A Typology of Innovation Narratives:  How Stories Build the Code

The knowledge-based view (KBV) identifies firm-specific codes (shared languages that are shaped by shared beliefs, understandings, and practices) as an innate characteristic of firms that distinguish them (and their hierarchical mode of governance) from other modes of organization and governance (Kogut & Zander, 1996; March, 1991; Nickerson & Zenger, 2004). Attention to this aspect of organizations dates back to Barnard (1938) and Simon (1945), yet we understand relatively little about how and why organizational codes differ in ways that have consequence for firm action or performance.  KBV builds from the tenet that firm-specific codes make the transfer of tacit knowledge and recombination of knowledge from different domains more efficient inside organizational boundaries rather than across them (March, 1991; Miller, Zhao, & Calantone, 2006) and thus are an essential element of firms’ unique capacities to solve complex problems (Nickerson and Zenger, 2004).  However, the kinds of complex problems that firms are uniquely equipped for solving may also depend upon the content of their codes.  In order to understand the content of firm-specific codes related to innovation, we believe narratives can be used as a mechanism for capturing the idiosyncratic language used in a firm to work on innovation-related issues.  We theorize that different kinds of narratives will be instrumental in overcoming challenges endemic to collaborating and coordinating across temporal, cognitive, and institutional boundaries.  Here, we present our theoretical framework, which we intend to evaluate using a combination of qualitative methods, including interviews and participant observation in a large multinational company with multiple innovation units.  However, our initial research will focus on CEO and top management team (TMT) discourse that is publicly available.  The research questions we seek to answer are:  How does the rhetoric surrounding innovation differ across firms in the same industry?  How and why does a firm’s rhetoric surrounding innovation change over time?  
Innovation narratives sometimes describe a set of events (e.g. past innovations and their circumstances and outcomes) and can either be structured, with a beginning, middle, and ending, offering a particular point of view through the use of a plot (Bruner & ebrary, 1986; Czarniawska, 1997; Polkinghorne, 1988) or provisional, capturing fragments of innovative activities (without a clear plot) that are still unfolding (David M Boje, 1991; David M. Boje, 2001). As time-bridging, cultural mechanisms, innovation narratives have been posited to enable boundary-spanning coordination across functional and hierarchical levels, multiple constituencies, and time to foster knowledge recombination and idea generation (Bartel & Garud, 2009).  As a mechanism for conveying, sustaining and, transforming firm-specific codes, narratives provide a window into how members of a firm create shared meaning and navigate the competing demands on their attention during innovation.  The most salient tensions vary with a firm’s innovation objectives, but a pervasive one is balancing attention to urgent short-term demands with the longer term need to solve problems that create new sources of value.  The KBV maintains that a central task of managers is to identify what problems a firm should solve.  Narratives are a means by which a manager can direct attention to significant problems and meaningful opportunities in the organization in order to help its members select among the best possible search paths.  We propose that innovation narratives are a mechanism linking the content of firms’ codes to their problem-solving capacities in innovation, specifically with regard to boundary-spanning coordination.  
As opposed to an overarching, and oftentimes pre-existing, culture for innovation that explains “the way things are done around here,” firm-specific (innovation) codes are set by management.  Organizational codes have been defined as shared understandings of organizational tasks and the organizational environment that facilitates coordination among its members (Kogut & Zander, 1996).  Innovation codes should contain such things as the strategy, metrics, assumptions, objectives, rules, and knowledge of the stakes surrounding innovation-related decision-making in order to guide employees’ present and future behavior.  Thus, besides shared understanding, organizational codes should also generate shared language, which, in turn, can facilitate coordination and the transfer and integration of knowledge across intra-organizational boundaries.    
Bartel and Garud (2009) identified three coordination challenges that arise in innovation and which narratives can help to solve: the recombination, translation, and access of ideas across multiple boundaries.  We build upon Bartel & Garud’s (2009) work to develop a general model of the boundary-spanning collaborative process and offer a typology of innovation narratives (e.g. Exploiters, Explorers, Learners, and Legitimators) to explain differences in the content of firms’ organizational codes (See Table 1).  We theorize that  innovation narrative types use certain language and narrative elements that may:  1) Encourage the telling, interpretation, recognition, or creation of stories to get ideas flowing across boundaries (i.e. overcoming institutional barriers); 2) Better integrate, leverage, translate, or create stories of multiple perspectives across boundaries (i.e. overcoming cognitive barriers); and 3) Focus attention on a set of solutions associated with achieving the targets associated with productivity, transformation, incubation, or performance (i.e. overcoming the temporal barriers) (See Figure 1).
Our primary objective is to extend the KBV by explaining how the content of firm-specific codes relates to the kinds of complex problems that firms can effectively solve, using innovation as our context.  A fuller explanation of the kinds of problem-solving advantages and limitations firms have, is critical for understanding firm boundaries.  By identifying how each innovation narrative type addresses the boundary-spanning coordination challenges managers face, this typology may also function as a tool informing how managers can best facilitate collaborative innovation.  
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	Innovative Narrative Typology

	Structural Elements
	Exploiter
	Explorer
	Learner
	Legitimator

	Plot:
	
	
	
	 

	     Temporal orientation
	Present-to-Future
	Future-to-Present
	Past-to-Present
	Present-to-Past

	     Climax
	Resolution 
	Conflict 
	Reflection, Inquiry, Dialogue
	Goal Accomplishment

	Key Actors:
	
	
	
	 

	     Protagonist
	Idea Implementer/Doer
	Idea Generator/Mover
	Idea Keeper/Spanner
	Idea Sustainer/Communicator

	Narrative Voice:
	
	
	
	 

	     Point of view 
	360° Actor
	Expert
	Bottom-Up Actor
	Top-Down Actor

	     Involvement of narrator
	Protagonist
	Plot Outsider
	Benefactor
	Antagonist

	Evaluative Frame of Reference:
	
	
	
	 

	     Moral context/assumptions
	"Right" thing for Customer
	"Right" thing for Science
	"Right" thing for Company
	"Right" thing for Shareholders

	     Purpose of narrative
	Leverage Knowledge
	Create Knowledge
	Integrate Knowledge
	Translate Knowledge

	Narrative Context:
	
	
	
	 

	     Organizational pressures
	Corporate Growth 
	Mgt Turnover
	Employee Retention
	Financial Targets

	     Organizational tensions
	Efficiency vs Flexibility
	Disruption vs Transformation
	Exploration vs Exploitation
	Goals vs Values
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