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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research was to discover how a process for idea and concept 

development- based microfoundations of problems appears in order to develop radical 

innovation. In other words, how specific and valuable problems can be identified and 

formulated in order to facilitate the idea and concept development phase. In order to execute 

the purpose this research relied on an inductive case study, where the case organization was 

selected based on their innovative capabilities and their successful and award winning 

projects. The case study, in turn, was performed through a multiple project study where 26 

interviews were performed and analyzed. Further, observations and workshops were 

performed, and documented material was analyzed in order to confirm the results and 

complement the analysis. The result shows that in order to develop radical ideas and concepts 

and create long term value it can be essential to find, formulate and solve specific problems. 

The result is presented in a process, which consists of the overall phases, problem mapping, 

problem creation and problem solving. These phases have in turn been divided into more 

detailed phases as insight collection, problem finding, problem formulating, idea screening, 

idea refining and concept development. Prior literature emphasizes the importance of radical 

innovation but does not explain in detail how radical ideas and concepts are created. Our 

result extends the prior literature by declaring how microfoundations of problems can 

generate radical ideas and concepts. In contrast to the normative frameworks on a more 

generic level given in the prior literature, we add a new dimension for the development of 

radical idea and concept development and describe in detail how it is created. The managerial 

implications are that the criteria and extension of the phases have to be adapted to each 

specific situation. However, our process presents the essential criteria to be considered in 

order to create radical innovation. What to do, how to do it and the desired output of each 

phase is described to help managing the process regardless of dimension of the radical 

innovation. 

 

Keywords: Radical innovation; microfoundations of problems; idea and concept 

development; front end process. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The ability of an organization to develop radical innovation provides a foundation to enter and 

succeed in new and emerging or existing markets and is vital for long-term survival 

(O’Connor & Rice, 2013). Radical innovation refers to radical changes in either new or 

existing processes or offerings, such as products, services and concepts. The radical change 

can further be multidimensional and may include changes in features, delivery, positioning 

and organization and involves substantial steps in understanding the future user or the receiver 

(Veryzer, 1998). The output is often unpredictable and delayed due to high risks and 

uncertainties (Robbins & O’Gorman, 2014). Hence, many organizations fail to develop and 

launch radical innovation and thereby end up with unsuccessful or incremental outputs 

(Garcia & Calantone, 2002). Unsuccessful in terms of not creating long term value for the 

organization. Further there are factors such as timing and unpredictable external events in 

conjunction with launching, which are crucial for the result of the radical output. Accordingly, 

is it difficult to be competitive with solely incremental changes and non-unique offerings. 

 

Kim and Wilemon (2002) argue that in order to succeed with radical innovation, it is essential 

to perform an extensive work in the front end phase of a project. Front end is defined as the 

phase performed before a project enters the formal development phase (Markham, 2013). 

Since the front end phase provides a basis for future development and a prevention to avoid 

later failures, it is of great importance to emphasize this phase. Although researchers suggest 

the importance of a thorough front end process, it is a frequent problem among organizations 

(Florén & Frishammar, 2012). Florén and Frishammar (2012) further address that new ideas 

and concepts are generated during informal conditions in the radical front end process, which 

makes the phase characterized by uncertainties and high risks. Due to uncertainties, high risks 

and the absence of detailed processes for radical ideas and concepts in the front end phase 

many organizations are not comfortable with the development of radical ideas and concepts 

(Reid & de Brentani, 2004). Since radical innovation is about creating something new, inputs 

such as market research and earlier experiences from similar offerings or processes usually do 

not provide valuable insights to the process. By contrast it is about the ability to understand 
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the internal organization and the external environment and its changes in order to identify or 

create problems or opportunities (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004; Short, Ketchen, Shook, & 

Ireland, 2010). However, the front end literature tends to be vague when explaining how these 

problems or opportunities can be identified or created. 

 

Despite this, the front end literature argues that radical idea and concept development begins 

with problems or opportunities that are identified or created (Kim & Wilemon, 2002). This 

implies that organizations should focus on formulating its specific and valuable problems 

(Baer, Dirks & Nickerson, 2012). Baer et al. (2012) refer to specific and valuable problems as 

problems where its solution creates long term value for the organization. In other words, a 

specific and valuable problem can be explained as a problem whose solution is aligned with 

the organization and create value for its growth and profits. Nickerson, Yen and Mahoney 

(2011) refer to problems as a deviation from a norm or a standard that are recognized and 

need to be fixed. Landry (1995) refers to opportunities as a previously acceptable situation 

that can be approved. Problems and opportunities can both be seen as challenges where 

problems often are considered as the foundation of how opportunities are created. To simplify 

the term opportunity will be referred to as problem henceforth (Baer et al., 2012). 

 

Formulating specific and valuable problems can be a difficult process since it is difficult to 

assess when a problem is specific and valuable to the organization (Nickerson & Zenger, 

2004). Baer et al. (2012) introduce complex problems, which are problems that consist of 

interactive sub problems that must be solved collaboratively in order to generate value, which 

provide the optimal conditions to create radical innovation. Therefore, it is essential for 

organizations to spend resources on formulating its specific and complex problems. Hence, 

the challenges of formulating specific and complex problems are to understand their 

fundamentals, such as what are the effects, -causes and -the real problems, which Felin, Foss, 

Heimeriks and Madsen (2012) refer to as microfoundations. Two common mistakes when 

formulating problems are to adopt a too narrow formulation since it is more familiar or to 

adopt an inappropriate formulation i.e. not close to the organization (Baer et al., 2012). 

Accordingly, a successful problem formulation provides a good basis to create radical and 

valuable solutions.  

 

As Henry Ford, pioneer and founder of Ford Motor Company, said, “If I had asked people 

what they wanted, they would have said faster horses”. Accordingly, to avoid giving people 
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what they think they want, radical innovation should emerge internally from selecting specific 

and valuable problems to solve in the front end phase (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004; Lyles, 

2014). Although, how organizations manage their internal processes of finding and solving 

their specific problems and then turn them into ideas and concepts are still an unexplored area 

among research (Lyles, 2014). 

 

1.1 Problem statement 

The importance of radical innovation is generally known (Sandberg & Aarikka-Stenroos, 

2014), but the failure rate is particularly high due to various challenges in the development 

and commercialization of the ideas. If organizations fail to create novel ideas and concepts 

they become less competitive, which results in reduced growth and profitability (McDermott 

& O´Connor, 2002; Veryzer, 1998). The development of radical innovation is thereby crucial 

for long-term survival (McDermott & O´Connor, 2002). Garcia and Calantone (2002) argue 

that organizations that fail to create radical innovation yields to incremental changes or 

imitate of what others already have done, and do not launch new offerings or processes. 

Several other factors can be crucial for radical innovation, but with significant focus on 

problem formulation, involved risks and uncertainties can be minimized. 

Even though it is in the front end phase ideas are created and concepts are developed (Florén 

& Frishammar, 2012), it is often in this phase organizations fail to create radical innovation. 

Failures in such organizations invest in invaluable problems or the wrong problems 

(Nickerson & Zenger, 2004). Prior literature has underscored the importance of the front end 

phase (Kim & Wilemon, 2002), but these authors have not explained in detail how ideas and 

concepts are created. Furthermore, the front end literature is biased towards incremental 

innovation (Reid & de Brentani, 2004). There is thus a lack of insights in how organizations 

can create unique offerings and processes in the front end phases of radical innovation. 

Although, might not be a lack of ideas within an organization, the challenge is to select the 

right ones and capitalize on them (Florén & Frishammar, 2012) 

Assuming radical innovation to be a set of problem-solving activities (Brown & Eisenhardt, 

1995), the literature is still not clear about how organizations identify and create valuable 

problems to base their radical innovative capabilities on. Rather, prior literature has pictured 

normative frameworks on a more generic level (Baer et al., 2012) rather than explaining the 
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details. The literature thereby provides a scope to explore a new dimension for radical idea 

and concept development from microfoundations of problems. 

 

1.2 Research purpose 

The purpose of the reserach is to discover how radical innovation can be developed from 

microfoundations of problems, where valuable problems are identified and formulated in 

order to facilitate the idea and concept development phase. In order to execute the research 

purpose a preliminary process will be developed based on existing theories of radical 

innovation, front end and microfoundations of problems combined with collected data. The 

preliminary process will be tested against real projects in order to identify key activities and 

essential factors to include. Factors as team composition, organization culture and creativity 

have significant influences on radical innovation, but since these areas are well covered in the 

literature it will not be investigated further in this research (Amabile, Hadley & Kramer, 

2002; Kelley, O’Connor, Neck & Peters, 2011; Green & Cluley, 2014), 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to discover how radical innovation is created, literature on radical innovation, front 

end and microfoundations of problems were studied. Literature on radical innovation provides 

the foundation for discovering how radical ideas and concepts are created. Since the process is 

to be performed in the front end, this literature will serve as an input for which phases to 

include in a process for radical innovation. In order to fill the gap of how radical innovation is 

created in the front end, literature in microfoundations, problem finding and problem solving 

were studied.  

 

2.1 Radical innovation 

O´Connor and Rice (2013) define radical innovation as creating new and unique ideas and 

concepts with the intention to create long term value for the organization. It is new knowledge 

or new solutions that are either new to existing markets or industries, or create new ones. We 

believe that radical innovation is often referred to as product- or technical innovation and 

other types of innovation are forgotten. Thus, radical innovation can be development of 

offerings such as products, services and concepts, but can also be of processes such as value 

capturing, delivery, customer touch points, brand or supply chain (Sawhney, Wolcott & 

Arroniz, 2007). A radical innovation can be multidimensional, in other words, touch several 

areas in one innovation. 

Regardless of the radical dimension, it is a difficult process to proceed with, and entails high 

risks and uncertainties. O’Connor and Rice (2013) argue that the uncertainties concerned with 

radical innovation usually are low knowledge regarding markets and industries and/or 

technologies. Market and industry uncertainties refer to uncertainties about trends and 

changes in existing or future markets and/or industries. For example, changing industry or 

market movements, or consumer behavior. While technical uncertainties refer to how well the 

scientific knowledge is understood and to what extent it can be converted into offerings or 

processes (O’Connor & Rice, 2013). Bao, Chen and Zhou (2012) states that the high level of 
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uncertainties depend on lack of prior experience and knowledge from previous similar outputs 

to rely on and it is therefore difficult to know how or what ideas or concept to invest in. 

Further, consumer surveys and market researches cannot usually provide valuable input to the 

process (Dell’Era & Verganti, 2009). Exploratory searching methods and learn by doing 

methods should be used instead (Bao et al., 2012). Florén and Frishammar (2012) suggest that 

radical innovation processes should be processed iteratively with heuristic and cognitive 

searching methods. Heuristic and cognitive searching is about searching without a specific 

goal and instead begin with an intention or assumption of where and what to search for in 

order to explore or create relevant knowledge. Accordingly, Skarzynski and Gibson (2008) 

address that these intentions or assumptions can be considered as hypotheses that are either 

denied or accepted along the search. Since there is no specific initial goal, it is necessary with 

a broad entry, iterations and to narrow down along the search (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004). 

Reid and de Brentani (2010) address that the preconditions for radical innovation are open 

attitudes towards problems and ideas, together with, divergent thinking and flexibility. 

Furthermore, a key factor for success is market vision competence (MVC), which can be 

explained as the ability for an organization to absorb and understand their surroundings and 

identify gaps, such as changes and trends, and capitalize on them (Reid & de Brentani, 2010). 

Reid, de Brentani and Kleinschmidt (2014) further agree with the importance of MVC but 

also outline the importance of not rejecting ideas to early but rather to let each idea mature. 

Bad ideas can sometimes end up as successful radical ideas. In other words, in order to let 

ideas mature it is important to have a shared market vision about the future condition of the 

organization and its surroundings. Although, Reid et al. (2014) suggest MVC for radical 

product innovation, we believe that MVC is applicable for all dimensions of radical 

innovation since MVC is about developing new knowledge or solutions in order to meet 

unsatisfied or future needs. We further believe that MVC is one significant factor in the early 

phases of radical innovation since it is where gaps are identified and the foundations of radical 

innovation are created. In order to investigate which phases and activities that are important in 

the early phases of radical innovation, the next section will present literature in front end 

processes for radical innovation. 
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2.2 Front end process for radical innovation 

Markham (2013) outlines the importance of extensive work in the front end phase before 

entering the formal development phase, which is particularly important in radical innovation 

and necessary to enable later success. Several authors have presented processes in order to 

perform the front end phase (Kim & Wilemon, 2002; Vojak, Price & Griffin, 2012; Florén & 

Frishammar, 2012). However these available processes differ in definitions and order and we 

believe that most of them are more suitable for incremental innovation. Vojak et al. (2012) 

suggest that the front end phase involves definition of a problem, idea generation and lastly 

concept development. Florén and Frishammar (2012) present a process including idea and 

concept development, refinement, screening and alignment. Both processes involve similar 

activities but with varied focus. Reid and de Brentani (2004) divides the front end process into 

two phases, early front end and late front end. The early front end is where problems are 

identified and information is gathered and the late front end is where ideas are generated and 

concepts are developed. To get a comprehensive view of the different ways of managing the 

front end, the presented processes are summarized and divided into three main phases. 

First phase development/refinement of a problem, refers to the very beginning, where a 

problem is recognized. This is where a problem should be understood and formulated (Reid & 

de Brentani, 2004). When formulating a problem, the importance lies in understanding the 

problem completely, for example why it is a problem and how to formulate the problem in 

order to make it solvable (Vojak et al., 2012). 

Second phase idea generation/screening refers to information gathering in order to gain 

knowledge and reduce uncertainties. The objectives with this phase are to evaluate the 

resources needed to capitalize on the idea by creating perceptions about the potential market, 

and future customer needs and requirements (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). Accordingly, it is 

possible to decide whether to continue with the idea or not. The information can be gathered 

both from the external- and internal environment. We believe that the external environment 

can be referred to as the organizations surroundings, both local and beyond existing markets 

or industries. When searching within the existing market or industry it is about identifying 

consumer changes or unsatisfied needs that no other actor have identified or successfully 

managed to capitalize on. When searching beyond the existing market or industry it might 

instead be about understanding other markets and industries and its changes. For example 

standards or features in one industry can be transferred to other industries. Another example is 
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that users ahead of their time to feel future needs can provide valuable information from the 

external environment (Skiba & Herstatt, 2009). By contrast, searching for information in the 

internal environment is about searching in the organization’s history and current situation in 

order to make use of previous knowledge and capabilities (Florén & Frishammar, 2012). 

Answers can often be found internally but due to low interaction and communication within 

the organization they are usually isolated. Therefore organizations often miss valuable 

opportunities to capitalize on using existing knowledge (Carleton, Cockayne & Tahvaninen, 

2013). In order to avoid this, it is necessary to combine searches and insights from both the 

external- and internal environment (Florén & Frishammar, 2012).  

Third phase concept development/alignment, refers to a clear view of how to further proceed 

with the idea into the formal development phase (Reid & de Brentani, 2004). Florén and 

Frishammar (2012) address that the ideas’ alignment with the organization are essential for its 

later success. Despite the alignment, destruction and reconstruction of current knowledge and 

capabilities can also be essential to enable growth of new ones. Carleton et al. (2013) 

concludes that whether or not the idea requires destruction or reconstruction it is still vital to 

maintain a connection between new ideas and the organization. 

Reid and de Brentani (2004) suggest that the entire front end process for radical innovation 

should be performed iteratively and flexibly. In addition, heuristic searching methods, 

probeing and learning are necessary to reach a positive development. This has important 

implications for our thesis since when radical ideas and concepts are to be created there is 

often limited experience to rely on, and it is thereby necessary to explore and learn throughout 

the process.  

Despite the importance of the front end phase for radical innovation, the literature on front 

end is lacking in explaining how the early phases of the front end, where problems are 

recognized and formulated, can be performed. Furthermore, there is a gap in explaining how 

problems can be evaluated, for example what problems to invest in and what a successful 

problem formulation consist of. Accordingly, in order to develop radical ideas and concepts in 

manners other than luck, organizations should focus on identifying and formulating valuable 

problems to create radical innovation (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004; Landry, 1995). To 

complement these gaps, microfoundations of problems are presented in the next section. 
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2.3 Microfoundations of problems  

Nickerson et al. (2011) refers to problems as a deviation from a norm or a standard that are 

recognized and need to be fixed. Landry (1995) suggests the presence of a problem in four 

ways; 1) a crisis or an opportunity that a group or an individual judge as negative in its 

occurrence, 2) when a group or an individual has minimal control over a situation or an event, 

3) a sense for the willingness to make changes, and 4) an uncertainty in how to appropriately 

manage a situation. When the presence of a problem is recognized it usually appears as a 

symptom or a sub problem to the main problem. A symptom is defined as regularity patterns 

to problems and explained as the effect of a problem. Sub problems are defined as a partial 

problem to a main problem (Baer et. al, 2012). In other words, the main problem is usually 

not identified at first since individuals tend to limit the problem to what feels familiar and 

therefore unconsciously only recognizes a few sub problems or symptoms. The difference 

between a symptom and a sub problem is that a symptom is an effect of a problem and needs 

to be scaled down to either a sub problem or main problem to be solved whereas a sub 

problem is part of a main problem. For example loss of market shares or a drop in profits is 

symptoms, and given this, a sub problem could be negative perceptions of the offers among 

customers. The main problem, in turn, could be insufficient market communication. 

Accordingly, a main problem can have several connected symptoms or sub problems and it is 

usually difficult to identify all of them.  

The number of connected symptoms or sub problems indicates the level of complexity of the 

main problem. Such categorization of complexity can be performed when main problems are 

identified (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004). This has important implications to our thesis since 

complex problems require its own unique solutions, which also emphasizes it to be radical 

and long term value creating (Baer et al., 2012). Consequently, for development of radical 

innovation, this means that it is valuable to formulate and invest in complex problems. 

Because of this, Nickerson and Zenger (2004) introduce categories of problems based on their 

complexity, related sub problems and level of decomposability. Further, Nickerson and 

Zenger (2004) argue that the advantages with categorization based on these criteria are the 

possibility to choose suitable searching methods and enable high value solutions. The 

introduced categorizations are decomposable and non-decomposable. 
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Decomposable problems are known as low level of interaction problems and refer to 

problems with low interaction between sub problems and its solution is usually predicable. 

Hence, these kind of problems can be divided into sub problems and independently be solved 

by different sets of knowledge and capabilities (Fleming & Sorenson, 2004). For example if 

the symptom is a drop in profits and the identified sub problems are negative perception of the 

products among the customers and an ineffective supply chain. These sub problems can be 

solved independently of each other and positively affect the profit, and should therefore be 

considered as a decomposable problem. Furthermore, when solving such problems directed 

search can be used. Directed search is guided by prior experience and knowledge and can be 

focused to a limited area (Nickerson & Zenger, 2004). This type of search is suitable when 

developing less radical innovations. 

Non-decomposable problems are problems with a high level interaction and therefore have a 

high interaction between sub problems. Special sets of knowledge are necessary, and sub 

problems cannot be solved separately. For example, if the main problem is decreasing sales 

for a specific offer. The sub problems can be low brand recognition, changed need in market 

and insufficient quality of the offering. Just improving the quality of the product does not 

solve the main problem but by solving all three together as one problem solves the decreasing 

sales and thereby creates value for the organization. Nickerson and Zenger (2004) address that 

the complexity is significantly higher for non-decomposable problems and that they require 

their own unique solution. In addition to this, incremental changes to the sub problems do 

probably not provide valuable solutions to the main problem. Instead, a more unified radical 

idea is necessary (Fleming & Sorenson, 2004). 

Recommended methods to find solutions are heuristic and cognitive search, which implies 

that an individual or a group uses previous knowledge to make hypotheses to search for- and 

make logical conclusions to gain knowledge and create a valuable solution (Nickerson & 

Zenger, 2004). In radical idea and concept development this means that the group or 

individuals needs to have in-depth knowledge and experience with the organization and its 

challenges while understanding its external environment in order to identify valuable gaps or 

changes. There are two types of heuristics capabilities, individual and group (Nickerson & 

Zenger, 2004). Nickerson and Zenger (2004) further argue that individual heuristic 



 
11 

capabilities are necessary but are usually constrained and not enough to solve a non-

decomposable problem. The introduced terms are summarized and explained in table 1.  

 

This categorization of problems is essential in order to advance the process of problem 

solving. Nickerson et al. (2011) introduces the problem finding and problem solving 

approach, which includes problem- finding, framing and formulating and problem solving. 

This approach emphasizes the organization’s ability to understand and create their specific 

problems and avoids error of the third kind (Nickerson et al., 2011). Mitroff and 

Featheringham (1974) refer to error of the third kind or type three errors as the probability to 

solve the wrong problem. 

Problem finding is defined as an information processing activity where the acquired 

information is interpreted and the main purpose is to understand the current situation, both the 

external- and internal environment (Cowan, 1985). In order to understand the situation, all the 

apparent symptoms should be identified and listed through extensive information sharing and 

discussion sessions. For example, symptoms in the external environment can be changing 

market behaviors or trends, and symptoms within the internal environment can be low profit 

with respect to revenues. In order to maximize inputs of possible symptoms, individuals with 

heterogeneous knowledge and experience should be involved in the process. Heterogeneous 

inputs will expand boundaries, provide a broader view of the situation and the risks of 

common pitfalls, such as ending up on old paths, will decrease (Baer et al., 2012). Baer et al. 

(2012) further argue that this phase is completed when the group is satisfied with the amount 

of identified symptoms. 

Problem framing the symptoms in this phase have to be transformed into problems and 

distinguished from whether they are sub problems, the main problems, or symptoms e.g. by 

asking “why” five times, correlated to each other if possible and discussions (Baer et al., 

2012; Hurmelinna-Laukkanen & Heiman, 2012; Spardlin, 2012). The transformation aims to 

provide a deeper understanding of the situation and identify specific organizational problems 

(Baer et al., 2012). After the transformation is completed it is important with individual 

reflections before reaching a common agreement of the problem situation. When a common 

agreement is reached, mapped problems can be categorized based on its complexity (Baer et 

al., 2012).   

Table 1. Terms and definitions 
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Table 2. Terms and definitions 

 

A risk in this phase is the occurrence of representational gaps, which might negatively affect 

the problem solving phase and result in type three errors (Cornin & Weingart, 2007). 

Representational gaps are defined as differences in perception of the problem among team 

members that might affect the problem solving (Cornin & Weingart, 2007) Reiter-Palmon and 

Illies (2004) suggest that ensuring that all the involved individuals share the same view of the 

problems can close the representational gaps. Further, it is important to avoid being too 

solution oriented in order to keep an open views of the problem situation (Baer et al., 2011; 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen & Heiman, 2012). 

Problem formulation aims to select and formulate the most valuable problem (Ramaprasad 

& Mitroff, 1984). Ramaprasad and Mitroff (1984) further argue that every problem is unique 

and has to be formulated according to the existing conditions. By listing all the framed main 

problems, with its declared sub problems, the most valuable problem can be identified and 

selected through comparison against criteria such as relevance and potential risks (Baer et al., 

2012). Baer et al. (2012) further argues that a relevant problem is aligned with the 

organization and potential risks should be identified and evaluated. Further we believe that, 

the problem should be selected based on the risk tolerance of the organization. Hence, it is 

vital to still merely focus on the problems and avoid thinking about possible solutions in order 

to ensure that multiple solutions are possible when entering the problems solving phase (Baer 

et al., 2012).  

These presented phases, problem- finding, framing, and formulation, can be placed in the first 

phase of the front end, where problems are recognized. This complement enables 

organizations to identify and focus on their specific problems, thus, optimizing the 

preconditions of investing in valuable problems.  

Term Definition Reference

Problem A problem is a deviation from a norm or a standard that is recognized and need 
to be fixed.

Nickerson et al., 2011

Sub problem A sub problem is a partial problem to the problem. Baer et al., 2012

Symptom A symptom is a regularly pattern to problems and explained as the effect of a 
problem. 

Baer et al., 2012

Decomposable 
problem

Problems with low interaction between sub problems and its solution is usually 
predicable. Can be divided into sub problems and independently be solved by 
different sets of knowledge and capabilities. 

Nickerson & Zenger, 2004

Non-decomposable 
problem

High interaction between sub problems. Special sets of knowledge are 
necessary and sub problems cannot be solved separately.

Nickerson & Zenger, 2004
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Problem solving intends to generate ideas and concepts by solving the selected problem 

(Atuahene- Gima & Wei, 2011). Due to this, problem solving is a part of the late front end 

process, such as phase two and three (Reid & de Brentani, 2004). Problem solving includes 

information gathering, idea generation and concept development (Cornin & Weingart, 2007). 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen and Heiman (2012) argues that the problem solving phase is usually 

where the most unnecessary resources are spent, but if the previous phases are well performed 

it provides a solid ground to focus on valuable problem solving activities and thereby 

reducing the amount of unnecessary resources. 

 

2.4 Literature review’s connection to the research purpose 

Since the research purpose is to discover how radical ideas and concepts can be developed 

based on microfoundations of problems, this section will explain how the theoretical areas 

will be used and are correlated to each other. The connections are visualized in figure 1.The 

literature within radical innovation contributes to increased understanding of how such 

processes are characterized and what activities to involve in order to enable development of 

radical outputs. For example, the fact that radical innovation often is characterized by high 

uncertainties and risks, iterations and flexibility will be taken into consideration when 

conducting the case study and developing the preliminary process.  

The front end literature contributes with important insights of what phases and activities to 

involve in a radical innovation process. Researchers within the subject suggest different 

phases in the front end processes but overall they consist of an early- and a late front end 

phase. Phases to involve in the final radical innovation process will be further investigated 

through the case study. 

Microfoundations of problems will be used in order to complement the front end literature in 

the early phases where it is lacking regarding how problems can be identified and formulated. 

The intersection between the front end process and microfoundations of problems will be 

determined based on the insights from the literature and the case study.  
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Figure 1. Literature review’s connection to the research purpose  
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3. METHOD 

This section presents the methods used in order to fulfill the research purpose. Since we 

intend to discover how radical ideas and concepts are created from unique problems this 

research relied on an inductive case study (Eisenhardt, 1989). This was selected to investigate 

how microfoundations of problems and idea and concept development can be combined as 

well as to understand how to delimit and apply it to radical innovation. 

 

3.1 Research process 

The research was decomposed into three major phases, visualized in figure 2, in order to 

systematically gain knowledge and enable an iterative approach. The first phase intended to 

create a broad foundation of the research area in order to discover the preliminary process. To 

get a better understanding of the research areas major parts of the literature review, the 

exploratory interviews and the observations were performed in this phase. Based on the 

results from these sources a process was developed. 

The research then advanced into the second phase, which intended to achieve a more in-depth 

understanding of the research problem to enable further discovery of the process. It was 

performed through semi-structured interviews, complementary literature studies and a 

workshop, WS 1. The results from the semi-structured interviews directed which areas of the 

literature to study further and were performed iteratively. WS 1 was conducted in order to 

evaluate the practical viability of the process. 

Phase three, the final phase, intended to complete and concretize the process. Firstly, the 

result from WS 1 was analyzed and confirmation interviews were conducted. Based on that, 

the process was revised again and then tested through an evaluation workshop, WS 2. Finally, 

the process was concretized in detail to make it practical and theoretical viable. 
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Figure 2. Research process 
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Prime Group was selected for this case study based on their innovative capability and 

successful projects. Prime Group operates in public relations, communication and business 

intelligence consulting and has won several awards for their innovative performance e.g. 14 

Cannes Lions, 11 Eurobest, 14 SABRE awards and 5 Clios awards since 2010 and has also 
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their clients among various industries and was therefore considered as a representative 

organization for this case study. 

The case study was performed through a multiple project study (Veryzer, 1998), where both 

completed and on going projects where studied. The studied projects were all performed by 

Prime Group and are presented in table 2. The five completed projects were sampled through 

criterion sampling (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008), where the criteria were radical output and 

successful results. The two on-going projects were studied through observations (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2012). The on-going projects were selected based on their expected output 

and problem definition, in order to obtain updated data as a contrast to the historical accounts 

in the completed cases. The multiple project study intended to map and compare the processes 

within the projects to identify differences and converging patterns. The selected projects’ 

outputs go beyond radical product innovation and are rather multidimensional. Thus, the 

radical output has been offerings or processes, which in turn has affected for example brand 

recognition, consumers experience or perception.  
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Table 2. Descriptions of sample projects 

Finished project Presentation Projects description Results and outcomes Awards Duration

IKEA - Life at 
home

http://
www.primegrou
p.com/kundcase/
life-at-home

An emotional visualization and an 
analytical tool where IKEA share their data 
from reports about morning routines in 
every day life. The emotional section 
presents the result from the reports with a 
large and beautiful imagery of morning 
routines. The analytical tool, data mixing 
board, gives people the opportunity to 
cross check all parameters from the report 
and visualize the result in useful interactive 
and shareable charts.

To increase brand awareness and to take ”Do It Yourself ”to the next 
level, where data from people’s every day lives at home in eight cities 
around the world were made more accessible through an interactive 
gallery. The project as about being more transparent and therefore 
share and show IKEAs understanding of the design of their products.

No awards yet Feb - Nov-14

Electrolux - Vac 
from the Sea

http://
en.primegroup.c
om/case/vac-
from-the-sea

A limited number of vacuum cleaners were 
made from marine plastic debris – 
harvested from the Pacific and other sites 
where the plastic problem is immense. The 
result raised awareness and increased sales. 

To raise awareness about the importance of taking care of plastic waste 
and the oceans and to develop a strategic platform for launching their 
new product category - green vacuum cleaners. 

Gold - Cannes Lions, Gold, 
SABRE Awards, 2 Gold - 
European Excellence Awards, 
2 Silver & 1 Bronce - 
Eurobest, Bronze - NY 
Festival, Winner - Bees 
Awards, Double Winner - UN 
Public Realtions Award

Jan-09 - Jun-10

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 
Democreativity

http://
en.primegroup.c
om/case/
democreativity

Democreativity - a collaborative tool 
designed to create ideas and build on 
others’, aimed to inspire data gamer 
creators all over the world. 

To promote Sweden as a creative country abroad through one or more 
of its internationally successful creative industries. The strategy was to 
prove that being open to new perspectives and a multiplicity of ideas 
are crucial for creativity to thrive.

Silver Spinn 2014 - Digital 
campaign of the year Mar-13 - Jan-14

Scandic - To Go
http://
en.primegroup.c
om/case/
scandic-to-go

Scandic To Go is the world’s first mobile 
hotel room, which guests can book to their 
own dream location. The hotel room is 
fully equipped with the same comforts and 
modern furnishings as the newly renovated 
Scandic hotels. Suddenly “room service” 
wasn’t ordering to your room – it was 
ordering the room to you!

To help guests and opinion makers get a modernized view of Scandic 
and thereby attract new guests, new media within design and interior 
design as well as increase the number of bookings and interactions in 
social media. The purpose was to reach a wider clientele with New 
Scandic and attract new guests. The strategy was to develop a channel 
independent communication platform that clearly dramatized the New 
Scandic. 

Brons Eurobest 2014 - PR 
Consumer Services, Gold 
Spinn 2014 - Event Marketing 
of the year                                                 
One Show, Bronze

Jul-13 - Jun-14

Tetra Pak - Life in 
a good package No presentation 

A new strategic communication platform 
where Tetra Pak communicate the benefit 
with their cartoon packages with the final 
consumer, as B2C, and still acts as a B2B.

Tetra Pak has a leading position in the European packaging industry in 
many aspects. This has been achieved through decades of growth, 
innovation and sustainability excellence. Lately, growth has slowed in 
most parts of Europe and in some markets we also see some declines. 
The purpose was to develop a communication platform that can make 
their customers more competitive. The project should deliver both a 
communication strategy and an implementation plan across different 
media.

No awards yet Jun-14 - Apr-15

Ongoing project Presentation Projects description Results and outcomes Awards Duration

Project 1 No presentation 

Communicate the new vision with only 
deserved media. The communication plan 
had to follow keywords aligned with the 
new vision and make change in the 
community. 

No results yet No awards yet Jan-15 — 

Project 2 No presentation 

Develop a solution for digitalization of 
retail. A reference group of experts 
discussed the solutions in workshops to 
test different possibilities. 

No results yet No awards yet Jan -15 —
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3.3 Data collection 

Data has been collected through interviews, observations, documented material and 

workshops. The interviews were performed by a multilevel interviewing technique, meaning 

that respondents with varied positions were interviewed (Verzyer, 1998). The respondents 

have participated in one or more of the selected projects and are presented in table 3. In total 

26 interviews were conducted, lasting from 30 to 60 minutes. The interviews were conducted 

in three waves, exploratory-, semi-structured- and confirmation interviews  (Saunders, Lewis 

& Thornhill, 2009; Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008). 

The first wave interviews referred to exploratory interviews  (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008) 

and were conducted through an open discussion in order to get a brief insight of the projects, 

its extension, participants and output. The respondents were identified in dialogue with a 

senior expert and the researchers in order to identify key individuals. In total nine exploratory 

interviews were conducted and notes were taken meanwhile. The contributions from these 

interviews were brief insights of the projects and a validation against the literature review and 

the observations. 

The second wave interviews were semi-structured interviews (Saunders et al., 2009) with 

predetermined questions and themes, which were based on the preliminary process. The 

interview guide is provided in Appendix I. The second wave intended to get deeper 

understanding of the processes and activities used within the projects. 11 semi-structured 

interviews were conducted, recorded and transcribed. The respondents were partly the 

respondents from wave one and partly sampled through snowball sampling (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2007). The respondents were selected in order to cover different positions and 

areas of expertise. The focus of the interviews depended on which part of the project the 

respondent was most involved in, which in turn enabled to cover all phases of the preliminary 

process. 

The third wave interviews were confirmation interviews (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008) and 

served as reviewing sessions, where gaps from the previous interviews were filled and 

statements confirmed. Respondents were selected by criterion sampling (Leech & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2008), based on the result from the semi-structured interviews and the gaps to 

be filled. Six confirmations interviews were conducted and notes were taken meanwhile. 
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Case Wave Date Position Y. Emp Dur (min) W. tr.

Electrolux - Vac from the sea 1 2015-02-24 Account Manager 7 30

Scandic - To Go 1 2015-02-18 Publicity Specialist 15 30

Internal Alfa 1 2015-03-05 Business Director 9 50

External Beta 1 2015-02-12 PhD and Associate Professor N/A 45

Internal Gamma 1 2015-03-16 Senior Consultant < 1 45

External Delta 1 2015-03-19 Consultant N/A 50

IKEA - Life at home 1, 2 2015-02-12 
2015-03-31

Planner 1 20, 35 3139

Visit Sweden, SI, Business Sweden - 
Democreativity

1, 2 2015-02-24 
2015-03-17

Group Director Marketing 6 30, 40 5600

Tetra Pak - Life in a good package 1, 2 2015-02-13 
2015-03-18 

Project Manager 3 30, 60 5395

Visit Sweden, SI, Business Sweden - 
Democreativity

2 2015-03-10 Creative director 3 50 7088

Scandic - To Go 2 2015-03-25 Publicity Specialist 15 45 4867

Scandic - To Go 2 2015-03-24 Key Account Manager 10 35 6733

IKEA - Life at home 2, 3 2015-04-15 
2015-05-20

Copy and Creative 4 50, 30 5395

IKEA - Life at home 2, 3 2015-04-09 
2015-05-20

Head of Research 7 40, 30 2500

Tetra Pak - Life in a good package 2, 3 2015-04-01 
2015-05-20

Creative Director 2 45, 20 3771

Electrolux - Vac from the sea 2, 3 2015-03-20 
2015-05-19

Creative Director 10 40, 30 3938

Electrolux - Vac from the sea 2, 3 2015-04-10 
2015-05-21

Planning Manager 15 45 5305

Visit Sweden, SI, Business Sweden - 
Democreativity 3 2015-05-19 Key account manager 9 30

Table 3. Respondents for the interviews 

 

Observations (Saunders et al., 2009) enabled direct perception of the innovation process 

within the projects. The observations were performed in two on-going projects where the 

researchers participated in the projects as members. Notes were taken during each session. In 

contrast with the historical material, this material minimized information loss and personal 

biases. The observations contributed with updated material and made it possible to study the 

work process in real situations. This, in turn, made it possible to compare and confirm 

patterns and statements from the completed projects.  

Documented material was collected in order to get a better understanding of the projects, 

such as objectives, strategies and results. The written material consisted of internal reports, 
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Position WS Date Y. Emp

CEO 1,2 2015-04-16 
2015-05-05

8

Business Director 1,2 2015-04-16 
2015-05-05

9

Senior consultant 1 2015-04-16 < 1

briefings and planning documents. The documented material was collected from the interview 

respondents and others within the case organization. The Documented material was collected 

as a foundation for the semi-structured interviews. It was also collected to understand how the 

projects were planned and briefed, and to fill gaps from the explorative interviews.  

Workshops were conducted to validate the preliminary process and get feedback from the 

participants. The participants, presented in table 4, were employees at the case organization 

and were selected due to their position and availability. To give the participants in WS 1 a 

comprehensive view of the process it started with a phase-by-phase presentation. Then the 

first step of the process was tested through a fictitiously project to test whether it was 

practically viable. The fictitious project was selected due to its relevance, accessible 

information and in consultation with a senior expert at the case organization. The entire WS 

was recorded and the written material was collected. In WS 2 the remaining steps of the 

process were tested by the same fictitiously project as in WS 1. The researchers had 

summarized the material from WS 1, which was used as a base in WS 2. Only notes were 

taken this time. The workshops were useful in order to test the practical usability of the 

process and resulted in that weaknesses of the process were discovered during the sessions. 

 

3.4 Data analysis 

The data analysis was conducted continuously in parallel with the data collection, which is 

defined as constant comparison (Merriam, 2006). In other words, whilest collecting data it 

was continuously analyzed and compared with previous results and the literature review. To 

get an understanding of each specific project within case analyzes (Eisenhardt, 1989) were 

performed by the researchers together. The analysis of the interviews, observations and 

documented material thereafter relied on a cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989). Each 

project was compared pairwise in order to find converging patterns, similarities or differences 

Table 4. Workshop participants 
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according to the preliminary process. The pairs were formed based on similarities in their 

output. For example, projects with physical output or broad and unclear objectives were firstly 

compared. The researchers discussed the findings until a common agreement was reached. 

Thereafter another project was added according to the same logic and the same procedure was 

repeated until all projects were compared. This method was done throughout the entire 

analysis except for the workshop.  

The first wave. Was summarized by the researchers and the notes were analyzed from the 

exploratory interviews in order to identify patterns and keywords through a cross-case 

analysis (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). A comparison of the notes from the interviews and 

the literature review was made to get relevant information. General themes were constructed 

to categorize keywords and then identify converging patterns, for example, converging 

patterns such as similar methods used to identify and formulate the problem or how the idea 

generation was conducted. The general themes were early- and late front end. 

The second wave. To analyze the transcripts from the semi-structured interviews thematic 

coding was performed (Yin, 2014). The themes used were the phases in the preliminary 

process, i.e. insights, problem finding, -framing, -formulating, idea screening, - refining and 

concept development. The analysis was then performed in five steps, visualized in figure 3. 

Step one to three were performed individually by each researcher and step four and five were 

performed together. Step 1, the transcripts were read through to get an overview of the 

content (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009). Step 2, the transcripts were read through again and 

important and/or frequent words, phrases, sentences and sections were marked. Step 3, the 

markings were indexed into suitable codes by open coding (Bryman & Nilsson, 2011), 

available Step 4, the codes were then compiled and categorized based on the themes and 

within case analyzes were made (Eisenhardt, 1989). Similarities and differences between the 

researchers notes were identified and discussed until a common agreement was reached. Step 

5, a cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989) was performed. 
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Interview X Interview X Interview X

Code 1
Code 2
Code 3

Interview X Interview X Interview X

Code A

Code B

Code C

Case X

Theme 1

Theme 2

Theme 4

Theme 5

Theme 6

Theme 7

Theme 3

Case 2Case 1

Case 3

Case 5Case 4

STEP 1 STEP  2 STEP 3 STEP  4 STEP 5

Compare codings and  
within case analysis

Cross case analysisSeparate codingSeparate markingSeparate reading through  
transcripts

Re.1 

Re.2

 

The third wave. The analysis of the confirmation interviews were conducted by comparison 

with the results from the second wave interviews, and developed the feedback given in the 

workshops. This was used as an opportunity to add missing data to the process. The 

researchers collectively made this analysis. 

Documented material. The themes used in this analysis were the same as for the first wave 

interviews. A cross case analysis was performed by the researchers together as in the second 

wave interviews (Eisenhardt, 1989). Similarities were defined and differences were discussed 

until a common agreement was reached between the researchers. 

Observations. The researchers were writing individual stories (Ozcan & Eisenhardt, 2009) 

about the perception of the processes. These stories were then summarized together to verify 

how radical ideas and concepts are created in practice at the case organization. The case 

stories were then discussed among the researchers until a common agreement was reached. 

Workshops. The recorded material from WS 1 was written down and reviewed by the 

researchers together. The material was then compared with the preliminary process in order 

evaluate its viability. Thereafter the researchers discussed which parts of the process that 

Figure 3. Thematic coding  
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needed further development or revision. The notes from WS 2 were compared with the cross 

case analysis and discussed among the researchers. 

3.5 Trustworthiness  

The researchers had comprehensive discussions about the research among the entire research 

process. We relied on triangulation by performing the interviews and observations parallel 

and confirming them with feedback workshops. The secondary data was confirmed and 

validated accordingly. 

The respondents were selected by the researchers in accordance with a senior expert in order 

to enable varied input. The respondents in the semi-structured interviews were also selected 

through snowball sampling, which might has a negative influence due to interaction among 

the respondents. However, the respondents had different responsibilities within the projects, 

which we believe limited the bias.  

The semi-structured interviews were performed based on an interview guide. The guide is 

available in Appendix I Studying different projects and external interviews made it possible to 

triangulate the responses and fill in the gaps. The projects in the cross case analysis replicates 

each other, which emphasize the patterns for the process and mostly convergent patterns were 

identified were proved in workshops to be evaluated. 
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4. ANALYSIS AND RESULTS  

The analysis indicates that successful radical innovations are founded by a thorough problem 

formulation followed by an idea generation and concept development. However, there is an 

absence of a detailed process for development of radical ideas and concepts in the front end, 

therefore we refined the front end process for radical innovation by adding an extensive 

problem finding and formulating phase. The analysis also indicates that the most successful 

projects are the ones where the problem has been well formulated and valuable criteria are 

defined before idea generation- and concept- development has begun. Due to the analysis the 

process of developing radical ideas and concepts should consist of three main phases; problem 

mapping, problem creation and problem solving. These phases should be divided into smaller 

phases to explain in detail how these phases can be conducted. Phase-wise analysis will be 

presented, which includes representative quotes from the respondents in the completed 

projects and within case analyzes, followed by the results from the cross case analysis, 

observations and workshops. The results are summarized and presented as a process for 

radical idea and concept development, in figure 4.  
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4.1 Problem Mapping 

Insight collection is performed in order to get an overview of the previous-, current- and 

future situation, both of the internal- and external environment. As table 5 presents, the insight 

collection was performed slightly differently among the projects depending on the client and 

their preconditions. 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Insight collection – within case analysis 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”Well everything was based on IKEA’s main kind of goal. So, all the insights were sorted 
trough what actually increases peoples everyday well being. So connecting everything 
really, really tightly to improving peoples everyday lives and well-being as a pose to an 

insight that really kind of, I guess detached or kind of abstract that I guess made it relevant 
to why that insight where relevant to the product, but how was that insight relevant to how I 
live my life, was kind of a filter. But in what a way can we kind of frame interesting insights 
in a way that people might not have heard before. I guess it’s kind of two filters like what is 
interesting to people in terms of what would benefit and what would improve their lives and 

is possible to frame in a way that sound fresh, even if it has been talked about before.” 

R3

Clear main objectives and purpose from the client. The client 
knew themselves and their challenges. Due to this, there was little 
focus on the internal analysis of the organization and more focus 

on the external analysis based on the main objectives and purpose. 
The external analysis was partly made by client themselves and 
partly by the case organization trough i.e. consumer behavior 

analysis.

”Consumer insights provide a solid ground in order to formulate the problem and to latter 
capitalize on”

R1

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”The ability to find relevant insights about an organisations’ external environment depends 
on lots of different things. It is knowledge about what has potential to create attention and 
what is interesting and then there are industry specific questions you need to understand. 

Trends and movements within politics, religions and then it is a mishmash between 
everything.”

R5

The project begun with analyzing the clients’ situation, such as 
core values and what is important for them. In order to identify 
opportunities in the external environment current market and 
industry, and the outside environment were analyzed. Major 

changes in behaviors, environmental expectations and sensational 
questions were in focus to create an unique concept. 

”Assess the current situation both internal and external. When assessing the internal 
situation we often look at earlier campaigns and client-history”

R4

”Understand industry-specific questions, example if all your competitors are equally good, 
you need to add something to your offerings to get people to choose it for other reasons 

than your offerings. You need to identify big questions that might create attention and have 
several touch points”

R5

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”A solid insight analysis of the external environment such as nation branding, nation 
profiling and how creativity make impression were made” 

R7 The insight analysis was mainly based on defining the client and 
its core values. The insight analysis also consisted by an external 

analysis based on given lead values, which were the external 
perception of the clients and how the lead words make impression.  

”Understand the client and their core values, unique selling point, basic conditions and 
organization perception. It is an organic process and insights grow along the process”

R8

Scandic - To go 

”Defined the client, its core values and customer recognition. Understand people, how they 
think and what is moving in the external environment” 

R9 Performed a client inventory in order to identify core values, 
recognition, perception and current situation. The client had a clear 

view of their external environment and clear objective for the 
projects from the beginning. 

”Follow the industry development and movement. Environment knowledge equals linchpin 
for the project” 

R10

Tetra Pak - Life in a 
good package 

”Understand the customer, their strategy and choices, external attitudes and trends” R12

Started broadly and created general insights that were merged to 
understand the customers, trends and attitudes. This project mostly 
focused on the external environment with respect to the objectives.  

”Start broadly and create general insights, define the clients market position, what happens 
within the market, what can we see in the market research, and what happen in the external 

environment e.g. trends etc”
R13
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4.2 Problem Creation 

Problem finding, intends to find symptoms, sub problems and to get a comprehensive view 

of the problem situation. As table 6 presents the problem finding was performed similarly 

within each project. This phase intended to get a complete understanding of the problem 

situation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home ”Expanded clients’ requirements. They knew what the wanted from the beginning and in 
order to create something unique we needed to broaden the requirements” 

R1 

This phase intended to get a broad view of the problem situation, 
expand the client’s requirements and perceptions in order to find 
problems affecting many people and that could enable a unique 

solution.  

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”This project had a double brief, positioning Electrolux as a leader in sustainability but 
also to increase the sales”

R4 The challenges within this project were identified by listing all 
visible symptoms affecting Electrolux. The symptoms were 

identified by both analyzing the organization and the external 
opportunities. Within the organization, focus was on defining the 

organization and its core values. When searching for external 
opportunities, focus was on identifying significant questions or 

issues with several touch points.   

”In this phase we listed all the potential symptoms, for example map possible industries 
and ”big” questions, which broaden the perspectives”

R5

”Dig from both parts, the internal- and the external environment, in order to identify the 
real problem”

R4

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”Identify a ”big” problem. Usually a big problem is the gap between the clients perception 
and the external environment”

R7 Started broadly to completely understand the client’s problem 
situation, their needs and requirements. Based on this, gaps were 
identified between the client’s perception and the reality, which 

also was a part of the main problem. Further, it was about 
identifying ”big” problems, which means problems that are 
valuable for the organisation to solve. Responsibilities and 

objectives were unclear in the beginning, which made the process 
somewhat uncertain.

”Be clear with the objectives and responsibilities within the project in the beginning 
otherwise it is easy to waste resources on the wrong things”

R8

”Start broadly and then narrow down, you have a lot things on the table and then you 
crosscheck everything against the external environment to identify what is interesting and 

relevant”
R8

Scandic - To go 

”The communication challenge is often difficult to understand, but in this case it was clear 
and straight forward.”

R10 The involved individuals within this project means that it is 
important identify the real problem in this phase, categorize the 

challenges and create a strategic base. Accordingly, a real problem 
is often a clear and straight problem that is solvable. 

”It is important to identify the real problem, define the problem and the brief to know the 
strategic challenges, in what directions the project are heading and to get an unified view 

of its extension”
R10

Tetra Pak - Life i 
good package 

”Identify what challenges and problems that are influences of what, the problem is always 
some layers within. Is it a knowledge problem, is it just that people do not care about 

having the knowledge or what is it?”
R12

Started with identification of potential problems. Then they 
investigated whether the problems were effects or real problems 
and if there were connections between them. Further, hypotheses 

about future choices were created in this phase. 

”Be clear with definitions early in the project, such as describing what a communication 
concept is, what a copy story is etc. Sometimes it can be abstract when talking about such 

things and it is essential to be clear with it”
R12

”The project, the requirements  and the extension of it were clear from the beginning,. 
Hypothesis about the orientation of the output were created early” R13

Table 6. Problem finding – within case analysis 
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Problem framing, frames the content of the identified problem areas. The analysis showed 

that the activities within this phase are close to the problem- finding or formulating activities, 

which makes the limits of this phase vague and therefore difficult to separate, as presented in 

table 7. However, these activities are essential for problem creation and should still be 

considered. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”Connect things within the organization with the external environment to reach success” R2 This phase consisted of summarizing the insights and connect 
them to a unified understanding. The problem was quite clear  

from the client so it was limited focus on this phase. Although, the 
framing phase intended to frame a problem based on different 

perspectives. 

”I guess a lot of it is looking at the same topic from a lot of different perspectives and kind 
of see the connections. So the more different ways that you can look at a problem though 

different lenses then the easier it is to frame it as a different. The same logic applies 
internal as well.” 

R3

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

No representative quotes

When the symptoms were identified, different individuals within 
the client organization gave their view of the listed symptoms in 

order to find the problems to each symptom and to frame the 
problem.

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”The project definition resulted in problems and delimitations. One criteria was to not ruin 
the clients strengths and profile, its about finding balance” 

R7 To frame the problem the team was trying to think differently to 
find unique connections between client’s perception and the 

external environment. Different perspectives from the client made 
the problem complex, which made it important to explain why in 
order to establish confidence among the team members and the 

clients. Criteria were created based on the problem, the strengths 
and the profile of the client. 

”Establish confidence among the team members by asking and explaining why selected 
certain alternatives were selected. Criteria were created based on the problem” R8

Scandic - To go No information

Tetra Pak - Life in a 
good package 

”It is important to understand what the client is committed to, what’s important for the 
client and why it is important. To identify this it is important to get several perspectives 

because it is often differently depending on department within the organization” 
R13

In this phase a requirement list was made based on factors that 
were important for the client. It was vital to understand why these 

factors were important to proceed with the project. 

Table 7. Problem framing – within case analysis 
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Problem formulation, intends to select and formulate the most valuable problem based on 

the criteria. As presented in table 8, this was where problems were concretized. The analysis 

showed that this was an essential phase before entering the problem solving phase.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 8. Problem formulation – within case analysis 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”The whole point of this was to do something different by constantly challenging the team 
to rethink things and not just do things the way we always do them even when the format 
was quite different from the start this was really important. Because it is really easy to 

revert. When you’ve got very little time and very little resource, and very little budget, it is 
very easy to like keep doing the same stuff.” 

R2
The idea screening phase depended on the formulated 
problem and its extension. Essential within the idea 

screening phase was to use different perspective, be open 
minde and assemble pieces together. It was about 

challenging the team to create new ideas and find different 
patterns. ”It is about assembling all pieces together, I look at it as a puzzel, it is a strategy where you 

need find different connection between things”
R3

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”The core competence can be the area with the most potential, so such things must be 
defined in advance”

R4 This phase focused on identifying ideas that created major 
attention in the external environment and solved the 

formulated problem and its sub problems. It was important 
to work iteratively in order to keep edge and freedom to 

come up with as many ideas as  
possible due to the formulated problem. 

”Ideas are created on the preconditions, constraints and objectives within the project” R5

”This phase intended to search after the next move, we made a long list of potential ideas 
that would possible adress the formulated problem and the requirements. It was a 

comprehensive process to find the ideas to answer the brief with”
R6

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”The insights from the external environment directed the screening process. Dare to 
connect things outside the normal in order to gain interesting insights”

R8
The screening process was mainly directed by the insight 

analysis but it was unclear what kind of ideas they searched 
for. It was essential to questioning behaviors and patterns 

and connect things outside the normal in order to find 
unique and interesting ideas due to the formulated problem. 

The outcome of this phase was about ten ideas. 
”In the beginning it was unclear what we searched for so we started broadly” R7

Scandic - To go 

”Always remember what problems to solve and continuously come back to that, otherwise 
there is no meaning to solve anything”

R9
The formulated problem, core values and strategic choices 
were used as a foundations to screen for ideas in order to 
solve the problem. Further, hypotheses about the future 

organization were created in order to unify the team and to 
use as a latter filter. 

”There is no challenge to come up with an idea rather to know what to focus on and what 
has the most bearing”

R9

”Use hypothesis as an entrance and define the future organization, for example how we 
want our customers to feel when they visit us”

R10

Tetra Pak - Life i 
good package 

”Imagine yourself in the final-receivers-life to find out what ideas that are worth 
continuing with”

R11

In order to find unique and valuable ideas it was essential to 
take several perspectives in consideration and be open 
minded in the screening process. Furthermore, it was 

important to understand the future user, in order to decide 
what ideas to focus on.

”We talked a lot about creating value that generates attention and not attention that 
hopefully generates value. The organization must be proud of the ideas and be able to 

defend them”
R11

”It is always valuable to include individuals independent of the project during the idea 
generation phase in order to get different perspectives and reconcile weather the idea is 

unique or not” 
R13
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4.3 Problem Solving  

Idea screening, can be performed in varied ways and intends to screen ideas that will solve 

the formulated problem. The analysis showed that every project used its approach, as 

presented in table 9, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”Internal and external objectives must be integrated, sometimes there is a conflict between 
these  two and it is thereby vital to compromise and prioritize”

R1 This phase intended to sort out the strategy based on the insights 
and further gather unique insights in order to prepare the idea 

generation. Internal and external objectives were integrated and a 
unified view was created to gather different perspectives and close 

the representational gaps. 

”This was a quite abstract problem when identified that there was a need to be solved. This 
was mainly about brand movement with the objective to appear as innovative, transparent, 

and problem solvers etc. and then we try to formulate the problem based on that” 
R2

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”The first thing to do when formulating a problem is to concretize it, what is the 
requirements specification, decide some specific requirements, both strategically i.e what 

are the objectives, such as target groups, even when it comes to B2B markets, but also 
tactical and operational requirements i.e it have to work in certain channels, for example it 
needs communicative potential. And then we use it as a score-card to check against for the 

entire project.” 

R4
An analyzing-tool for the project was created to use as support and 

a checklist for choices and decisions in the entire project. This 
made the requirements clear and the client felt confident. 

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity
”Problem formulation is to create a hypothesis” R8

This phase was perceived differently among the project team, 
which further made the need for continuous reconciliations  
necessary. A hypothesis was created according to relevance, 

insights, keywords. The identified problem was the gap between 
perception- and external environment of the client. 

Scandic - To go No representative quotes

The problem formulation phase was messy due to representational 
gaps. Although this was where hypotheses were created and 

strategic path were selected. It was also important to identify and 
understand how the client wanted to be associated and when the 
project were to be used. The problem was formulated based on 

these factors and the insights. 

Tetra Pak - Life in a 
good package 

”It is vital with frequent reconciliations with the client to establish paths and choices often. 
You are working with some alternatives, and then you reconcile with the client and ask 

”does this feel good?” and if it does not, you have to rework it, and reconcile again unit it 
does. ” 

R13

The client was aware of their main challenges but not what to do 
and how to do it. The strategy was based on the insights and the 

requirements from the client. The project went smooth due to 
frequent meetings and reconciliations with the client and well 

established decisions.

Table 9. Idea screening – within case analysis 
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Idea refining, is where the potential ideas are evaluated against criteria to determine which 

ideas to further develop. The analysis showed what activities that were important to perform 

before entering the concept development phase, presented in table 10.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”The core values  of the organization were the delimitations for this project” R1
In order to define which ideas that were worth developing, 

objectives were created consisted of core values and what was 
interesting for the external environment. This was done by looking 
at the ideas from different perspectives based on the existing target 

market and by finding connections between the ideas.

”The ideas have to be connected to something interesting for both the client and its 
relevans to people” 

R2

”Look at the same topic with different perspectives, different approaches, that is were you 
reach success”

R2

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”Nothing is interesting in itself, it is interesting when you put things in relation to each 
other and that is our basic concept. Your first look at your content, what do you offer and 
then you look at your context, external happenings such as trends or touch points. When 

combining context and content you will find the strongest idea”  

R5

In this phase the ideas were checked against the requirements, 
relevans and impact on the objectives. Criteria for the selected 

ideas were to find something that everyone know, a hot  
topic and simple to deliver. The ideas were also tested against  

its functionality in the reality. 

”In my view, a great idea is usually a simple idea. It is not only about being break through, 
disruptive or creative, it is rather to adress what everyone already know, the obvious”

R5

”Evaluate a couple of idea areas that possibly will solve the problem and choose the most 
relevant one according to the requirements. A security, when selecting between different 

ideas, is to stresstest them. Then you might have to compromise on certain things, as OK we 
skip this market or this requirement”

R4

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”One criteria was to not sabotage the client’s strength and profile, rather to find a balance 
between these two.” R7 Since it was important to preserve the clients image of strength 

and profile the ideas had to be entrenched at the client. This was 
done with closed reconciliations. Hence, criteria such as core 

values, potential, uniqueness, objectives and revivals were  
strictly followed.

”The ideas should arouse interest and be relevant to its context. The ideas were evaluated 
based on its potential and uniqueness. You always have to crosscheck the ideas against the 

limitations and requirements of the project, otherwise it is a shotgun”
R8

Scandic - To go 

”Try to select an idea that goes one step further, outside the clients context in order to 
expand and make something that really creates value”

R10 The ideas were tested against feasibility and evaluated through its 
objectives. In order to created unique ideas it was vital to go 

outside the current context of the client and different perspective 
contributed to a comprehensive and unique concept. Furthermore, 
before moving to the next phase, the individuals involved had to  

reach a common agreement.
”Evaluate the ideas against practical feasibility” R10

Tetra Pak - Life in a 
good package 

”Combine the environment with the message to be said with the project and put them in 
relation to each other. Stresstest the ideas to evaluate that the requirements are fulfilled. It 

is an iterative process where you evaluate ideas and requirement against each other” 
R12

This phase consisted of three to five ideas, which were evaluated 
against each other based on the insights. Then, the idea with the 

strongest argument was selected. The idea had to be aligned  
with the client and fulfill criteria such as requirements,  

regulations and its potential effects.

Table 10. Idea refining – within case analysis 
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Concept development is the final phase before launching or moving into the general 

development phase. This is where the final solution is selected and developed into a radical 

concept. This phase was performed overall similar in each project, and is presented in table 

11.   

 

 

4.4 Cross case analysis  

The cross case analysis showed that all projects were based on a comprehensive insight 

collection with focus on analyzing the client such as its values, history, current situation and 

external environment in order to identify the problem areas. All the clients were aware of their 

main requirements and objectives but were not aware of not what to do and how to do it. In 

Table 11. Concept development – within case analysis 

Project Representative quotes Quoted by Within case analysis

IKEA - Life at home

”The core values  of the organization were the delimitations for this project” R1
In order to define which ideas that were worth developing, 

objectives were created consisted of core values and what was 
interesting for the external environment. This was done by looking 
at the ideas from different perspectives based on the existing target 

market and by finding connections between the ideas.

”The ideas have to be connected to something interesting for both the client and its 
relevans to people” 

R2

”Look at the same topic with different perspectives, different approaches, that is were you 
reach success”

R2

Electrolux - Vac 
from the sea

”Nothing is interesting in itself, it is interesting when you put things in relation to each 
other and that is our basic concept. Your first look at your content, what do you offer and 
then you look at your context, external happenings such as trends or touch points. When 

combining context and content you will find the strongest idea”  

R5

In this phase the ideas were checked against the requirements, 
relevans and impact on the objectives. Criteria for the selected 

ideas were to find something that everyone know, a hot  
topic and simple to deliver. The ideas were also tested against  

its functionality in the reality. 

”In my view, a great idea is usually a simple idea. It is not only about being break through, 
disruptive or creative, it is rather to adress what everyone already know, the obvious”

R5

”Evaluate a couple of idea areas that possibly will solve the problem and choose the most 
relevant one according to the requirements. A security, when selecting between different 

ideas, is to stresstest them. Then you might have to compromise on certain things, as OK we 
skip this market or this requirement”

R4

Visit Sweden, SI, 
Business Sweden - 

Democreativity

”One criteria was to not sabotage the client’s strength and profile, rather to find a balance 
between these two.” R7 Since it was important to preserve the clients image of strength 

and profile the ideas had to be entrenched at the client. This was 
done with closed reconciliations. Hence, criteria such as core 

values, potential, uniqueness, objectives and revivals were  
strictly followed.

”The ideas should arouse interest and be relevant to its context. The ideas were evaluated 
based on its potential and uniqueness. You always have to crosscheck the ideas against the 

limitations and requirements of the project, otherwise it is a shotgun”
R8

Scandic - To go 

”Try to select an idea that goes one step further, outside the clients context in order to 
expand and make something that really creates value”

R10 The ideas were tested against feasibility and evaluated through its 
objectives. In order to created unique ideas it was vital to go 

outside the current context of the client and different perspective 
contributed to a comprehensive and unique concept. Furthermore, 
before moving to the next phase, the individuals involved had to  

reach a common agreement.
”Evaluate the ideas against practical feasibility” R10

Tetra Pak - Life in a 
good package 

”Combine the environment with the message to be said with the project and put them in 
relation to each other. Stresstest the ideas to evaluate that the requirements are fulfilled. It 

is an iterative process where you evaluate ideas and requirement against each other” 
R12

This phase consisted of three to five ideas, which were evaluated 
against each other based on the insights. Then, the idea with the 

strongest argument was selected. The idea had to be aligned  
with the client and fulfill criteria such as requirements,  

regulations and its potential effects.
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order to understand this, trends and changes and their impact were identified and evaluated 

based on their current and predicted relevance. Despite small differences, such as focus on 

local or beyond industry or market, the general similarities were sufficient to provide a 

foundation for this phase.  

Further, the cross case analysis showed that the problem finding phase started with a broad 

scope in order to create a comprehensive view of the client’s problem situation and their 

challenges. It was also essential to understand the client’s internal needs and requirements. In 

the projects where the team lacked understanding of the needs and requirements, this phase 

was characterized by inefficiency and repeating misunderstandings. Regardless of needs and 

requirements, a converging pattern was to find a valuable problem. The valuable problem was 

not always the root problem, but rather a specific problem that was close to the client. 

Another similarity was to identify problems with several touch points, for example 

communication and market, customer value and offering or brand recognition and network.  

The problem framing phase was used as an evaluation phase where the problem areas were 

evaluated against criteria. The criteria differed somewhat amongst the projects due to the 

client and the situation. However, general and important criteria were relevance, uniqueness, 

and client requirements. Another vital activity was to close the representational gaps. In the 

projects where the representational gaps had been closed, the process contained fewer 

misunderstandings. 

Regarding the problem formulation phase the majority of common factors were significant 

among the projects. The project members claimed that no criteria were used to select and 

formulate the problem but was rather selected based on prior experience and knowledge. The 

analysis, however, indicated that prior experience and knowledge was used, but that it was 

unconsciously based on criteria such as solid requirements and client values. When the 

problem was selected it was concretized into specific requirements.  

The search for ideas in all projects was directed by its formulated problem and the collected 

insights, both internal and external. In the projects where the problem formulation was 

unclear, the idea screening was broad and somewhat uncertain since there was no foundation 

to brace against. By contrast in the projects with a clear problem formulation the idea 

screening was clearer and more certain. Different perspectives and open minds to create as 

many ideas as possible characterized this phase. 
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When refining the ideas one similarity was that the ideas were checked against the problem 

requirements. However, some of the projects were evaluated against uniqueness, while some 

of the projects were evaluated against regulations or potential effects. A common and 

essential part of this phase was to evaluate against relevance and feasibility to identify ideas 

that meet the external environment. Further, some of the projects spent a lot of time in this 

phase, while other projects just included a few brainstorming sessions. The extension of this 

phase was hard to estimate since it was organically shaped and it was important to sit with it 

in order to refine the ideas.  

The concept development phase is the most consistent phase through all projects. In order to 

find the perfect match between the external- and internal environment, the solutions were 

tested against criteria such as alignment with the organization, potential and uniqueness. 

When the perfect match was identified, the selected solution was concretized into a radical 

concept.  

 

4.5 Process of radical idea and concept development 

The analyzes and results are summarized phase-wise. They are visualized in the end of this 

section, in figure 4.. The overall phases, problem mapping, problem creation and problem 

solving shows what each phase involves. Problem mapping is directed by searching and 

forms the foundations for the following phases. Problem creation is where the problems are 

identified and formulated. Problem solving is where the formulated problem is solved. 

It is vital to remember that the phases should be performed iteratively, which means that if the 

desired output is not reached, it is important to iterate and perform the previous phase again. 

A short summary of the essential parts of each phase are also explained in figure 4, what, how 

and output. What, explains the objectives and explains what to do in each phase. How, 

explains how each phase should be performed before moving on to the next phase. Output, is 

the desired output of each phase.  

 

Insight collection 

What. The results from the observations and workshops confirm the within- and cross case 

analysis results, that the insight collection has to start with a broad scope in order to get a 
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comprehensive view of the organization’s situation and its external environment. Prior 

literature suggests that a radical idea and concept development begins with the recognition of 

a problem, but does not explain how to it appears. Consequently, our results deepen the prior 

literature by showing that it is important to understand and be aware of the internal situation 

and external environment to enable the creation of a valuable problem. How, as the analysis 

further indicates it is vital to define the organization’s internal situation by taking inventory of 

its history and current situation. For example inventory of the history might include previous- 

strategic choices and activities, -campaigns and launches or -investments and its results. 

Further, inventory of the current situation might include definitions of the organization’s core 

values, capabilities, strategies, weaknesses and current offerings. As for the external 

environment, which includes current- and beyond industries or markets, the main objectives 

are to identify unsatisfied needs, trends and changes. For example, changes in attitudes and 

behaviors, industry movements or worldwide changes. Since the internal search is limited to 

the organization it can be considered as directed search and since the external search includes 

searching in current- and beyond industries or markets, it can be considered as heuristic 

search. In this case heuristic search is about creating hypothesis about trends and changes that 

might have an impact on the project and can be denied or accepted in the later phases. Since 

the problem is not yet formulated, the insight collection should provide general insights and 

not an exact orientation of the later phases. As it is a comprehensive insight collection, it is 

important to leave this phase with heterogeneous objectives. Output, should be valuable 

insights and heterogeneous objectives, which is the foundation for finding a valuable problem. 

 

Problem finding  

What, this phase is about identifying all symptoms to get an overview of the problem 

situation and enable later creation of a complex problem. Our results thus broaden conceptual 

ideas proposed by Baer et al. (2012) in the sense that complex problems are easier to create if 

focus is kept on symptoms in the beginning of problem creation. Thereafter the symptoms are 

to be transferred into problems with its connected sub problems. How, the workshops 

indicated that only considering symptoms enhances the possibility to cover a major part of the 

problem areas. For example, by at first only focusing on symptoms, the risks of being 

constrained by difficult problems and prior experiences decreases and the possibility to cover 

all affecting sub problems of the problem increases. In order to identify all symptoms, the 
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involved individuals should communicate their perspective of noticeable symptoms. Since 

this phase is entered with heterogeneous objectives, a higher proportion of symptoms are 

likely to be identified. When the team considers that all symptoms are covered, the next step 

is to structure the symptoms and transfer them into problems and its sub problems. In order to 

structure the symptoms, connections should be identified and overlaps should be merged and 

further scaled down into problems and its sub problems. One effective way of transferring 

symptoms is by asking why, and to twist and turn the symptoms until problems close to the 

organization are found. Output, a few unframed problems with its connected sub problems. 

 

Problem framing 

What, the analysis shows that the problems should be framed by evaluating them against the 

criteria; complexity, relevance and solid requirements. Our results deepen the literature by 

Nickerson and Zenger (2004) that addresses that complex problems require its own unique 

solutions. Further our results show that in order to create radical ideas and concepts with long 

term value a precondition is to create complex problems close to the organization. Therefore, 

in addition to the criteria complexity, relevance and solid requirements should also be 

considered as criteria. How, complexity refers to the number of connected sub problems. Our 

analysis indicated that all the projects were based on a complex problem, which emphasizes 

this criterion and further indicates that decomposable problems should be removed in order to 

develop radical innovation. Relevance should be defined by its specific situation, for example 

how the organization wants to act, be perceived and other important values for the 

organization. It is important to evaluate the problems against relevance in order to focus on 

problems close to the organization. Solid requirements refer to barriers, regularities, available 

resources and ambitions. When these criteria are defined and the problems are evaluated, it is 

essential to close the representational gaps (Cornin & Weingart, 2007) in order to get a 

unified view and avoid misunderstandings. However, according to our analysis, this phase 

should be divided into the problem finding and problem formulation phase in order to make 

the entire problem creation phase easier. Categorizing the complexity of the problems should 

be an activity in the problem finding phase. Relevance, solid requirements and closure of 

representational gaps should be merged into the problem formulation phase where a valuable 

problem is to be selected. As R11 is quoted as saying “Create value that generates attention, 

and not attention that hopefully creates value. If it creates value it also generates attention 
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and in that case, it always become relevant [….] relevant for contemporarily, relevant for the 

organization and relevant for what to be highlighted regardless whether it is a question, 

product or service”. With respect to the specific situation, a complex problem is not always 

relevant or solvable due to the solid requirements In this case a relevant problem is always 

complex and solvable due to the solid requirements. Therefore the above mentioned criteria 

should be in accordance with each other. Output, of the problem finding phase is a few 

framed problem areas.  

 

Problem formulating 

What, a valuable problem is to be selected and formulated based on set criteria. How, 

according to the workshops and observations, it has shown to be difficult to evaluate when a 

problem is formulated enough or can be considered as valuable for the organization. As R10 

is quoted as saying “A clear and simple idea that everyone can understand and adapt to 

depends on a clear and easy problem formulation, so I believe that the simplicity and 

clearness were the foundation of why the project was so successful”, which emphasizes that 

this phase is not only critical for the problem solving phase, it is also decisive for its radical 

success. As explained above, the most valuable problem should be selected by evaluating 

against criteria such as relevance and solid requirements. As R10 stated, a successful problem 

formulation should be clear and easy to understand, which further emphasizes the need for 

concretizing the selected problem. By concretizing, requirements to each sub problem should 

be stated in order to serve as a foundation to brace against in the following phases. These 

requirements refer to problem specific requirements, which are unique for each project such 

as brand-, communication-, market-, offering or delivery requirements. These requirements 

are not to be confused with the solid requirements. Our results extend the ideas proposed by 

Reid and de Brentani (2004) by not only addressing that the problem should be well 

understood and formulated, but also explain how it can be understood and formulated. As R3 

stated “The problem is sufficiently formulated when all involved understand and agree on the 

formulation, and are able to visualize a clear approach to solve it”. Output, a valuable 

formulated problem and homogenous objectives i.e. closed representational gaps (Cornin & 

Weingart, 2007).  
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Idea screening 

What, this phase intends to screen ideas that possibly will solve the formulated problem. At  

this point, our result contradicts Florén and Frishammar (2012), Dell’Era and Verganti (2009) 

and Skarzynski and Gibson (2008) who suggests that heuristic and concoctive searching 

without a specific goal should be used in order to screen radical ideas. Instead our result 

shows a formulated problem direct the search it can therefore be more structured. How, 

“Think inside the box. People talk about thinking outside the box but with a clear defined 

problem, there is no need of thinking outside the box” – R5. This quote is strengthened by the 

results from the workshops, which indicates that thinking outside the box in order to generate 

unique ideas not is necessary. As the problem is formulated it is rather more successful to 

think inside the box and continuously relate to the formulation to generate unique ideas. When 

generating unique ideas, it is important to understand the external environment and recess on 

valuable insights in order to identify gaps such as, trends, changes and unsatisfied needs to 

capitalize on,,by searching in statistics, history, different niches and create future scenarios for 

example. As idea screening is a creative process various methods are preferred, such as 

brainstorming and other methods for creativity. R5 introduces “Vu Jade” “Vu Jade is like 

when you go into a room where you have been a thousand times before, but then suddenly you 

see something new”. R5 means that the most valuable ideas do not need to be the most fancy 

or breakthrough ideas, instead idea screening is about identifying the need needed to be 

solved. When gaps are identified they can be connected to the formulated problem in order to 

generate ideas. Output, is a few potential ideas.  

 

Idea refining 

What, the results show that refining the ideas into potential solutions are if there are criteria 

to brace against. As R8 stated, “If you know your problem, it is easy to know which solutions 

that solve the problem”. This emphasizes the need for evaluating the ideas against the criteria 

such as the formulated problem, uniqueness and the solid requirements. How, by evaluating 

against criteria from the previous phases and uniqueness, which is added to this phase, the 

most valuable ideas can be selected. Uniqueness is referred to as unique to the specific 

situation. Although some ideas might seem difficult to conceptualize it is important to 

remember that if they fulfill the criteria they are valuable, and therefore should be considered. 

By closing the representational gaps (Cornin & Weingart, 2007) a unified vision about the 
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solutions future impact can be obtained. Output, one to two potential solutions and shared 

market vision, which is a unified view of where the project is heading and what to 

accomplish.  

Concept development 

What, the results show that the perfect match between the internal- and external environment 

have to be found in order to solve the problem with the best possible solution. How, “When 

you successfully connect different separate parts to something understandable, that is when 

you have the best concept”- R8. The best solution is the solutions that the team considers to 

satisfy all criteria. However, if the problem is well formulated and concretized with solid 

requirements combined with discussions and scenario analyzes it is possible to predict which 

idea that has the most potential. Feel, play and twist the solutions in order select the best one 

and create the most valuable concept. Output, is a radical concept that solves the formulated 

problem.  
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PROBLEM  MAPPING PROBLEM SOLVING

WHAT 

HOW 

OUTPUT 

PROBLEM CREATION

Insight  
collection

Collect valuable insights

Directed and heuristic search: 
Define internal environment 
- History 
- Current situation 

Understand external environment 
by searching in local and beyond 
- Market 
- Industry   

Valuable insights 
Heterogenous objectives

Identify symptoms 
Transfer symptoms  

Categorize problems 

Categorized problem(s) 

Identify symptoms by means of  
involved individuals communicate their  
view of  noticeable symptoms 

Transfer symptoms into  
problems connected sub  
problems through a structuring  
process 

Categorize problems based on: 
- Non-decomposability and complexity 

Formulate  
a valuable problem 

Valuable formulated 
 problem 

Homogenous  
objectives

Evaluate the categorized  
problems against criteria: 
- Solid requirements  
- Relevance 

Select a valuable problem 
and close representational  
gaps. 

Formulate the selected  
problem via concretization  
of sub problems and its 
requirements.   

Screen ideas 

Recess of 
valuable insights from 
the external  
environment.  

Connect the  
formulated 
problem with gaps  
in the external  
environment 

Create and select a few  
potential ideas 

Potential ideas

Refine ideas 

Evaluate selected  
ideas against criteria: 
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Figure 4. Microfoundations of radical idea and concept development 
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5. DISCUSSION 

Authors agree that radical innovation is necessary for long term survival, despite the fact that 

many organizations fail to develop and launch radical ideas and concepts (e.g. Florén & 

Frishammar, 2012; O´Connor & Rice, 2013; Garcia & Calantone, 2002). In this thesis we 

discovered and explained how radical ideas and concepts can be created from 

microfoundations of problems. Consequently, we extended the prior literature by presenting a 

detailed process for how radical ideas and concepts can be developed by insight collection, 

problem- finding and formulating, idea screening and refining and concept development. 

These are important implications in order to create radical innovation since our results shows 

that the most long term value creating ideas and concepts were based on a complex and 

valuable problem.  

 

5.1 Theoretical implications 

Prior literature has underscored the importance of radical innovation but not described in 

detail how this can be created (e.g. O’Connor & Rice, 2013; Reid & de Brentani, 2004). 

Authors also agree that radical ideas and concepts is founded in the front end based on 

recognition of problems, but do not explain how these problems are identified or created (e.g. 

Kim & Wilemon, 2002; Vojak et al., 2012; Reid & de Brentani, 2004). Literature within 

problem finding and problem solving claims that valuable and unique solutions are created 

based on complex and valuable problems. Complex and valuable problems should be created 

or identified based on the organization and its situation (e.g. Baer et al., 2012; Nickerson & 

Zenger, 2004; Short et al., 2010). We variegate the prior literature by merging theories of 

radical innovation, front end, and microfoundations of problems by explaining in detail how 

radical ideas and concepts can be created. 

Our results deepen the prior literature by showing how radical ideas and concepts can be 

created, by presenting a process. Further, the process can be applicable for several dimensions 

of radical innovation instead of only considering products and services (Reid & de Brentani, 
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2004). However, our results show that the process of radical ideas and concepts can be more 

structured if there is a formulated problem to solve. By contrast to O’Connor and Rice (2013) 

we suggest that radical ideas and concepts can be created by a formal process with clear 

phases and should not necessarily be created in uncertain and unstructured conditions. 

Authors further underscores the importance of an extensive work in the front end phase before 

entering the formal development phase, and that is vital for creating radical ideas and 

concepts to enable later success. However, these authors tend to be vague in explaining in 

detail how this can be done (e.g. Kim & Wilemon, 2002; Vojak et al., 2012). We extend the 

prior literature in the front end by adding an additional dimension. The dimension describes in 

detail how a complex and valuable problem can be identified and formulated. By combining 

the front end literature with this dimension our findings complement it with a detailed process 

to further generate radical ideas to develop concepts. The detailed process facilitates the idea 

generation both when searching and evaluating, since these can be braced against a 

formulated problem and criteria. Accordingly, the search can be more focused and directed 

and the evaluation can be less uncertain. In this way the foundations of valuable and long term 

sustainable solutions can be created before entering the development phase.  

We further extend the prior literature of microfoundations of problems (Bare et al., 2012; 

Nickerson & Zenger, 2004) by concretizing and merging it into development of radical ideas 

and concepts. Literature within problem finding and problem solving claims that the valuable 

and unique solutions are created based on valuable problems. Valuable problems should be 

created or identified based on the organization and its situation (e.g. Baer et al., 2012; 

Nickerson & Zenger, 2004; Short et al., 2010). We complement this by explaining in detail 

how complex and valuable problems close to the organization can be created. Complex and 

valuable problems have shown to be a precondition to create radical ideas and concepts. If 

organizations fail to formulate their specific problems, they will most likely end up with 

errors of the third kind (Mitroff & Featheringham, 1974). 

 

5.2 Managerial implications 

Figure 4 presents in detail how radical ideas and concepts can be created from 

microfoundations of problems. Our process presents the essential criteria that have emerged 

from the result and regardless the situation we suggest that these criteria should be considered. 
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However, the process is general where criteria and extension of the phases have to be adapted 

to its specific situation.  

Developing radical ideas and concepts from microfoundations of problems based on the 

process, as visualized in figure 4, will provide managers or the practitioners with important 

phases and criteria. This discovery will enhance the possibility to develop long lasting radical 

innovation based on problems close to the organization. By creating or identifying these 

problems, organizations enhances the possibility to offer people what they really need instead 

of giving people what they think they need or imitating competitors. Instead of relying on 

luck, which is associated with high risks and uncertainties, specific problems are identified 

and connected with gaps in the external environment. This will in turn reduce risks and 

uncertainties since it is relevant and closely connected to the organization. 

When applying the process it is important to remember that every organization is unique and 

that all projects are different. Although, the process is developed for different dimensions of 

radical innovation it might have to be adjusted and the phases are recommendations for how 

to create problems and how to solve them in order to develop radical ideas and concepts. It is 

important to let the process grow organically, and if the desired output not is obtained it is 

important not to rush in to the next phase, but rather explore why it is not obtained and 

reiterate. In order to enhance the possibility to perform the process and to get complex and 

valuable problems, the team has a vital role to play. To optimize the process of radical ideas 

and concepts it is essential to involve individuals with different perspectives and knowledge 

areas in order to get varied inputs and to extend boundaries. Therefore a group with at least 

three members, with varied capabilities, is recommended when creating and solving complex 

problems. To get the desired output and succeed with the process it is vital to ensure that the 

representational gaps are closed.  

The case organization, Prime Group, always had the client’s organization and its values in 

mind when developing radical ideas and concepts. This combined with excellent awareness of 

the external environment, how it changes and what arouses attention are reasons for their 

great success. To always work closely to the organization and with different units such as 

positions, knowledge, experiences and ambitions has proven to be essential for developing 

radical ideas and concepts. Further it is important to not interpret bad responses or ideas as 

losses, since it is the ability to iterate that enhances the chances to do something better. By 
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formulating the problem trough predetermined criteria and closing the representational gaps, 

the projects became long term valuable and successful.   

 

5.3 Limitations 

First, one disclaimer is that the case study only consisted of successful projects. Unsuccessful 

or failed projects have not been studied. However, some of the studied projects had not as 

well formulated problems and unclosed representational gaps, which made the processes 

slower and were characterized by misunderstandings. By testing the process in workshops and 

observing on going projects we believe that this limitation is complemented.   

Another disclaimer is that the process only have been tested internally without a client and the 

participants only were employees at the case organization, which can contribute to biased 

feedback from the workshops. Further, the process was tested during limited time, one to 

three hours per session. However, the overall phases and criteria were tested and evaluated 

and the participants were all senior experts, which made this less of a limitation. 

 

5.4 Further research  

This research deepens the prior literature by discovering and explaining how radical ideas and 

concepts are created from microfoundations of problems. However, our recommendations for 

future research are, firstly, to test the results in a “real” situation in order to evaluate the 

practical viability of the process. Further it would be interesting to test the process for 

different dimensions of radical output in order to evaluate how the criteria are applicable for 

other dimensions. Secondly, consider the delimitations, team composition, organizational 

culture and creativity as factors in the process and further develop the phases based on these 

literature areas. These factors have found to be important in the development of radical ideas 

and concepts and it would therefore be interesting to extend the process with these factors.   
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APPENDIX I 

Interview guide for the semi-structured interviews.  

Themes 
1) Early front end: Problem creation; Problem -finding, -framing, -formulating  
2) Late front end: Problem solving; Idea -generation, -refining, concept development 
 
Background questions  
 
Formal position:  
Years of employment:  
Involved in project(s): 
Position in project(s): 
 
General question 
 
1. Project XXX became a great success and the client was satisfied with the result. Can you tell us more about 
  the process you used in project XXX in order to create such innovative concept?  
 
Early front end  
 
Problem finding 
 
2.Can you tell us more about the first meeting/meetings, when you got the brief and when you were to identify 
 the needs of the client?  
3. What activities did you perform in order to understand the clients’ problem situation? Elaborate and explain.  
4. Can you explain how the content of the client was identified?  
5. I this early phase, how did the team reasoned about the effects or the causes of the clients problem  
  statement/situation?  
6. How solution oriented were you in the early phases of the project?  
 
Problem framing 
 
7. Can you explain how you limited the clients’ problem situation?  
8. Did you use any type of categorization of the identified problem, if so, explain?  
9. Some problems are complex to understand while others are easy to understand. Within project XXX, would  

 you describe the problem as easy or complex to understand? Elaborate and explain! 
10. What should a problem be consisted of in order to be considered as a problem? 
 
Problem formulation 
 
11. Explain more about the criteria used when you formulated the problem?  
12. Can you explain how the project team managed challenges connected to the problem in this phase?  
13. Did you use any evaluation criteria during the process where a problem was identified and formulated? If so 
 – explain. 
         
Late front end 
 
Problem solving 
 
14. When you worked on solving the problem and/ or capitalized on the opportunity you identified, can you  

explain in general the approach you used? 
 
Idea generation 
 
15. Can you tell us more about how the team gathered information from the clients’ external environment?  
16. Can you explain how the information gathering process looked like in order to solve the formulated  

problem? 
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17. How did the team integrate the knowledge from the external environment into ideas and concepts? 
18. What do you consider as the main key factors within the project XXX. in order to understand the external  

environment to the formulated problem? 
19. Can you tell us about the process when the formulated problem was integrated with the insights from  

the external environment? 
 
Concept development 
 
20. What were the challenges of integrating the formulated problem with the insights from the external  

environment? 
21. Explain how you evaluated which idea that was worth considering and investing in? 
22. Describe the process in the project XXX., when you reformulated the idea/ideas into a concept? 
 
Optional questions 
 
23. Is there anything else you believe that we should have asked you during the interview and/or other  
 knowledge you would like to share with us?  
24. Who do you think we should interview in order to get insights of the project XXX.? 

 

 

  


