organizational agility theory is our empirical finding 
that startups that apply an organizational transparency strategy strengthen their 
digital innovation capability, which leads to enhanced digital innovation pace 
and market success. 
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Limitations and future research 
There are some limitations to this study. The data collection comes mainly from 
globally active Swedish automotive startups, except for one USA startup (col-
laborating with Swedish incumbents) and one startup with its mother company 
in the Netherland. Thus, it would be interesting to study startups from other 
countries, especially since some of the startups in this study pointed out that not 
all countries have a culture of openness, which leads to an inhibitory effect 
when collaborating on open innovation. Therefore, a generalization of the res-
ults must be made with caution. 

References 
Aldrich, H., and D. Herker (1977). “Boundary Spanning Roles and Organiza-
tion Structure.” Academy of Management Review, 2(2), 217-230. 

Baer, M., and M. Frese (2003). “Innovation is not enough: climates for initiat-
ive and psychological safety, process innovations, and firm performance.” 
Journal of Organizational Behavior, 24, 45–68. 

Beck, K., Beedle, M., van Bennekum, A., Cockburn, A., Cunningham, W., 
Fowler, M., Grenning, J., Highsmith, J., Hunt, A., Jeffries, R., Kern, J., Marick, 
B., Martin, R.C., Mellor, S., Schwaber, K., Sutherland, J., and D. Thomas 
(2001). “Manifesto for Agile Software Development.” Retrieved from: https://
agilemanifesto.org. 

Bogers, M., Chesbrough, H., and C. Moedas (2018). “Open Innovation: Re-
search, Practices, and Policies,” California Management Review, 60(2), 5-16. 

Brisco, R., Whitefield, R.I., and H. Grierson (2016). “Recommendations for the 
Use of Social Network Sites and Mobile Devices in a Collaborative Engineer-
ing Design Project.” In Proceedings of The International Conference on Engin-
eering and Product Design Education. 

Bryman, A. (2012). Social Research Methods. New York:Oxford University 
Press Inc. 

Burchardt, C., and B. Maisch (2019). “Digitalization needs a cultural change —
examples of applying Agility and Open Innovation to drive the digital trans-
formation.” Procedia CIRP, 84, 112-117. 

Page  of 135 167



Cannon, M.D., and A.C. Edmondson (2005). “Failing to Learn and Learning to 
Fail (Intelligently): How Great Organizations Put Failure to Work to Innovate 
and Improve.” Long Range Planning, 38, 299-319. 

Chesbrough, H. (2012). “Open Innovation. Where We’ve Been and Where 
We’re Going.” Research Technology Management, Special Issue: Open Innov-
ation Revisited, 55(4), 20-27. 

Chesbrough, H. (2020). “To recover faster from Covid-19, open up: Mangerial 
implications from an open innovation perspective.” Industrial Marketing Man-
agement, 88, 410-413. 

Conboy, K. (2009). "Agility from first principles: Reconstructing the concept 
of agility in information systems development.” Information Systems Research, 
20(3), 329-354,478. 

Dove, R. (2001). Response ability: The language, structure, and culture of the 
agile enterprise. New York: John Wiley & Sons. 

Dubois, A. and L.E. Gadde (2002). “Systematic combining: an abductive ap-
proach to case research.” Journal of Business Research, 55, 553-560. 

Edmondson, A. (1999). “Psychological Safety and Learning Behavior in Work 
Teams.” Administrative Science Quarterly, 44, 350-383. 

Edmondson, A.C. (2019). The Fearless Organization. Creating Psychological 
Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth. Stockholm: 
Sanoma Utbildning AB. 

Eisenhardt, K.M. and M.E. Graebner (2007). “Theory building from cases: op-
portunities and challenges.” Academy of Management Journal, 50(1), 25-32. 

Goerzen, A. (2018). “Small Firm Boundary-spanning via bridging Ties: 
Achieving International Connectivity via Cross-border Inter-cluster Alliances.” 
Journal of International Management, 24, 153-164. 

Gofine, M., and S. Clark (2017). “Integration of Slack, a cloud-based team col-
laboration application, into research coordination.” Journal of Innovation in 
Health Informatics, 24(2), 252–254. 

Goldman, S.L., Nagel, R.N., and K. Preiss (1995). Agile competitors and virtu-
al organizations, New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold. 

Goncalves, D., Bergquist, M., Bunk, R. and S. Alänge (2020). “Cultural aspects 
of organizational agility affecting digital innovation” Journal of Entrepreneur-
ship, Management and Innovation, 16(4), 13-46. 

Page  of 136 167



Gopsill, J.A., McApline, H.C., and B.J. Hicks (2013). “A Social Media frame-
work to support Engineering DesignCommunication.” Advanced Engineering 
Informatics, 27, 580–597. 

Hatch, M.J., and M. Schultz (2010). “Toward a theory of brand co-creation 
with implications for brand governance.” Journal of Brand Management, 17, 
590-604. 

Holbeche, L. (2018). The agile organization: How to build an engaged innov-
ative and resilient business. London: Kogan Page. 

Kapoor, A., Steiber, A., Choudary, SP. and S. Crainer (2020). Making sense of 
the new organizational reality. Ecosystems Inc. URL: https://www.youtube.-
com/watch?v=EwSSnmIfmIE&feature=youtu.be (visited on 10/27/2020) 

Kucharska, W. (2017). “Relationships between trust and collaborative culture 
in the context of tacit knowledge sharing.” Journal of Entrepreneurship, Man-
agement and Innovation,  13(4), 61-78. 

Luoma-aho, V., and S. Halonen (2010). “Intangibles and Innovation: The role 
of Communication in the Innovation Ecosystem.” Innovation Journalism, 7(2), 
1-20. 

Lyytinen, K., Yoo, Y., and R.J. Boland (2016). “Digital product innovation 
within four classes of innovation networks,” Information Systems Journal, 26, 
47-75. 

Morey, T., Forbath, T., and A. School (2016). “Customer Data: Designing for 
Transparency and Trust.” Harvard Business Review, 3. 

Myers, M. D. 2013. Qualitative Research in Business & Management. London: 
SAGE, second edition. 

Parris, D.L., Dapko, J.L., Arnold, R.W., and D. Arnold (2016). “Exploring 
transparency: a new framework for responsible business management.” Man-
agement Decision, 54(1), 222-247. 

Paasivaara, M., Behm, B., Lassenius, C., and M. Hallikainen (2018). “Large-
scale agile transformation at Ericsson: a case study,” Empirical Software En-
gineering, 23, 2550–2596. 

Pera, R., Occhiocupo, N. and J. Clarke (2016). “Motives and resources for 
value co-creation in a multi-stakeholder ecosystem: A managerial perspective.” 
Journal of Business Research, 69, 4033-4041. 

Page  of 137 167



Prahalad, C.K., and V. Ramaswamy (2004). “Co-creating unique value with 
customers.” Strategy & Leadership, 32(1), 4-9. 

Rawlins, B.L. (2008). “Measuring the relationship between organizational 
transparency and employee trust.” Public Relations Journal, 2(2), 1-21. 

Sambamurthy, V., Bharadwaj, A., and V. Grover (2003). “Shaping agility 
through digital options: Reconceptualizing the role of information technology 
in contemporary firms.” MIS Quarterly, 27(2), 237-263. 

Sarasvathy, S., Dew, N., Read, S., and R. Wiltbank (2008). “Designing Organ-
izations that Design Environments: Lessons from Entrepreneurial Expertise”. 
Organization Studies, 29(3), 331-350. 

Schnackenberg, A.K., and E.C. Tomlinson (2014). “Organizational Transpar-
ency: A New Perspective on Managing Trust in Organization-Stakeholder Rela-
tionships,” Journal of Management, 42(7), 1784-1810. 

Steiber, A., and S. Alänge (2013). “The formation and growth of Google: A 
firm-level triple helix perspective.” Social Science Information, 52(4), 575-604. 

Tallon, P., and A. Pinsonneault (2011). “Competing perspectives on the link 
between strategic information technology alignment and organizational agility: 
Insights from a mediation model.” MIS Quarterly, 35(2), 463-486. 

Tapscott, D., and A. Williams (2013). Radical Openness —Four Unexpected 
Principles for Success, TED Conferences, Hudson Street:New York. 

Tapscott, D. (2015). The Digital Economy, New York: McGraw-Hill Education. 

Teece, D.J., Peteraf, M.A., and S. Leih (2016). “Dynamic capabilities and or-
ganizational agility: Risk, uncertainty and entrepreneurial management in the 
innovation economy.” California Management Review, 58(4), 13-35. 

Teigland, R., and M.M. Wasko (2003). “Integrating Knowledge through In-
formation Trading: Examining the Relationship between Boundary Spanning 
Communication and Individual Performance,” Decision Sciences, 34(2), 
261-286. 

Tumbas, S, Berente, N, and J.V. Brocke (2017). “Born Digital: Growth Traject-
ories of Entrepreneurial Organizations Spanning Institutional Fields.” In Pro-
ceedings of The Thirty Eighth International Conference on Information Sys-
tems, South Korea. 

Page  of 138 167



Valkori, K., Seppännen, M., Mäntylä, M., and S. Jylhä-Ollila (2017). “Orches-
trating Innovation Ecosystems: A Qualitative Analysis of Ecosystem Position-
ing Strategies.” Technology Innovation Management Review, 7(3), 12-24. 

Weiblen, T., and H. Chesbrough (2015). “Engaging with Startups to Enhance 
Corporate Innovation.“ California Management Review, 57(2), 66-90. 

White, K., Grierson, H., and A. Wodehouse (2017). “Using Slack for Asyn-
chronous communication  in a Global Design Project.” In Proceedings of The 
International Conference on Engineering and Product Design Education. 

Page  of 139 167



Paper 3: How co-creation supports digital 
innovation in startups 

Dulce Goncalves, Magnus Bergquist, Richard Bunk, Sverker 10 11 12 13

Alänge 

Abstract 
Co-creation is an essential aspect of organizational agility enabling organiza-
tions to gain digital innovation capabilities, such as support in developing crit-
ical peripheral services or attracting talents and investors. Co-creation is essen-
tial for startups because of their limited resources. It fosters organizations to 
learn and innovate across company boundaries to remain competitive. Little is 
known about how startups apply co-creation to support their digital innovation 
initiatives, hence conducting a qualitative study with eight automotive startups, 
resulting in 22 semi-structured qualitative interviews. We applied the prediction 
and control framework as an analytic lens and identified three key advantages 
of co-creation. Embracing co-creation in ecosystems increases startups' re-
source capacity and speed for digital innovation. We concluded that startups 
that apply a visionary and transformative logic had been found to have a better 
ability to lead digital innovation in a controlled way and attract wanted talents 
and actors. 

 Dulce Goncalves, M.Sc., PhD Student, School of Information Technology (ITE), Halmstad 10

University, Box 823, SE-301 18 Halmstad, Sweden, e-mail:  dulce.goncalves@hh.se (ORCID 
ID: 0000-0002-8731-8796)

 Magnus Bergquist, PhD, Professor, School of Information Technology (ITE), Halmstad Uni11 -
versity, Box 823, SE-301 18 Halmstad, Sweden, e-mail: magnus.bergquist@hh.se (ORCID ID: 
0000-0002-6453-3653)

 Richard Bunk, PhD, Director Future Mobility Center, Halmstad University, Box 823, SE-301 12

18 Halmstad, Sweden, e-mail: richard.bunk@hh.se  (ORCID ID: 0000-0002-7290-0943)

 Sverker Alänge, PhD, Docent, Institute for Management of Innovation and Technology 13

IMIT, SE-412 96 Gothenburg, Sweden, e-mail: sverker.alange@gmail.com (ORCID ID: 
0000-0002-7489-8963)

Page  of 140 167



Keywords: Startups, Organizational Agility, Co-Creation, Ecosystem, Frame-
work of Prediction and Control 

Introduction 
Co-creation is an aspect of organizational agility which can be defined as the 
ability in companies to utilize resources to increase innovation, regardless of 
where the resources are located or who owns them.  Typically co-creation hap-
pens both inside and outside the organization, and embraces cross-functional 
innovation and the creation of alliances with other external actors to enhance 
competitiveness (Goldman, Nagel and Preiss, 1995). Siemens Medical Solu-
tions is an example of a company that successfully used co-creation as a re-
source for building agile capability with its most important customers, some 
competitors and suppliers for the innovation of a large hospital enterprise sys-
tem (Moore and Spens, 2008; Schiel, 2016; Steiber, Alänge, Ghosh and Gon-
calves, 2020). Co-creation is described in the innovation literature as an im-
portant resource for organizations involved in digital innovation, regardless of 
industry domain. However, there are different reasons for companies to co-cre-
ate with external actors, and such innovation initiatives are carried out differ-
ently depending on, for example the company's size, age and culture. The liter-
ature has identified that most existing actors have an organizational environ-
ment where waterfall planning and prediction strategies, based on a statistical 
calculation, are used to predict the future (Wiltbank, Dew, Read and Saras-
vathy, 2006). This in itself usually leads to organizations being reluctant to look 
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beyond what they already know. For example in 2007 few could seriously be-
lieve that the iPhone with its 4% market share in desktop operating systems and 
zero market share in mobile phones could conquer the dominating mobile 
phone companies Samsung, Motorola, LG, Sony-Ericsson and Nokia, who at 
that time collectively controlled 90% of the market (Van Alstyne, Parker and 
Choudary, 2016a). Somehow, iPhone alone succeeded in generating 90% of the 
global profits by 2015, while the major part of the incumbents made no profit 
at all (Van Alstyne et al., 2016a). Apple succeeded to overrun the incumbents 
by sensing and seizing an opportunity for a completely different business, 
namely exploiting the power of the mobile phone as a platform and leverage 
digital service innovation by bringing together producers and consumers in 
high-value exchanges (Van Alstyne et al., 2016a). By applying this business 
platform strategy, Apple accelerated and expanded its business manifold by 
connecting developers as service providers with users as service consumers— 
generating value for both groups and gaining a network effect as participation 
grew (Van Alstyne et al., 2016a). Other strategies are found in startups that 
primarily use co-creation to gain access to resources that they would not other-
wise have access to and thus be able to accelerate their innovation into the 
market (Tumbas, Berente and Brocke, 2017). Fast response to change, and ac-
cess to resources become important to leverage startups’ innovation speed and 
survival (Motoyama and Knowlton, 2016). Co-creation in ecosystems seems to 
emphasize a shift of focus, e.g. shifting from creating processes to persuading 
participants, from customer value to ecosystem value, subsidizing one type of 
consumer in order to attract another type. In this type of ecosystem business 
boundaries can shift rapidly. However, little is known about what capabilities 
organizations need to develop to rapidly and continuously learn new rules for 
business and innovation strategies and how to effectively apply these in order 
to stay competitive in a volatile market. 

Literature has identified the automotive industry as a market that is currently 
involved in substantial changes due to digitalization, autonomous-drive, electri-
fication, digital service platforms, economy-sharing, and the need to become 
agile, which in turn challenges the existing car-manufacturers' business models 
(Denning, 2020). With this in mind, it may not be that remarkable that some 
premium automotive incumbents in Europe in recent years have embarked on 
'all-in agile’ transformation journeys with the hope of gaining organizational 
agility enabling co-creation across company boarders to solve its slow digital 
innovation dilemma and in turn survive in a volatile digital market (Hohl, 
Münch, Schneider and Stupperich, 2016). Even car-manufacturers seem to 
need to make a similar journey as Apple, i.e. the need for a major mindset shift, 
from a focus on a physical product sold to individual customers to instead see-
ing the car as a mobile digital platform that can open up completely new busi-
ness opportunities and completely new customer segments which the compan-
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ies might not even have today (Van Alstyne et al., 2016a; Sebastian, Ross, 
Beath, Mocker et al., 2017). Furthermore, companies might also need to take 
on complete new role(s) which they need to master in the future. Going from 
car-manufactures to platform owners and providers, these are completely dif-
ferent roles than the ones they hold today. However, even-though some few 
incumbents have succeeded with becoming agile enterprises, the automotive 
incumbents seem to be struggling with keeping up the digital innovation pace 
(Dow, 2017; Voigt 2020; Denning, 2020). An interesting phenomena seems to 
be that a new generation of digital automotive startups seem to pose the neces-
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Startup Size Type People 
interviewed Roles Interviewed

A S Incubator, 
IoT & AI 4

Co-Founder; CEO; Head Sales; 
SW Team Lead; Company Board 
Member External Investor

B S
Incubator, 
Digital 
Services & 
HW Product

2 Co-Founder; CEO; Partner; 
Product Owner

C S Digital 
Services 4 Co-Founder; CEO; CTO; CCO; 

UX/DEV

D S
Two-Sided 
Cons. 
Platform

2 CEO; Keyless Lead

E M
OEM, EV & 
New 
Platform

5
Marketing Director; Autonomous 
System Director; Innovation 
Manager; Head of Software; 
Director Energy Storage

F M
Two-Sided 
Cons. 
Platform

1 Director R&D

G S
Incubator, 
Digital 
Services, 
Consulting

1 CEO & Co-Founder

H S
Incubator, 
HW & SW 
Platform

3 Co-Founder; CEO; Board 
Member; Developer

Table 1. Startup sample for this study



sary dynamics, the needed emerging technology knowledge and experience, 
and drive its innovation growth through co-creation in ecosystems (Tumbas et 
al., 2017). Tesla could serve as an example when they contributed to other car-
manufactures innovation to accelerate the shift to electric vehicles (EV:s) when 
they decided to share patents freely and created the world's first open-source 
car (Musk, 2014). Tesla could still be seen as a startup based on their ability to 
have retained a startup entrepreneurial culture, a flat structure facilitating or-
ganizational dynamics, obsession with speed for every operational decision, 
and a continuous innovation capability (Steiber and Alänge, 2016; Filloux, 
2020). Their mindset, of seeing the car as a mobile digital platform enabling 
continuous digital service innovation deployed over the air, differs from its 
competitors (Sebastian et al., 2017). An example is how the Tesla car is being 
perceived as an investment by the customer, as mostly everything continuously 
gets enhanced regardless of if it is increased engine performance or new digital 
services, which becomes available at no additional cost. The Tesla mindset dif-
fers radically from the other car-manufactures where the owners perceive that 
the car value starts to decline as soon the new owner puts in the car key. 

However, while literature has focused on incumbents attempts to become agile 
in order to enhance their digital innovation capability and pace (Paasivaara, 
Behm, Lassenius and Hallikainen, 2018), relatively little is known about how 
automotive startups develop their innovation capability. It seems that co-cre-
ation is important for these startups, but we do not know much about how they 
use co-creation to be fast and flexible when it comes to innovation. Therefore, 
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Figure 2. Startups Plotted in the Framework of Pre-
diction and Control



this study aims to explore how co-creation can give startups increased digital 
innovation capability. We ask the following research question: How does co-
creation support digital innovation in automotive startups? 

The paper is organized in the following way: first we review previous research 
on how co-creation is positioned within organizational agility and digital in-
novation followed by a presentation of the theoretical lens for classification of 
how organizational environments enables or hinders different types of co-cre-
ation. More specifically, the Framework of Prediction and Control (Wiltbank et 
al., 2006) will be used. The method section presents the qualitative study and 
selection of companies. The results are then presented and discussed from the 
perspective of how co-creation support digital innovation in automotive star-
tups. The paper ends with conclusions, limitations and future research. 

Literature Review 
Organizational Agility has become crucial in recent years due to digitalization 
and an increasingly turbulent competitive global market, forcing organizations 
to adopt Agile practices such as co-creation to primarily improve their digital 
innovation capability and pace, as well as to reduce development cycle time, 
enabling responsiveness to customer needs in a fast way (Xu and Koivumäki, 
2019; Holbeche, 2018; Denning, 2020). The primary Agile enterprise opera-
tional strategy is to utilize existing resources regardless of where they are loc-
ated or their ownership, embrace collaboration across company borders to en-
hance its competitiveness (Goldman et al., 1995), e.g., enabling organizations 
to accelerate their innovation initiatives through co-creation with external act-
ors (Mihardjo, Sasmoko, Elidjen and Rukmana, 2019). By applying this ap-
proach, companies will intentionally improve resource availability, develop 
new relationships and collaborations with potential new partners and custom-
ers, and also improve their reputation and brand (Pera, Occhiocupo and Clarke, 
2016). 

Organizational Agility 

Organizational Agility is crucial for organizations' digital innovation and com-
petitive performance in contemporary business (Sambamurthy, Bharadwaj and 
Grover, 2003; Tallon and Pinsonneault, 2011).  It requires that companies 
commit to continuously transform and understand that Agile strategies imply 
changes at all levels of the organization from its structure, through its leader-
ship and decision-making dynamics, all the way down to the skills and inter-
personal relationship of individuals implementing the Agile mission (Appel-
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baum, Calla, Desautels and Hasan, 2017). The term 'agility' was coined already 
in 1991 due to an extensive research project in cooperation with industry and 
government leaders, conducted by the Iacocca Institute at Lehigh University 
(PA) (Goldman et al., 1995). This research aimed to study how US industry 
could regain its international competitiveness. 

The original definition of Organizational Agility is delivering value to custom-
ers, being ready for change, valuing human knowledge and skills, and forming 
virtual partnerships (Goldman et al., 1995). Organizational Agility mainly rep-
resents the idea of "speed and change in the business environment" (Dah-
mardeh and Banihashemi, 2010; Conboy, 2009). Agility focus on building or-
ganizational dynamics and aggressively embrace and master change, creating 
new opportunities for profit and continuous innovation growth, and not about 
improving efficiency, cutting costs, and temporarily handle market competition 
or market declines (Goldman et al., 1995). The hyper-efficiency that organiza-
tions can achieve is rather a side effect of organizations being Agile (Goldman 
et al., 1995). The Agility capability strength lies in proactively anticipating fu-
ture customer needs and lead to the emergence of new markets through con-
tinuous innovation (Goldman et al., 1995). Organizational Agility can serve as 
a foundation for competition by providing the company with the capabilities of 
sensing, seizing, and transforming to enable the organization to capture new 
business opportunities as they arise and secure profit growth (Dove, 2001; 
Teece et al., 2016). This foundation can enable a knowledge-rich environment 
that provides customer-driven products and services in a volatile marketplace 
(Yusuf Sarhadi and Gunasekaran, 1999). 

The term organizational agility includes, in its definition, the type of practices 
commonly referred to as Agile methods. While the Agile Manifesto (Beck, 
Beedle, Bennekum, Cockburn, Cunningham et al., 2001) holds a bottom-up 
approach to develop better software, the Agile Enterprise advocates a holistic 
enterprise approach, regardless of software or hardware (Goldman et al., 1995; 
Yusuf et al., 1999). Since Agile has, to a great extent, become associated with 
software development, and it still seems to be a misconception that Agility ori-
ginated with the Agile manifesto in 2001. However, for organizations to keep 
up with the needed innovation pace, they need to develop different collabora-
tion and co-innovation practices, e.g., co-creation in communities and ecosys-
tems (Chesbrough, 2012; Van Alstyne et al., 2016). To achieve this kind of  co-
creation capability, organizations need to understand how these types of innov-
ation environments operate and compete (Van Alstyne et al., 2016). There are 
some implications and challenges that need to be addressed, such as leadership, 
structure, culture and ability to develop trustworthy relationships with external 
actors (Hohl et al., 2016; Svahn, Mathiassen and Lindgren, 2017; Goncalves, 
Bergquist, Bunk and Alänge, 2020; Denning, 2020; Voigt, 2020). 
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Co-Creation 

In this study, we define co-creation as the contributions of collaborators, to in-
crease the resource capacity and speed for digital innovation, as well as a way 
that firms achieve competitive advantage. While the extent of the literature has 
been focused on value co-creation with consumers, there is less known about 
value co-creation from a multi-stakeholder perspective, particularly where star-
tups are also addressed as a type of stakeholders (Pera et al., 2016). When co-
creating, innovative ideas are drawn from all actors involved, which increases 
the companies' capacity to generate insights, enabling companies to take ad-
vantage of opportunities which they otherwise might have missed to identify, 
and at the same time reducing financial risks by using global networks and 
communities (Ramaswamy and Gouillart, 2010). Co-creation-driven innovation 
as a concept is derived from the research on service-dominant logic (Vargo and 
Lusch, 2006) and business model innovation (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2002; 
Chesbrough, 2010) and has become part of organizational agility (Holbeche, 
2018; Mihardjo et al., 2019). Multi-stakeholder co-creation requires individual 
characteristics such as creativity, flexibility and negotiation for shared value to 
be built (Pera et al., 2016). Romero and Molina (2011) argue that value creation 
is an essential aspect of open business models, which seek to integrate avail-
able competencies wherever they are, into networked communities for co-cre-
ation. For the same reason, it has become an essential aspect of organizational 
agility (Goldman et al., 1995; Holbeche, 2018). Co-creation enables 'greater' 
products and services to be launched into the market, challenging the tradition-
al distinction between supply and demand (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). 
All points of interaction between the consumer and the company are opportun-
ities for both value creation and extraction (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). 
To make co-creation happen in an efficient way all involved actors must recog-
nize that the interaction between them must be built on trust, inclusiveness and 
transparency (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004; Pera et al., 2016). 

Startups tend to embrace open innovation and co-creation as a method to lever-
age their digital innovation capability (Tumbas et al., 2017). Since startups are 
often challenged by resource limitations and have a weakness of limited ability 
to scale up for high-volume operations, the ability to co-create with external 
actors is of great importance to them (Autio, Nambisan, Thomas and Wright, 
2018). Co-creation enables the startups to maximize their knowledge utilization 
and use of competence where it makes the best contribution in order to rapidly 
reconfigure and re-align the business to serve a particular purpose as the win-
dow of opportunity opens up (Tapscott, 2015; Holbeche, 2018; Goldman et al., 
1995). Co-creation could also contribute to speed up knowledge growth not just 
for the involved actors but also for a broader market including whole industries 
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in a region, which would be of interest for policy makers (Steiber and Alänge, 
2020). 

As technology evolves and enables new ways of co-creation, it becomes im-
portant to design environments that support the organizations intended form for 
how they want to drive their digital innovation initiatives and what kind of 
support they need, e.g. access to knowledge, mentors, investors, capital, and so 
forth (Wiltbank et al., 2006; Steiber and Alänge, 2020). For Tech startups, e.g., 
Google, open innovation is the primary choice of how to drive innovation initi-
atives (Tapscott, 2015; Steiber and Alänge, 2013). Following these new value 
co-creation approaches, organizations are trying to create strategies that enable 
them to participate and gain fast competitive advantages through the emergence 
of new open innovation forms. However, even when collaboration with extern-
al actors can be technically straightforward, organizations tend to struggle 
when it comes to commercial agreements between the different parties (Svahn 
et al., 2017). Co-creation with startups normally requires a different type of 
relationship, engagement and contracts compared with traditional large incum-
bent suppliers e.g. Denso and Bosch (Svahn et al., 2017). Startups normally see 
themselves as external entrepreneurs engaging with an automotive company to 
develop their own business (Svahn et al., 2017). It requires a different alternat-
ive approach to motivate external stakeholders to share their intellectual prop-
erty, one way for automotive companies to solve this could be by emphasizing 
mutual liability and cost neutrality contracts (Svahn et al., 2017). This new type 
of co-creation between startups and incumbents requires some new knowledge 
for how organizations effectively can co-create together (Prashantham and Bir-
kinshaw, 2008). 

Co-creation is a crucial aspect of an organization’s ability to develop  organiza-
tional agility (Holbeche, 2018). The ability to co-create is shaped by many dif-
ferent aspects, such as effectuation and whether the company has a goods dom-
inant or service dominant logic (Sarasvathy, 2001; Vargo and Lusch, 2008). 
Effectuation and service-dominant logic originate from independent streams of 
research that provide a basis for developing a new understanding of business 
creation. Effectuation is defined as a logic of building ventures out of non-pre-
dictive control that takes a set of means as given and focuses on selecting 
between possible effects that can be created with the possessed means (Saras-
vathy, 2001). Effectuation identifies co-creation as an approach that entrepren-
eurs learn for controlling the uncertainties of developing new firms, products, 
and markets. Co-creation is similarly integrated with service-dominant logic, 
where Vargo and Lusch (2016), explicitly articulate the sixth foundational prin-
ciple as 'value is co-created by multiple actors, always including the benefi-
ciary.' Extended to co-creation for heuristics effectuation and service-dominant 
logic, this may clarify the theory around capital input and outputs of co-cre-
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ation. Capital, both economic and human, applied in co-creation may differ in 
essential ways from capital used in existing markets (Read and Sarasvathy, 
2012). Foss, Foss, Klein and Klein. (2007), argues that not all capital is equal. 
The value of capital differs depending on the source of the capital, but it is also 
impossible to predict the value, as the potential of co-creating unanticipated 
value between funder and co-funder cannot be assessed in advanced. The issue 
is that it is difficult for any external entity to judge or value the risk inherent in 
starting a new firm, such as a startup, an insight that easily extends to uncertain 
co-creation activities. Even the entrepreneur might not be able to judge the risk 
or return to co-created artifacts that may emerge from his or her interactions 
with committed stakeholders. As Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) explains 
that co-creation is a two-way street, risks cannot be one sided. All actors in-
volved in the co-creation initiative must take some responsibility for the risks 
they consciously accept. The involved actors can inject or state their expecta-
tions and willingness to monetize their own experiences and make it explicit, 
while the company can accept or reject the transaction at that time (Prahalad 
and Ramaswamy, 2004). 

While Read and Sarasvathy (2012) state that it cannot be determined how cus-
tomers will co-contribute to the interaction of co-creation until they become 
customers, Xie, Wu, Xiao and Hu. (2016), offer an alternative business strategy 
for organizations to apply in a digital economy. According to Xie et al. (2016), 
a stable cooperative relationship can only be established when organizations 
engage in value co-creation with customers through service exchanges and mu-
tual support as actors evolve into cooperative assets. Xie et al. (2016) argue that 
the cooperative relationship's sustainability is higher than that of the 'customer 
relationship.' The explanation given is that when customers are only viewed as 
'passive value recipients,' they can effectively switch between different brands 
or companies. When companies can offer digital platforms for customers to 
participate in value co-creation, customer participation produces more robust 
path-dependent behavior that connects them with the companies. Customers 
choose the company and the experience environment to invest effort in to inter-
act and co-create value which they are willing to pay for (Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy, 2004). Once invested in this co-creation community relationship 
customers tend to stay loyal to the community they have been a part of design-
ing and develop, an indirect locking effect can then be achieved. 

Prediction and Control Framework as Analytic Lens 
Literature has primarily shown from an incumbent perspective that there are 
different ways organizations can co-create with external actors and that man-
ager skills, organization- and innovation environment design could have an 
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impact on how organizations succeed with their innovation initiatives (Prash-
antham and Birkinshaw, 2008; Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 2017; Sarasvathy, 
Dew, Read and Wiltbank, 2008). The purpose of applying the framework of 
prediction and control (Sarasvathy, Dew, Read and Wiltbank, 2008 ), Figure 1, 
as an analytic lens is to help us understand how the startups' applied strategies 
enable or hinder the desired innovation approach to be successful, e.g. enter-
prise agility is essential in a dynamic business environment (Appelbaum, Calla, 
Desautels and Hasan, 2017). 

Wiltbank et al. (2006) developed the framework of prediction and control 
based on a literature review on strategic management. Four key strategic ap-
proaches are arranged based on their orientation toward two underlying vari-
ables, prediction, and control, and the framework shows where the transformat-
ive approach differs in its logical orientation from the other three. The four or-
ganizational design logics: 1) Planning approach assumes the environment is 
beyond control but predictable. Companies invest in predictive techniques al-
lowing them to design an organization which they anticipate be favorably posi-
tioned for the future. 2) Adaptive approach assumes the environment being un-
predictable. Companies shorten their planning horizons and invest in flexible 
organizational designs that effectively respond to changes in the environment. 
3) Visionary approach assumes that the environment is predictable but malle-
able and companies impose their vision of the future, shaping the environment 
to achieve their desired outcomes. This strategy emphasizes a vision as the 
starting point to motivate and direct other factors (Steiber and Alänge, 2016). 4) 
Transformative approach  assumes future environmental factors are contingent 
on human action and design. Companies seek to create products through inter-
actions with others, including committing to imagined new futures viable out of 
current means. The transformative environment supports transformation, agil-
ity, entrepreneurial visionary innovators, continuous change, and learning 
(Goncalves et al., 2020). The focus is to transform current means into co-cre-
ated goals with others that commit to contributing. This enables risk sharing 
and control since the affordable loss is decided upfront. 

Research Method 
The aim of this study was to gain a better understanding of how co-creation 
supports digital innovation in automotive startups. To identify potential startups 
for the study, we screened the automotive and mobility startup landscape in 
Europe, mostly in Sweden. We have chosen a qualitative research approach to 
get a deeper understanding of how the startups' leaders think when  designing 
their organization and environments to enable co-creation initiatives with ex-
ternal actors. By conducting semi-structured qualitative interviews, primarily at 
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the location, tacit information gets exposed to us which could further explain 
the companies' applied strategies. This kind of unspoken information might 
guide us afterward on how to interpret the interview data. We applied the 
framework of prediction and control as a theoretical lens to understand what 
enables the startups to pave the way for new forms of co-creation which could 
lead to rapid digital innovation pace and profit growth. 

Eight international startups within the automotive and mobility domain were 
chosen because of their active approach to digital service innovation since this 
is generally driving digital innovation in this domain today (Lyytinen, Yoo and 
Boland, 2016). The sample selection criteria for this study is that the founder is 
still in the company and has at least four employees. It is a product develop-
ment startup within the automotive and mobility domain and is not older than 
ten years. We mostly interviewed management at strategic positions to under-
stand how the company's chief officers enabled and applied co-creation as an 
approach to enhance digital innovation capability. Still, other organizational 
actors were also interviewed to provide a broader view and verify manage-
ment's statement (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). Since the studied companies 
were rather small, one person could hold several roles. 

Data Collection 

We conducted 22 semi-structured interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2015), presen-
ted in table 1—the startup sizes: S less than 50 employees, M 51-150 employ-
ees. Five of the interviews were conducted at the location, and the remaining 
interviews were conducted via interactive on-line dialogue. All interviews fol-
lowed a set of thirty-seven open-ended questions and eleven questions to cover 
for demographics. Each interview took approximately 1.5 - 2.0 hours. People 
answered the questions to the best of their ability and pointed out if there would 
be any further questions or if clarifications would be needed we could contact 
them again. All interviews were recorded and afterward transcribed. Additional 
secondary data collection included white papers, web pages, and a literature 
survey (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). 

Four startups in this study were or had been connected to the same incubator. 
The incubator had been launched by some incumbents that came together in an 
attempt to speed up their digital innovation capability through co-creation with 
startups (Prashantham and Birkinshaw, 2008; Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 2017; 
Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). The incubator offers startups with pioneering 
ideas to accelerate through the possibility of a strategic partnership with six 
global incumbents within the mobility and connectivity domain. The startups 
need to apply if they want to join. The application is open to all startups regard-
less where they are located, and the application window is normally open dur-
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ing  one month. The startups that get selected are called to pitch for the board 
of partner companies. If accepted into the incubator they can stay connected for 
six months to co-create with the incumbents associated to this incubator. 

Data Analysis 

We applied a systematic combining approach, meaning going back and forth 
between data, extant literature, framework and analysis (Dubois and Gadde, 
2002). First, we transcribed and coded the recorded interviews using a bottom-
up approach (Myers, 2013). Second, we compared each recorded answer to the 
corresponding interview question 'area' to systematically identify similarities 
and differences between the companies' approach to co-creation as a digital 
innovation approach. When we applied the chosen framework ‘Prediction and 
Control’ as our analytic lens on the interviewees revealed four different com-
binations of entrepreneurial logic. The results are shown directly in the frame-
work of prediction and control (Wiltbank et al., 2006), Figure 2. Third, we have 
selected quotes from our interviews to better reinforce our results, reasoning 
and also to give a sense of what strategies these companies applied to drive 
their business, market opportunities, and innovation. Fourth, we organized the 
results according to the different strategy logics in the framework of prediction 
and control (Wiltbank et al., 2006) to better convey a graphical view of the res-
ults. The reason is that there are four different competing logics that enables or 
hinders innovation to happen. These  logics rewards different leadership and 
people behavior. In addition, different types of organizational culture can foster 
and enable these different logics and promote different organization focus, in-
ternal versus external (Goncalves et al., 2020). The internally focused organiza-
tions tend to keep a long-term perspective with a focus on processes and the 
needs of its people. The externally focused organizations tend to keep a short-
term perspective and a focus on customer needs and competitiveness. An agile 
culture combines flexibility with both long and short term perspective and re-
wards a transparent entrepreneurial leadership that values collaboration, team-
work, group success and community (Goncalves et al., 2020). It is an exploring 
and venturesome culture, that pushes forward despite uncertainty. The envir-
onment normally requires flexibility, adaptability in order to handle unexpected 
challenges (Wiltbank et al., 2006; Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 2017). 

Results  
The result is organized in the following way. First, we present general results 
about the type of startups.Then we apply the prediction and control framework 
by Wiltbank et al. (2006), which identifies different kinds of logic and factors 
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that influence co-creation and which we used for both analyses of the data and 
to visualize the results. This visualization approach of the results also enhances 
how the different logics and factors influence each company’s ability to use co-
creation to improve its digital innovation capability. Three companies applied 
only planning logic for co-creation and were positioned in the upper left quarter 
of the framework. Remaining companies spanned two types logics. All com-
binations identified are presented in Figure 2. 

Type of Startups 

The result showed a wide range of startup entrepreneurial practices of prioritiz-
ations. A common denominator for all companies was that people had similar 
motives for joining the company. We identified: a) to work with professional 
people that they respected, b) be able to contribute to a challenging social vis-
ion, c) work with exciting and interesting things, d) be able to influence their 
situation, such as controlling their own time. 

Startup C and E had deliberately designed their organizations to enable trans-
formative co-creation to drive digital innovation. The other companies did not 
follow any particular digital innovation approach. They generally had an agile 
culture that they aimed to implement and retain. Startup D claimed to have ap-
plied ‘Holacracy’ (Robertson, 2015), as an organizing vision encoding 
autonomy, agility, and purpose-alignment into their organization, leading to 
maximizing the use of all resources at the company, including top management.  
Another aspect that all companies mentioned was to be authentic, passionate, 
personal, and transparent. The investors to some of the companies demanded 
fast profitability, limiting these companies' ability to participate in co-creation. 

Startups Applying Planning Logic: A, B, H 

The startups that applied causal logic based their innovation strategies on pre-
dicting the future and showed to be growing very slowly. None of them had a 
challenging social vision that they used as a driver. Startup H was very depend-
ent on investors, and indirectly their digital innovation progress suffered from 
this dependency. Despite winning various innovation prices within Europe, 
they still had a huge struggle to gain resources from investors. Startup H men-
tioned that they even hired an expert to help them with the application for ven-
ture capital, without success. They mentioned that it was tough to get venture 
capital in Sweden, much more accessible in other countries like the USA and 
Israel. 

All incubator-based startups, according to table 1, except for startup G, stated 
that the incubator co-creation concept did not work due to a lack of capability 

Page  of 153 167



from the incumbent side. However, they had still chosen to remain connected 
since it was an excellent way to expand their network and gave them marketing 
advantages. 

Startup B and G were not dependent on venture capital; their digital innovation 
was mostly financed by themselves. The drawback of this approach was the 
lack of means that slowed down digital innovation pace. Even though they star-
ted from given means that they possessed, it still falls into the causal logic 
since they try to predict how to reach their goals and to do everything them-
selves. Not that they did not want to co-create with others, but they were not 
able to persuade external actors to buy in into their idea of opportunity. 

Startup A did not have a challenging social vision, but more a goal of how the 
company would grow from 18 employees to 500 employees. This startup had a 
more traditional entrepreneurial causal logic of how to build companies. This 
was also the driver for the CEO of startup A, who had a long working experi-
ence of building entrepreneurial companies. He explained that there is a differ-
ence in mindset between Swedish and American incumbents. He explained that 
in the previous company that he had founded and grow them to become large, it 
was possible due to acquisition by an American incumbent. “We participated in 
procurement for one of the major cable companies in the US. We thought we 
had lost the deal because we had no significant turnover or many reference 
cases. We got the deal, and we did not understand why. We asked them why we 
got the deal. They replied: ‘We are going to make you!’ It was so damn smart. 
They came in as a significant customer at an early stage, and they always had 
the latest. They joined our journey and took advantage of the latest and became 
a little 'hyped'. “ 

All four startups were technology-driven. Technology drove their value cre-
ation experimentation on the market. People in these startups had a passion for 
technology. The founders had a broader view regarding what the companies 
could achieve business-wise. These companies were also part of an incubator 
as a way to get easier access to incumbent firms. None of the companies were 
able to successfully co-create with incumbents, despite having direct connec-
tion to the right actor in the incumbent within the incubator. Startup H stated, 
“We have not even been able to exchange a single cent during my years at this 
incubator.” - CEO Startup H. The startups stated that the co-creation part with 
the incumbents had never taken place. Once the companies were in agreement 
about to co-create something together, the incumbent contact would vanish. 
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Startup Applying Planning and Adaptive Logic: G 

Startup G was no longer within the incubator but stated they had had a good 
experience of the co-creation of one product with one of the incumbents. When 
asked to elaborate on this answer, startup G replied that students had done the 
actual work. These students were in the last year of their bachelor program and 
were coached by the startup. The incumbent had not committed or gotten in-
volved during the time that the product was at the incubator. First after that the 
product was transferred from the incubator to the incumbent innovation garage 
the incumbent took over the ownership and continued the innovation activities. 
The startup also mentioned that everything took quite some time to get done 
when the incumbent was involved due to the incumbent’s structure and de-
cision process. The person involved had no mandate to make any decisions. 
However, a positive incubator synergy was the recruitment of students. The 
company used the time colocated inside the incubator to get a sense of the stu-
dents' competence and performance. “We hired one student each.” — CEO at 
startup G. 

Startups Applying Visionary and Adaptive Logic: D, F 

The startups positioning within visionary and adaptive logic applied a challen-
ging social vision but focused more on exploitation due to lack of means for 
conducting exploration. The startups applied the big social vision as a strategy 
to attract talents and external actors to contribute as co-creators. Talents joining 
the company did it in order to be part of contributing to the company’s vision. 
These startups develop digital mobile services for physical products that they 
purchase and place out on two-sided market platforms, e.g. Uber services. Star-
tup F stated, “When Uber came to Sweden we saw the 'right' type of digitaliza-
tion of the taxi business but everyone used the ‘wrong' type of vehicle.” These 
startups are in the hands of investors who apply causal logic, leading to limited 
resources for exploration. The focus is on fast profitability and data measure-
ments to tap into improvement work and exploitation. As an improvement 
method, startup D worked with high stretch goals, OKRs (objective and key 
results, originated from Intel and Google model). They commit to 3-5 OKRs 
per quarter. Once the OKRs are set, everyone decides which OKRs to signup 
for and form a global OKR team. The exploitation method applied by the star-
tups is data and marketing driven. These companies have a good understanding 
of what their customers might need simply by conducting big data analysis and 
experimenting with new digital services that they launch to parts of their user 
community, and if positive results, they expand to the remaining population. 
All startups were extremely cautious with how they prioritized their time and 
what 'digital innovations' to exclude. Startup D stated, "Capital usually contrib-
utes to innovation and technology development, but not always. We are work-
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ing on a model based on the fact that we innovate to build a better product or 
we buy the market." The explanation given was that there is venture capital 
within digital services towards end-consumers that wants to win the market 
quickly, such as towards consumers, mobility, and private loans. The money 
usually goes to market growth, and this is not necessarily innovation. This type 
of investor wants to make sure that they quickly get part of the market and are 
unwilling to wait for an innovation to hit the market. These companies are val-
ued based on their market shares and not on how great the product is. 

Another interesting factor was how different their product works in different 
markets. In the Netherlands, the brand is big, so they can put demands on car 
owners and customers if they want to use the two-sided platform. The Nether-
lands has no automotive industry and, therefore, they usually have considerable 
car costs, so people can get significant synergies by sharing a car. In Germany, 
they lag when it comes to digitalization, and considerable effort is needed to 
call and persuade car owners to join the platform. Sweden has been digitalized 
for a long time, and the market is more mature for digital services. Startup D 
stated that their digital innovation process is prolonged as no decisions are 
made 'on the gut feeling,' but every idea has to be proven with data evidence. 
For example, they conduct measurements for six months to see if there is a pat-
tern before making any product changes. They have 30-40 initiatives popping 
up all the time. The focus is on deciding what not to include. These startups had 
many moving parts in their business model, which required intensive calcula-
tion efforts to bring the economy together. According to startup D, sometimes 
those who have less money and resources are forced to be more innovative. 

Startups Applying Visionary and Transformative Logic: C, E 

These startups presented the most ambitious digital innovation progress in the 
short term compared with the other startups in this study, given their capability 
to grow their companies and their high innovation pace. They apply exploration 
and exploitation as a digital innovation approach. These startups were more in 
control of their digital innovation progress than the other startups. They were 
able to attract investors with different decision logic that were open to join 
them and work according to an effectuation logic. They were selective in their 
choice of partners and customers whom they invited for co-creation. The star-
tups designed their organizations and environments to enable effectuation as a 
digital innovation approach. Agile organizational culture was applied as an en-
abler to increase their digital innovation capability and control their volatile 
environment. People were very passionate about what they worked with and 
about belonging to the company. The CCO at startup C stated, "What a differ-
ence it is to come to a workplace where you feel you have more energy when 
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you go from there than the other way around. It is so damn good. This is where 
you want to be." 

Startup E created a great interest in their product and company, which attracted 
many incumbents who contacted them and tried to convince the startup that 
there was a win-win if they could be part of their co-creation. The head of 
software stated: "The funny thing is that it is very rare that it is a salesperson 
that visits us, but more often CEOs that come to us." That incumbents knock on 
a startup's door and try to convince the startup that there are win-win opportun-
ities and even significant gains by letting the incumbent in for co-creation is 
quite unusual. This startup created the 'hype' around them by continuously 
sharing their stories and progress on social media and being out on different 
fairs and showing their product progress. 

Startup C has gone from 0 employees to 12 employees in less than six months. 
All startups recruited talents within their academia family tree or network. Ac-
cording to the founders, it is crucial that people have the 'right' attitude and 
mindset, and match their organization's agile culture. Both startup C and E ap-
plied co-creation strategies for expanding their means and drive their digital 
innovation forward. Always keeping a holistic perspective, guided by their 
challenging social vision, and with the ecosystem as a starting point. It is essen-
tial not just to think about digital innovation as building the latest cool gadget 
but also to create significant digital innovations that contribute to developing a 
better sustainable world. Startup E has won many international innovation 
prices, leading to massive media attention. However, focusing solely on push-
ing ideas and innovation to an extreme without leaving room for people to re-
flect and exhale, resulted in key talents leaving the startup due to a lack of 
work-life balance also leading to a work environment with cases of mental ill-
ness and long-term sick leave. 

Discussion 

Emphasis on Prediction  

When companies deliberate emphasize prediction logic they assume that the 
environment is beyond their control (Wiltbank et al., 2006). Our findings 
showed that prediction logic strategy become an impediment for having co-cre-
ation with external actors to actually happen (Wiltbank et al., 2006). Despite of 
the startups trying to co-create with incumbents the lack of the needed leader-
ship characteristics such as creativity, flexibility, negotiation and fast decision 
making at the incumbent side inhibited co-creation to happen (Pera et al., 
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2016). Both incumbents and startups had the insight of that it could be a win-
win to come together and co-create (Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 2017) but when 
the incumbents provided a leadership of opacity, exclusion and no real com-
mitment and fast decision making it lead to co-creation not to happen (Pera et 
al. , 2016). This was one of the reasons for transformative startups to not 
choose this strategy for co-creation with incumbents. If incumbents could 
provide the needed enablers it would have enabled incumbents with a fast track 
for testing their products in a early phase by incorporate and test its products in 
the startup's prototype, increasing the digital innovation precision by using it as 
a probe for their market-fit (Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 2017). Startup E could 
serve as a great example of this approach, they explained how incumbents in-
volved in their innovation used them as a kind of testbed, building brand value, 
and growing new customer relationships (Pera et al., 2016). Products that are 
co-created and an essential part of an innovation ecosystem are more likely to 
attract external innovation partners since these see a higher degree of mutual 
interest in collaborating. For startups, the major win is increased resource capa-
city due to contributions from the incumbent co-creation partners. 

Emphasis on Control 

When companies deliberately emphasize control they assume future environ-
mental factors are dependent on human action and design and seek to create the 
wanted environment through interactions with others enabling co-creation to 
drive their innovation initiative in the desired direction and pace, e.g. as startup 
C and E (Wiltbank et al., 2006). Co-creation in ecosystems can provide startup 
companies with support for developing critical peripheral services necessary 
for the product's market success (Motoyama and Knowlton, 2016; Ojaghi, Mo-
hammadi and Yazdani, 2019). When all actors in an ecosystem innovate in par-
allel, the necessary dependencies between their products are dealt with as they 
arise, and directly validated in its entire value-flow (Pera et al., 2016; Tumbas 
et al., 2017). We found that this served as a proactive risk mitigation approach, 
which ensured that the products would work as intended when marketed (Tum-
bas et al., 2017). 

Products positioned from the start in an ecosystem, acquire considerable syner-
getic value on the market due to multiple product innovations in series that be-
nefit from each other (a multi-product ecosystem). Startups that apply this co-
creation strategy gain a holistic decision-base for driving continuous digital 
innovation. Applying a holistic perspective for continuous digital innovation 
makes it easier to decide the correct development timing of individual products 
for a multi-product ecosystem. It indicates to the startups when to onboard ex-
ternal actors for co-creation. 
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Co-created minimum viable products in the innovation ecosystem enable the 
higher product value to be proven and more likely to attract external capital 
(Tumbas et al., 2017). For example, what is the point of launching the simplest 
electric car if no one can then charge the car battery on their journey? Could 
another company have co-created a battery chargers network simultaneously as 
the car manufacturers in an ecosystem? This critical aspect of collaborating 
side-by-side and having people move from one organization to another is es-
sential for co-creation to happen (Chesbrough, 2012). When companies can 
prove the higher value of their product by positioning it in a market ecosystem, 
investors can more easily assess the value of the product in its proper context. 
Also, it allows them to estimate the likelihood of market-fit and risk. 

The transformative startups experimented across a wide range of processes 
when trying to find the best way of co-creating in an innovation ecosystem. 
When startups actively co-created in an innovation ecosystem, they understood 
how to develop digital innovation capabilities. These new insights in practice 
and learning, may with time, lead to generic patterns, concepts, and models that 
will nourish and grow the capabilities of the entire innovation ecosystem. 

The innovation ecosystem enabled the different parties' contributions to cover a 
more significant part of developing system-of-systems in parallel and to a 
higher digital innovation pace. The openness required in ecosystem participa-
tion could expose ideas and solutions to other competing ecosystem companies, 
especially incumbents, with more substantial resources (Prashantham and Bir-
kinshaw, 2008; Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). However,   since according to 
them only they had access to the unique and crucial knowhow and technical 
expertise for the product innovation. Regardless of how much an incumbent 
wanted to copy them, they did not have a chance right now. 

How to Design Innovation Ecosystems for Co-Creation  

Mastering design and orchestration of innovation ecosystems will become in-
creasingly important for the future of co-creation (Chesbrough, 2012; Pera et 
al., 2016). The primary issue with the incubator was that co-creation had not 
taken place as intended, due to the significant organizational cultural differ-
ences between startups and incumbents (Burchardt and Maisch, 2019; Gon-
calves et al., 2020). Research has previously shown that mixing an agile culture 
with hierarchy and market culture can be inefficient as it tends to cause signi-
ficant tensions when moving between these cultures (Goncalves et al., 2020). 
According to Pera et al. (2016) there are some leadership characteristics of cre-
ativity, flexibility and negotiation that need to coexist in order for co-creation 
to happen. The different decision-making logics between the startups and in-
cumbents do not enable fast and smooth decision making (Prashantham and 
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Birkinshaw, 2008). Startups experienced that they had a need for speed that 
made incumbents decision-making processes seem slow and cumbersome. If a 
company is going to co-create, there needs to be a commitment from all parties 
involved to contribute to the co-creation work with whatever is needed in a 
timely matter, e.g., transparency, decisions, resources (Prashantham and Birkin-
shaw, 2008). 

It became evident that incumbents struggled to match the startups organization-
al dynamics and keep up with the needed decision making pace in the co-cre-
ation environment. Substantial transformative changes are required to address 
organizational agility in large incumbents, e.g., culture, structure, the ability to 
embrace continuous change, and fast continuous learning (Usman and Vanha-
verbeke, 2017). All startups connected to the incubator were startups that ap-
plied the planning logic. One reason for this could be that their digital innova-
tion speed needed to be increased, and by participating in an incubator, they 
expected to gain market legitimacy by working with these well-established in-
cumbents (Prashantham and Birkinshaw, 2008; Usman and Vanhaverbeke, 
2017). 

Every startup and its leaders are not entrepreneurial (Schumpeter, 1934), and 
agile at heart, or have a good foundation for mastering co-creation. We found 
that only the startups actively designing their organization and environment for 
an effectual logic and having an explicit co-creation strategy were successful. 
Even startups have to continuously invest considerable time and effort into 
their organizational setup to succeed in co-creational activities. 

Research has previously shown that it is crucial to match recruits — leaders 
and talents — to the company culture to protect it from deterioration (Gon-
calves et al., 2020; Steiber and Alänge, 2016). Likewise is needed when select-
ing partners and investors. Investors who are too focused on fast profitability, 
as for startup D and F, tend to actively interfere with the startup management’s 
decisions, especially the time spent on various activities—something affecting 
the entire digital innovation approach (Haagen, 2008). How to successfully 
design and orchestrate innovation ecosystems for co-creation is of great im-
portance to companies in a digital economy, an ability that could be what 
makes a company survive in a volatile digital market. 

Conclusion and Contribution 
This paper aimed to clarify how co-creation support digital innovation in star-
tups. First, we conclude that startups that applied co-creation could expand 
their means and accelerate their digital innovation progress by gaining access 
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to external resources, knowledge, know-how, and risk-sharing. It enables con-
tinuous value stream validation and verification, leading to increased speed, 
shorter time to market, better solution precision, and minimizes the risk of 
market failure. 

Secondly, the companies that perceived a high output of digital innovation cap-
ability related to the amount of resource put in had actively designed their or-
ganizations to maximize digital innovation progress and speed. They accom-
plished these results by applying an agile culture, lean structure, and applying a 
visionary and transformative logic that enabled co-creation. 

Thirdly, the startups applying a visionary and transformative logic were more 
proactive and strategical in leading their digital innovation initiative than star-
tups applying planning and adaptive logic. 

Our contribution to the organizational agility theory is our empirical finding 
that a combination of visionary and transformative logic seem to most force-
fully enable co-creation that leads to continuous digital innovation. 

Limitations and Future Research 
There are some limitations to this study since the data collection comes mainly 
from globally active Swedish automotive startups. It would be interesting to 
study startups from other countries, especially considering that some of the 
startups in this study pointed out that not all countries have a culture of open-
ness and external collaboration. Especially considering that it usually leads to 
an inhibitory effect when trying to make open innovation happen. Therefore, a 
generalization of the results must be done with caution. 
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