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  Abstract 
 

Background and problem 

Previously, management has focused on cost, lead time reduction and quality 

improvement for competiveness in the market. However, most researchers agree that in 

today´s highly competitive business environment quality is a necessity but not sufficient. 

For companies to survive it is also imperative to also continuously innovate. These two 

activities are both important. Achieving a balance between the two, the objectives of 

improved quality and increased innovation, is not a straightforward exercise. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to examine how innovative companies manage continuous 

innovation and continuous improvement. Furthermore, it aims to extend the 

understanding of the relationship between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement in innovative companies - the balance between these two activities. 

 

Method  

The primary research in this study has been collated through semi-structured interviews 

with leaders involved in innovation. The primary research is analysed and a comparison 

is made between primary research and secondary research. Similarities and differences 

are outlined in terms of the relationship. 

        

Results and conclusion 

The findings suggest that the innovative companies are fully aware of the importance of 

continuous innovation and continuous improvement. Moreover, there is a constant 

balancing act going on between these two activities in the companies. These activities are 

organised in different ways in the innovative companies. Continuous improvement is often 

prioritized due to for instance urgency and cost reduction. The companies support these 

activities through for instance recognition, rewards, KPIs, long term view, purpose and 

sustainability. 

 

 

Keywords: Total Quality Management, continuous improvement, continuous 

innovation, innovation management and company culture 
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1. Introduction  

This section focuses on providing the reader with an introduction and background to the 

research area. Furthermore, it explains the purpose of the research, the research questions 

and the delimitations that have been made. The structure of the thesis is also outlined. 

 

1.1 Background 

Willams (2013) mentions in an article in Forbes that the average lifespan of companies on 

the Standard and Poor´s 500 (S&P 500) index has dwindled by more than 50 years in the 

last century as opposed to successful companies that lasted 67 years in the 1920´s. Steiber 

(2014) is along the same line and points out that the average life span of a multinational 

company is about half that of a person. Steiber further states that the balance of evidence 

suggests that the reason why the lifespan of companies is growing shorter is due to the fact 

that companies are not able to adapt to the increasingly fast changing world. Companies are 

faced with challenges such as global changes and technological changes (Ljungberg & 

Larsson, 2012; Edison, Ali, & Torkar, 2013; Steiber,2014). Currently, company´s business 

and management models may only be competitive a couple of years as opposed to a more 

static world in which business and management models would have been applicable ten 

years or more (Steiber, 2014). Research literature regarding continuous innovation in fast 

changing industries indicates that companies that survived long-term were required to be 

adaptive, innovative and efficient (Steiber & Alänge, 2013)  

According to both Hamel (2006) and Steiber (2014) despite this there are few companies 

that obtain internal forums in which business and management innovations are developed 

(Hamel, 2006; Steiber, 2014). The majority of literature is focused upon a very traditional 

view on how businesses are i.e. organised, measured and controlled, this despite the fact that 

the employees´ knowledge and creativity is vital for the company, as it’s their most 

significant strategic resource (Steiber, 2014). Managers play a vital role in employee’s 

enthusiasm for innovation and in order to be able to improve the conditions for innovation, 

it is important to acknowledge the employees creative abilities and also to challenge and 

alter the conventional management and organisation models (Hamel, 2006; Steiber, 2014).  

Over the years Total Quality Management (TQM) has become very important for improving 

a company´s process capabilities in order sustain competitive advantages. It has been 

acknowledged for focusing on delivering high quality products to customers and 

contributing to the company’s efficiency and effectiveness through process orientation and 

continuous improvement (Liker, 2009). Budgetary discipline, cost control and discovering 

are ways of eliminating unnecessary costs and are all examples of fundamental activities in 

the daily production of goods and services (Steiber, 2014). However, in order to be able to 

compete in the future it is imperative to develop new products and services that provide a 

new income (Rother, 2013; Steiber, 2014).  

The challenge of simultaneously managing and coordinating continuous improvement and 

continuous innovation is also expected to be most prominent in innovative companies as 

argued by Alänge  and Steiber (2013). As it can be very challenging to, on the one hand, find 

new ways of eliminating wastage and minimizing costs and, on the other hand, conduct 

experiments that absorb the resources with no guarantee of success (Steiber, 2014).  
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Companies face the challenge of finding a balance between managing Total Quality 

Management and maintaining an innovative culture which is often compared to being on the 

border between chaos and order (Steiber, 2014). Rother (2013) emphasizes the importance 

of these two activities and that companies that manage to balance them can achieve a 

competitive edge.  

 

1.2 Purpose and research question 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine how innovative companies manage continuous 

innovation and continuous improvement. Additionally, the purpose of this thesis is to acquire 

an understanding of the relationship between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement in innovative companies - the balance between of these two activities. 

To aid the researcher when exploring the research question, three sub questions have been 

formulated.  All of the sub questions refer to a leader’s perspective. 

 

Sub question 1:  How have the innovative companies been managing and developing their 

ability to continuously innovate versus/and to continuously improve?  

Sub question 2:  How does the abilities for continuous innovation versus/and continuous 

improvement manifest itself in the culture of innovative companies? 

Sub question 3:  What are the innovative companies key success factors and challenges, 

in terms of continuous innovation versus/ and continuous improvement? 

 

1.3 Delimitations 
 

The empirical part of the study will be focusing on companies in the private sector. This 

thesis will exclude medium-sized, small companies and start-ups. In addition this thesis will 

mainly be focusing on innovation management and the principle continuous improvement, 

Total Quality Management. The purpose is furthermore delimited to explore the perception 

of leaders in innovative companies. 
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1.4 Disposition 
Figure 1, below depicts the disposition of the thesis and provides an overview of what the 

various sections contain. 

 

 

Figure 1 – Disposition of thesis 
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2. Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of the second chapter is to give the reader a theoretical framework relevant to 

the research described in this thesis. 

 

2.1 What is Total Quality Management?  

Defining Total Quality Management (TQM) is problematic as there is no wide agreed 

approach (Alänge & Steiber, 2013).  However, Alänge (2013) views TQM as: 

Systematic management principles that make the best use of all resources. The key…is that 

the potentials of all employees should be used to achieve demanding goals, set by a 

committed top leadership, and built on customer requirements. These demanding goals 

…require changes in organisational reward principles. (p, 55) 

The definition of TQM above is regarded to be a broader approach to TQM (ibid). TQM 

originates from Japan and in the late 1980´s was launched as a management concept 

encompassing the quality of all issues in a company (Ibid). From then onwards the managers 

and employees were accountable for the management concept (ibid). TQM has since been 

renowned for highlighting customer requirements and contributing to company´s efficiency 

and effectiveness through process orientation and continuous improvement (Alänge & 

Steiber, 2014; Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012). Bergman and Klefsjö (2012) continues to 

outline that TQM is based on a culture that is rooted in values such as: customer focus, 

visible leadership, total approach, process focus, continuous improvement and 

standardisation for creativity (Alänge & Streiber, 2013). 

 

2.1.1 Continuous improvement 

The principle continuous improvement plays an important role in TQM as TQM is mainly 

concerned with improving quality in all aspects of work encompassing: continuously 

improving capabilities, people, processes, and technology and machine capabilities (Liker, 

2009). Consequently, this leads to continuously improving results which is required in 

today´s highly competitive business environment (Liker, 2009; Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012). 

Continuous improvement originates from the belief that mistakes can be avoided and defects 

can be minimised (Liker, 2009). Furthermore, it entails periodical evaluation of the 

performance standards of excellence criteria set previously and as a result necessary 

improvements become apparent (ibid). 

The author views continuous improvement in this study as “A company´s ability to eliminate 

waste and costs by standardisation to improve quality and meet the customers demands” (by 

author).  

 

    



11 
 

2.2 What is innovation? 

The word innovation is used widely and inconsistently in both media and business literature. 

(ASQ, 2016). A survey of literature on innovation conducted by Edison et al (2013) 

identified forty definitions. Innovation entails more than just research and development 

(R&D) innovation has an impact on every part of the organization (Steiber, 2014). A 

company is innovative according to Steiber (2014) when “it possesses the ability to change 

its business or management model, as well as to develop and implement new products that 

respond to expressed and unexpressed customer needs”  (p. 12). 

 

2.2.1 Management Innovation 

The Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2016) has identified 

four types of innovations: product innovation, process innovation, marketing innovation and 

organisational innovation.  

Hamal (2006) defines innovation as a “marked departure from traditional management 

principals, processes and practices or a departure from customary organizational forms that 

significantly alters the way the work of management is performed” (p.1) 

Hamel (2006) claims that innovation in management principles is imperative for the 

company as it creates long-lasting benefits and produces dramatic shifts in competitive 

position. Despite this, few companies have a well-developed process for continuous 

management innovation. Likewise, Steiber (2014) is along the same line. Technology and 

product innovation is very important, however, when compared to management innovation 

the benefits are not as great (Hamel, 2006; Steiber, 2014). 

 

2.2.2 Risk level of innovation 

Innovation can be categorized according to risk. A common categorization is incremental 

versus radical innovation. Incremental innovation refers to small changes and improvements 

to a company´s existing product offerings. In contrast radical innovation refers to new 

products for  new markets and as a result involves a higher level of risk (Kadareja, 2016) 

Continuous innovation is very similar to incremental innovation as the changes are modest 

and gradual to existing products and technologies, however, the improvements are ongoing 

(Clark, Timms & Griffith, 2008). The opposite of continuous innovation is discontinuous 

innovation also known as disruptive innovation (ibid.). Discontinuous innovation relates to 

new products that create new markets and most often, as a result, a revolutionary change 

occurs in companies, markets and industries for instance the digital televisions effect on the 

industry (ibid)).  

The focus in this study is not to determine the risk of continuous innovation. However, for 

the reader to understand the concept of innovation, it is brought forward. In addition it is 

important to clarify that this study will be focusing on the company´s ability to continuously 

innovate again and again rather than the level of risk that continuous innovation entails, as 

the concept of continuous innovation has different meanings in the literature. 
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2.3 What is continuous innovation? 

Power (2015) emphasizes that a product is never forever young, eventually dwindling returns 

set in as the most attractive customers are reached, price competition emerges and the 

novelty of the product wears of. The best products, markets and business models pass 

through various steps of maturity (ibid.). The life cycle of innovations can be described using 

the S-curve which is depicted in figure 2.1 below (ibid.)  

 

 

Figure 2.1 – S-curve (Power, 2016, p. 2) 

 

Once the S-curve becomes obvious it may be too late to design the next growth strategy 

(Power, 2015). Hence, a suitable time to innovate is when the growth curve hits an inflection 

point – the innovative window (ibid.).  When does the growth curve hit inflection point? 

There is no answer to the question (ibid.). A lot of successful companies are fearful of 

missing these vital signals and in order to be able to manage this dilemma they make 

innovation a continuous process (ibid.). Steiber (2014) argues that it is no longer quality that 

is the most important challenge for companies instead it is continuous innovation and as the 

pace of external change accelerates the need for continuous innovation grows. Steiber views 

a continuously innovative company as a company that: 

adapts quickly and manages to constantly change its business and management 

models and create new products. In order to achieve continuous innovation, a 

holistic approach to leadership and organisation is necessary and encompasses 

developing a foundation for an innovative climate and innovative interactions 

between people. (Steiber, 2014, p. 12)  

Bearing in mind Steiber´s definition of what resembles a continuously innovative company 

the author of this thesis defines continuous innovation “A description of a company´s ability 

to innovate again and again in order to meet the demands of a continuously changing world” 

(by author). 
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2.3.1 Six Management Principles for continuous innovation 

Even though a company is good at developing new products and applications it will not be 

successful without the support of an environment that supports innovation (Steiber, 2014). 

According to numerous researchers there are six vital principals that explain a company’s 

ability to successfully continuously innovate namely: dynamic capabilities, a continuously 

changing company, a people centric approach, an ambidextrous organisation, an open 

organisation that networks with its surroundings and a systems approach (ibid.).  

 

Dynamic capabilities 

Refers to the company´s ability to integrate, develop and adjust internal and external 

competencies so that it is possible to meet the demands of quickly changing (Steiber, 2014). 

This approach was not as important a few decades ago when monopolies, licenses, 

advantages of scale and government regulations prevailed and hindered competitors from 

entering the markets (Alänge & Steiber, 2013; Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012). Cole (2001) 

also notes that the speed in which companies develop and launch new products has 

accelerated immensely and it has become a critical competitive issue. In the case of PC for 

instance, the product life cycle was approximately one year in the mid 1980´s; by 1997 the 

product life cycle was instead approximately three months (Edison et al., 2012 & Cole, 

2012). The conditions have changed and as a result a more dynamic model is required 

(Steiber, 2014). 

 

A continuously changing company 

Steiber (2014) has noted that companies with the ability to be continuous innovative have a 

proactive approach and that this is fundamental in a rapidly changing environment. A 

reactive approach is not sustainable, as it is too late to react to changes that arise (ibid.). In 

addition it is important that companies are not locked into too much orderliness, however, 

they should not become too chaotic (ibid.).  

 

Steiber (2014) maintains achieving a balance is the ultimate form, as it encourages change 

this as firstly, it boosts management and employees to improvise in the company whilst 

adhering to clear objectives, priorities and guidelines of the organisation. The planned 

improvisation is based on: a learning culture in which both supervisors and employees can 

alter operation when conditions change, semi structured organisation and efficient 

communication of information which is easily accessible (ibid.). Secondly, it facilitates 

taking advantage of the synergy effects by striving for cooperation amongst the units (ibid.). 

The importance of finding a balance between the organizations various time horizons: past, 

present and future - i.e. learning from the past and preparing for future challenges is also 

emphasized (ibid.). Moreover, it is important to choose with care which event is worth 

acclimatizing to (ibid.).  

 

The more dynamic organizational model requires three different leadership roles and 

abilities: the strategy for the business unit needs to be able to manage both innovation and 

production simultaneously, the second role includes the ability to strategically synchronize 

at the middle level, including reallocation of i.e. projects in order to act upon business 
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opportunities. The third role at the level of top management includes bringing together, 

deciding and communicating the company´s objectives and prioritizations (Steiber, 2014).        

 

People centric approach  

The people centric approach is a significant principle of companies with continuous 

innovative capabilities (Steiber, 2014). It focuses on facilitating individuals to unleash their 

creative powers where the company plays an important part (ibid.). Management plays a 

vital role in employees enthusiasm for innovation (Kalb, 2013; Steiber, 2014.). Innovation 

exists everywhere, however, without the support and encouragement of the management it 

can´t blossom (Steiber, 2014). Continuous innovative companies management is often 

characterised by emphasising the significance of innovation and continuous change and 

stimulates its employees with challenging vision and mission i.e. creating awareness of the 

importance of the employees work which is a motivating factor i.e. being part of making the 

world a better place (ibid). 

 

An ambidextrous organization 

As discussed previously it is important for the company to find a balance between daily 

production, where conventional planning and control approach is known to work best, and 

innovation which requires a different approach such as: more freedom, flexibility and open 

approach to experimentation (Steiber, 2014). O`Reilly and Tushman (2013) describes 

organizational ambidexterity as:  

the ability of an organization to both explore and exploit – to compete in mature 

technologies and markets where efficiency, control and incremental improvement 

are prized and to also compete in new technologies and markets where flexibility, 

autonomy and experimentation is needed. (O´Reilly & Tushman, 2013, p. 324) 

 A significant study undertaken by Burns and Stalker (1961) highlighted that companies that 

were operating in stagnant environments developed ”mechanistic management systems” 

over time and they were characterised by clear hierarchical relations and well defined roles 

(referred in O´Reilly & Tushman, 2013). 

On the contrary, companies that operated in more unstable environment developed, over 

time, systems with a lack of formally defined tasks and more horizontal coordination 

mechanisms (Oreilly & Tushman, 2013). These companies were not as reliant on 

formalisation and specialisation (ibid.). Previous studies of organisational adaption argues 

that in order for companies to be able to have a long life, environmental and technological 

changes may require them to alter these structure alignments (ibid). March (1991) supports 

this argument in his article and maintains that it is necessary for companies to exploit existing 

assets and capabilities in terms of efficiency, control, variance reduction and to also 

undertake sufficient exploration in terms of search, discovery, autonomy and innovation in 

order for a company to survive in the event of changed market conditions. The challenge for 

many companies is to find a balance between the two (ibid.).  

According to O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) a lot of companies are tempted to favour 

exploitation as it is more likely to be successful in the short-term as exploration is often 
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perceived to be inefficient - as it is associated with an increased number of bad ideas in 

comparison to exploitation. Based on the notion that different structures are required for 

exploitation and exploration various authors underline that a company needs to 

accommodate both in order to achieve long term survival (ibid.). 

The balance of evidence indicates that ambidexterity has shown to be positively associated 

with sales growth. In addition it has also been proved to be beneficial in uncertain 

environments and it has been associated with increased innovation (ibid).  A study carried 

out by Gosen et al. (2012) over a ten year period concluded that companies with great 

technological capabilities benefited more from ambidexterity. Hewlett and Packard is a 

perfect example of how ambidexterity plays out over time as the company was able to 

transition from electronic instruments to mini computers to printers to services (ibid).  

 

How is ambidexterity achieved?  

There are three approaches to organisational ambidexterity: sequential ambidexterity, 

simultaneous and structural ambidexterity and contextual ambidexterity (O´Reilly & 

Tushman, 2013). According to Duncan (1976) organisational ambidexterity can be achieved 

by i.e. switching structures over time in order for it to suit the company’s strategy, sequential 

ambidexterity (referred to in O´Reilly & Tushman, 2013). However, O´Reilly and Tushman 

argue that sequential ambidexterity may be ineffective as companies need to explore and 

exploit simultaneously, simultaneous ambidexterity. This could be achieved by establishing 

autonomous exploration and exploitation subunits that were structurally separated. Each 

containing their own alignment of people, structure, culture and processes (ibid.). However, 

both units would have targeted integration in order to guarantee and maximise the use of 

resources and capabilities (ibid). Contextual ambidexterity refers to supporting the 

individuals so that they can make their own judgements on how to balance and adapt their 

time for activities such as innovation and continuous improvement (ibid.) 

Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) states that organisations can be ambidextrous by “building a 

set of processes or systems that enables and encourages individuals to make their own 

judgements about how to divide their time between conflicting demands for alignment and 

adaptability, contextual ambidexterity”  (referred to in O´Reilly & Tushman, 2013, p. 327). 

O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) points out that evidence suggests organisational ambidexterity 

whether being sequential, structural or contextual can be suitable, depending on the 

circumstances, and that they are effective for companies when encountering the challenges 

of exploitation and exploration. 

 

An open organisation that networks with its surroundings 

For a company to survive long term it is imperative that the company develops a more open 

networking system, sharing experiences and cooperating with external actors (Bergman & 

Klefsjö, 2012; Liker, 2009; Steiber, 2014) 
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A systems approach 

The systems approach differs from conventional linear approach as it requires a holistic view 

of the company i.e. an alteration affects the whole system (Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012; 

Ljungberg & Larsson, 2014; Steiber, 2014).   

 

2.4 Company culture  

 Alvesson (2002) defines culture as “A shared and world of experiences, meanings, values 

and understandings which inform people and which are expressed, reproduced, and 

communicated partly in symbolic form” (Snyder & Ingelsson, 2014, p. 3).  

Williams (2013) underlines that a strong company´s culture is vital, as it can make a 

significant difference to the company´s success. Williams continues to maintain that this can 

be achieved through careful management of the company´s culture. Both TQM and 

continuous innovation emphasize the importance of a strong culture, employee 

empowerment, the primary role of visible leaders and total approach (Alänge & Steiber, 

2013). 

Kalb (2013) argues that in order to create an innovative culture managers need to make sure 

that all of the employees are aware what innovation entails and that it is a job requirement. 

Innovation should be a part of the job descriptions, procedures and performance evaluations. 

For instance over a 35-year period Toyota´s innovation culture increased the number of 

suggestions per employee 480-fold from 0.1 to 48 (ibid.). Kalb, (2013) continues to maintain 

that creating a new product development system that rewards innovation is another important 

part in creating an innovative culture. At google, as a part of the innovation framework, 

employees are paid spending 20% of their time on whatever project they want (Steiber, 2014 

and Kalb, 2013). In terms of failure it is important that all of the innovative companies 

embrace failure and regard failure as an important step in the process of success (Kalb, 

2013).  

 

2.5 Conflicting principles? 

During the 1980s the continuous improvement approach was regarded to be superior to 

innovation (Cole, 2001).  However, by the late 1990s due to the resurgence of American 

industry in high technology and the stagnation of the Japanese economy, innovation received 

more attention (Alänge & Steiber, 2013).  

TQM´s quest for “quality excellence” has been criticised as it might hamper the company´s 

ability to innovate, adapt to changes - particularly in rapidly changing environments (Alänge 

& Steiber, 2013). Prajogo and Sohal (2001) maintain that in conjunction with that the 

environment is becoming more and more uncertain and in order for companies to remain 

competitive, quality will become a “qualifying criteria” and flexibility, responsiveness and 

especially innovation will become the “winning order criteria” instead (ibid). On the other 
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hand Antony (2007) points out that there are researches that sustain that some TQM practices 

are favourable to innovation (ibid).   

Prajogo and Sohal (2001) further argue that there is a correlation between the best practices 

of innovation management and TQM elements. As noted previously there are numerous 

definitions regarding what TQM constitutes and therefore it is problematic to determine 

whether TQM supports innovation or not (Alänge & Steiber, 2013; Palm, Lilja & Wiklund, 

2016). However, when comparing Alänge (1994) TQM broader definition, with continuous 

innovation there are numerous similarities and differences (referred to in Alänge & Steiber, 

2013).  

Concerning similarities, both TQM and continuous innovation emphasize the importance of 

a strong culture, employee empowerment, the primary role of visible leaders and total 

approach (Alänge & Steiber, 2013). The main differences appears to be the overall 

management focus, where TQM focuses mainly on continuous improvement and on artefacts 

i.e. concrete design of organizational structure and management processes (ibid.). In addition 

they appear to have a different approach - where the broader TQM has a more (reactive) 

market pull mentality and continuous innovative companies have a more (proactive) product 

push mentality (ibid). 

Another way of comparing TQM and innovation is through comparing their objectives (Palm 

et al., 2016). In terms of customer value, both are regarded to be focused on providing 

superior customer value as innovation is all about creating new values and quality 

management is all about providing these new values (ibid.).       
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3. Methodology 

This section identifies the research methods utilised in order answer the research question 

and sub questions. Moreover, it aims to provide clarification in terms of why the study has 

been conducted accordingly. 

 

 

3.1 The research process 

Grinnel (1993) defines research as “A structured inquiry that utilises acceptable 

methodology to solve problems and creates new knowledge that is generally applicable” 

(p.4, cited in Kumar, 1999) 

In order to achieve the purpose of the study and sustain clear direction throughout the 

development of this study the research process model was utilised which is depicted below 

(see figure 3.1).  

 

The initial step of the research process was to select a topic. By reviewing literature it was 

then possible to acquire an understanding and to identify if there was adequate secondary 

information regarding the topic. It was then possible to form the purpose of the study and 

the sub questions. As a result, secondary information was collated, followed by primary 

research being conducted, utilising qualitative research methods such as semi structured 

interviews. The interview questions were categorised in headings such as: continuous 

innovation, continuous improvement, challenges in terms of continuous improvement and 

continuous innovation, the relationship between these two activities, company culture and 

the development of continuous innovation and continuous improvement (see appendix 2). 

Semi-structured interviews were found to be the most suitable research method and an 

interview guide was utilised during the interview with all of the respondents (see appendix 

2). Michael Treschow (Respondent D) was asked additional questions which would be of 

great interest for the study, as his background is different to the other respondents. Michael 

Treschow has for instance been chairman for The Confederation of Swedish Enterprise 

(Svenskt Näringsliv). Therefore, a different interview guide was specifically formulated for 

this interview was and can be found in appendix B and the transcript from this interview can 

be found in appendix C. Telephone interviews were conducted in order to keep the 

interviews fairly short, due to time constraints. The telephone interviews was the most 

convenient and preferred type of interview for the respondents. Open ended questions were 

mainly used enabling the respondent to reply as he/she pleases as opposed to closed 

questions with set of pre-determined alternatives (Frey & Oishi, 1995). The interviews were 

carried out in April and June and the interviews with the respondents lasted 30-60 minutes. 

It is important to note that the author explained the study´s perception of the terms 

continuous innovation and continuous improvement during the interview, this was done once 

the respondents had explained their perception of the terms. The author felt this was 

important order to minimise any misunderstandings. An analysis of the results will then be 

undertaken in order to compare the secondary and primary research. The analysis/result 

headings will be similar to the headings found in the interview guide. Finally, the findings 

will be summarised and suggestions for future research will be made.  
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1. Select topic

The relationsship between 

continuous innovation 

and continuous 

improvement in 

innovative companies

3. Devise conceptual 

framework

To acquire an 

understanding of the 

balance of these activities 

and how these activities 

are managed

2. Review Literature

Innovation

Total Quality 

Management

Culture

4. Decide the research 

question

The purpose of research 

and sub questions are 

stated in the introduction 

5. List information

List of primary and 

secondary information 

required for investigation

6. Decide research 

strategy

Collation of primary and 

secondary research

7. Conduct research

Primary research utilising 

qualitative research 

methods: semi-structured 

interviews

8. Analysis of the results

Comparing primary and 

secondary research and 

summarising the findings

 
 

Figure 3.1 - The Research Process Model (Veal, 1999, p 40) 
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3.2 Scientific approach  

According to Fejes and Thornberg (2009) numerous qualitative approaches have identical 

characteristics, however, there are also those that differ depending on the subject. Philosophy 

– phenomenology and hermeneutics, anthropology – ethnography and sociology – grounded 

theory are all examples of approaches subject to area of knowledge (ibid). In terms of the 

hermeneutic approach, it is an approach that is concerned with interpreting, understanding 

and conveying (Statens beredning för medicinsk utvärdering, 2014). The hermeneutic 

approach is appropriate when the respondents are able to respond in any way they please 

(Fejes & Thornberg, 2009). 

 

The hermeneutic circle is a visual aid which helps you to understand the process of 

understanding a text hermeneutically (see figure 3.2). It clarifies the importance of 

understanding the relationship between the text as a whole in reference to the individual parts 

and vice versa (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, 2005). Both are dependent of each 

other when understanding a text, hence the circle (ibid) 

 
  

 
 

 
    

Figure 3.2 – The hermeneutic circle (Timmer, 2015, p. 1) 
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3.2.1 Deductive, inductive and abductive reasoning 

 

There are three approaches of reasoning namely: deductive, inductive and abductive and 

reasoning is the process of using present knowledge and making assumptions or constructing 

explanations based on the knowledge (Butte Education, 2016).  

 
In terms of deductive reasoning, it is initiated from a belief of a general rule and presumes 

that it applies to a certain case, for instance if the original statement is believed to be true, 

then consequently the conclusion must be true too - a good example of deductive reasoning 

is maths (Butte Education, 2016) The conclusions based on deductive reasoning is reliable 

as long as the assumptions are sound, however, deductive reasoning does not really add an 

increased amount of human knowledge and as a result it is not possible to make predictions 

regarding the future or non-observed phenomena (ibid)  

 
Inductive reasoning you could say is the polar opposite to deductive reasoning (Butte 

Education, 2016). This approach starts off by a limited number of specific observations and 

which is then followed by conclusions based on generalisations and the evidence is likely to 

be true, however, there is a possibility that it is not (ibid). The conclusions obtained from the 

inductive method are not logical necessities as no amount of inductive evidence guarantees 

the conclusion. This is due to the fact that it is not possible to guarantee that all of the relevant 

evidence is gathered (ibid). Inductive reasoning is utilised in a lot of scientific research for 

instance when gathering evidence and seeking patterns (ibid). 

 

Abductive reasoning, on the other hand, generally starts with an incomplete set of 

observations and thereafter conclusions are made based on the most probable explanation 

for the set (Butte Education, 2016). Abductive reasoning is mostly suited for daily decision 

making based on the present information available, which is often incomplete (ibid). A 

medical diagnosis is an example of abductive reasoning. A diagnosis is based on symptoms, 

however, the patient could be unconscious or it is possible that the patient has forgotten to 

mention all of the symptoms. Hence, resulting in incomplete evidence. Although the doctor 

needs to reach the best diagnosis he/she can it is based on the symptoms described by the 

patient (ibid).  
 

 

The author has in this study chosen the abductive reasoning and a hermeneutic approach. 

This is due to the fact that the author is aware that the information collated, is not complete 

as such. There might be information that the respondents are not willing to share for various 

reasons such as:  the respondent believes that the information is not relevant or the 

information is of a sensitive nature. However, the author needs to make conclusions based 

on the information collated from the semi-structured interviews, even though the information 

is incomplete. The author has been circulating in the hermeneutic circle (see figure 3.2) when 

interpreting the findings, in order to acquire an understanding of the relationship between 

the text as a whole in reference to the individual parts and vice versa. For instance the link 

between the primary and secondary research. 
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3.3 Prior understanding 

The author has worked in various companies where continuous improvement and innovation 

has been encouraged. As a result the author has a certain amount of preunderstanding of the 

area. However, as Malterrud (1998) points out it is important that the researcher is none 

biased when conducting the research and that the researcher is objective when interpreting 

the findings.  

 

3.4 Research ethics 

Ethical aspects are of great importance in research as it has a profound impact on society in 

the long term (Vetenskapsrådet, 2015). Walton (2016) outlines that any research involving 

human subjects or participants is multifaceted as it raises numerous issues encompassing: 

ethical, legal, social and political issues.  

 

According to Walton (2016) research ethics is mainly concerned with the analysis of ethical 

issues that are brought to light when people are involved as participants in research. Walton 

further mentions that there are three objectives in research ethics. Firstly, the all-

encompassing objective is to protect human participants. The second objective entails 

ensuring that the research is conducted in a correct manner that caters for the interests of all 

parties: individuals, groups and/or society as a whole. The final objective is examining 

specific research activities observe research activities and projects for their ethical accuracy, 

covering matters such as the management of risk, protection of confidentiality and the 

process of informed consent.  

 

In this study the author has prior to the interview provided the respondent with a copy of the 

interview questions, preparing the respondent for the interview. The respondents were made 

aware of that the interview would be recorded. Following the interview the respondents were 

asked whether they would like their name to be published. Two of the respondents wished 

to remain anonymous. Hence, the transcripts of the interviews will also remain confidential. 

The interviews have been transcribed word for word.     

 

 

3.5 Methods of Data Collection 

There are two main approaches in terms of gathering information regarding a person, 

problem or phenomena. In some circumstances, applicable information may already exist 

and needs only to be extracted. However, in other situations information needs to be 

collected. These two broad approaches are categorized as secondary and primary data. Both 

these research methods were utilised in order to complete this thesis (Imms & Ereaut, 2002; 

Kumar, 1999).   

Secondary research is defined as “data collected some purpose other than the present 

research purpose” (Aaker, Kumar, & Day, 1995, p. 777). 

 

Primary research is defined as: “data collected to address a specific research objective” 

(Aaker, Kumar & Day, 1995, p. 775). 
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However, Kumar (1999) points out that it is important to be aware that none of the data 

methods provide 100% accurate information. The quality of data collected is reliant on a 

number of factors which will examined in greater depth as each method is discussed (ibid.).  

 

3.5.1 Secondary Research 

The majority of research consists of an element of secondary data collation (Finn, Elliott-

White & Walton, 2000). Conducting secondary research is a practical form of data collection 

as it is less time consuming and cheaper than collecting primary research enabling the 

researcher to devote more time to analyse and interpret his/her findings.  (Finn et al., 2000). 

The literature review was conducted by utilising secondary sources such as: Mid Sweden 

University library, journals, websites and books. Secondary research was undertaken in 

order to accomplish the aims of the study and to provide a foundation for primary research 

to be conducted.  

Kumar (1999) states that the literature review has three main functions. The literature review 

is the first step of the research study in order to become more knowledgeable on the chosen 

topic. Secondly, it helps the researcher maintain clear direction and focus to the research 

problem. Finally, it improves the methodology e.g. a literature review conducted by others 

indicates previous procedures and methods which have been utilised.  

 
 

3.5.2 Primary Research 

Primary data is data which has not been collected previously and numerous methods can be 

used to collect primary research e.g. through interviews, focus groups and questionnaires. 

There are two approaches which can be adopted when undertaking primary research namely: 

qualitative and quantitative research (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2001). The difference 

between qualitative and quantitative research is defined as: 

Qualitative implies a direct concern with experience as it is “lived” or “felt” or 

“undergone”. In contrast, “quantitative” often taken to be the opposite idea, is 

indirect and abstracts and treats experiences similar, adding and multiplying them 

together, or quantifying them. (Punch, 1998, p. 4) 

  

Punch, (1998) outlines that quantitative research focuses particularly with the collation and 

analysis of data in numeric form and it tends to emphasize on large scale and representative 

sets of data. In contrast, the purpose of qualitative research is to collect and analyse 

information in as many ways, as non-numeric as possible (ibid.). Qualitative research tends 

to examine, in as much detail as possible e.g. smaller numbers of instances or examples 

which are perceived to be interesting. It aims to analyse in “depth” rather than in “breadth” 

(ibid.).  

 

The advantages and disadvantages with a variety of quantitative and qualitative research 

techniques were examined (see appendix A) and interviews were found to be the most 

suitable research technique for this research study. 
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3.6 Interviews 

Interviews are the most commonly recognized forms of qualitative research method (Mason, 

1998). Kumar (1999), states that any interaction between two or more individuals, with a 

specific purpose in mind is called an interview. It is considered to be a very useful technique 

for collecting data which is often not accessible by utilising techniques such as observation 

and questionnaires (ibid.).  

 

There are a number of advantages when undertaking interviews such as: it is appropriate 

method for studying sensitive and complex areas e.g. the interviewer can prepare the 

interviewee in advance, the interviewer can note responses and obtained from observation 

of non-communication. In addition interviews are flexible, visual aids and show cards can 

be utilised, questions can be explained or rephrased and finally the interview can be 

undertaken with almost any type of population (Cooper et al., 1998; Kumar, 1996).  

 

There are three types of interviews namely: structured interviews, unstructured interviews 

and semi-structured interviews (Kumar, 1999).   

 

Structured interviews are often related to the survey style of research (Kumar, 1999). In the 

structured interview the interviewer asks a pre-determined set of questions outlined in the 

interview schedule appendix (ibid.). An interview schedule consists of a list of questions, 

open or closed-ended, prepared for the use of an interviewer in a face-to-face interview 

(ibid.). 

 

The name “unstructured” is misleading since it is not possible that an interview totally lacks 

structure (Kumar, 1999). This type of interview is also renowned to be called, a “semi- 

structured interview”, a “depth interview”, a “qualitative interview” or an “exploratory” 

interview (ibid.). The interviewer formulates a framework within which to conduct an 

interview. Within this structure the interviewer poses questions spontaneously during the 

interview (ibid.). 

 

Finn, Elliott-White and Walton (1995), maintain that interviews such as semi-structured 

interviews will have a list of specified questions. However, by utilising this type of interview 

it gives the interviewer the opportunity to raise key questions and to ask for clarification 

(ibid). This approach is not as rigid as structured interviews and furthermore when 

conducting interviews it maintains more focus to the research area in comparison to 

unstructured interviews (ibid.). 

 

Kumar (1999) highlights the disadvantages when conducting interviews. Firstly, the quality 

of the data is very dependent on the interaction between the interviewer and the interviewee 

(ibid.). Moreover, since each interview is different the quality of responses will vary 

considerably (ibid.).  Secondly, the quality of the interviewer has an impact on the quality of 

the results (ibid.). Thirdly, researcher bias can always appear when designing questions and 

interpreting the results. Finally, undertaking interviews is very time consuming (ibid.).  

 

In terms of telephone interviews the advantages include: many interviews are possible within 

a given time period, access is simplified and call-backs are possible (Cooper et al, 1998; Finn 

et al., 2000). Visual aids and complex tasks are not possible as only verbal communication 

is possible (ibid.). 
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Various interview techniques were examined in order to determine the most appropriate 

technique for collating information for the study (Appendix A). As mentioned previously 

semi –structured telephone interviews were found to be the most appropriate for this study.      

 

 

3.7 Sampling - Selection of companies and respondents 

It was acknowledged that when sampling and selecting potential interviewees, it would 

depend on the availability of leaders who were involved with innovation. As a result, it was 

problematic to obtain a truly random sample. The primary research required leaders involved 

in innovation to be interviewed. If the sample had been larger a more realistic view might 

have been achieved. The author was restricted due to the amount of time that could be 

allocated in order to conduct interviews. In addition, the length of the interviews were kept 

fairly short as the interviewees’ time was limited. To begin with it was necessary to produce 

a list of successful innovative companies. The list excluded start-ups, small and middle sized 

companies. Eight multinational companies in different business sectors were contacted either 

directly or via e-mail. A leader´s time is precious and limited and due to the time consuming 

nature of the interviews many leaders who were contacted declined. Four of the leaders 

agreed to participate in the author’s research. All of the respondents were in some way 

involved in the innovation process. Two of the respondents requested to remain anonymous 

and the work titles of the respondents participating in the research varied which is depicted 

in table 1. However, it is important to note that the sample is not representative of all leaders 

involved in innovation.   
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3.8 Reliability and Validity 

There are two approaches which can be adopted when undertaking primary research namely: 

qualitative and quantitative research (Blaxter et al., 2001). Each approach utilises various 

techniques when extracting data. These two approaches are important when acquiring an 

understanding of how well they have measured the research data that they were aimed to 

measure (Malterud,1998).  

 

Andersson (2010) maintains that the concepts validity and reliability questions this in 

particular, as it examines the data and evaluates its objectivity and credibility. Andersson 

further states that in terms of validity, this concept is more concerned with the honesty and 

genuineness of the research data. Moreover, it refers to which extent the findings are a 

correct representation of the phenomena that they were aimed to represent (ibid.). However, 

the concept of validity is described in a wide spectrum of different terms in qualitative 

studies (Golafsshani, 2003). Reliability, on the other hand is more concerned with the 

reproducibility and stability of the data (Andersson, 2010).  

 

Originally, validity and reliability was only used in quantitative research, however, these 

concepts have overtime become more and more important in qualitative research 

(Andersson, 2010; Golafshani, 2003). Malterud (1998) points out that it is important to note 

that there is a slight difference in the way you would approach validity and reliability in 

qualitative research, in comparison to quantitative research. The qualitative approach 

differentiates between internal validity, its credibility in terms of communication skills, 

which includes a description of preunderstanding, data collection, sampling and the analysis 

process (ibid.). External validity is concerned with the research’s transferability which in 

quantitative research is determined by the researcher/writer whilst in the qualitative approach 

is determined by the reader who makes the judgements based on its generalisability, as the 

researcher explains only the procedure and the conclusions that have been made. 

 

As for the reliability, in terms of dependability, qualitative studies utilise both equipment 

and people and they are considered to be "instruments". This in turn requires quality of 

equipment and a knowledgeable researcher - the researcher’s understanding of and ability to 

analyse the information and conduct interviews.  In addition, it is important that the 

researcher's is non bias, objective. High reliability does not guarantee high validity however, 

however, high validity requires high reliability (Malterud, 1998). There were a number of 

limitations encountered throughout the completion of this study and efforts were made to 

minimise the effects of these throughout. 

 

External validity is concerned with whether it is possible to generalize the findings 

(Malterud, 1998). The generalisability of this study may be problematic as the interviews 

were highly subjective and the size of the sample was restricted to four leaders, which makes 

it harder to draw conclusions. All of the leaders were involved in innovation. However, they 

had different work titles. This corresponds well with the points that often qualitative research 

is criticized for being: biased, small scale, anecdotal and lacking rigor (Andersson, 2010). 

However, Andersson (2010) continuous to point out that this can be combatted when 

research is undertaken in a correct manner which results in: unbiased, in depth, valid, reliable 

and credible research. Moreover, there are a number of advantages when undertaking 

interviews such as: it is appropriate method for studying sensitive and complex areas e.g. the 

interviewer can prepare the interviewee in advance (Cooper et al, 1998; Kumar, 1996).  
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The aim of this research was not to generalise the findings instead the aim was to acquire an 

understanding as the author is aware that the information collated, is not complete. 

Furthermore, the results gained from the interviews may not provide an accurate picture due 

to the sensitive nature of the topic 

 

As acknowledged previously, secondary research is not always neutral and in this particular 

instance the secondary information acquired could be biased (Finn, Elliott-White & Walton, 

2000). In order to secure internal validity when interviewing the respondents, the author 

responded, in general, with a summary of their responses. This to ensure that the author had 

correctly understood the points being made. In addition the author will be sending a copy of 

the study to the respondents, so that the respondents can clarify whether the author has 

interpreted their answers correctly. 

  

In terms of reliability, the author tried to minimise biased by recording the interviews and 

transcribing them. The respondents were made aware, prior to the interviews, that the 

interviews would be recorded. Visual aids were not available as the interview was not a face 

to face interview.  

 

All of the above indicate that the validity and reliability is fairly high in this study. 
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4. Empirical findings and Analysis 

This section of the thesis will outline the findings from the qualitative interviews, primary 

research. The respondents who participated in the research were allocated letters in order 

to be able to simplify the cross-referencing, which is depicted in table 1 below.   

 

RESPONDENT NAME WORK TITLE COMPANY 

RESPONDENT A Alex Liebert Director of the 

Industrial Design 

Competence Center         

Atlas Copco 

RESPONDENT B N/A NPD Scientist N/A 

RESPONDENT C N/A Manager for market 

and product 

N/A 

RESPONDENT D Michael Treschow Chairman Unilever 

 

Table 1 – Respondents participating in the study 

 

 

4.1 Background 

The leaders involved with innovation and participating in the research held a number of 

different work titles which is illustrated in the table one above. This was inevitable, due to 

the reasons highlighted in section three. In addition three of the leaders were male and one 

was female. The respondents worked in different business sectors spread out geographically 

in Sweden. All of the companies are successful in their field of work. Respondent A´s 

company is a world-leading provider of sustainable productivity solutions entailing for 

instance innovative compressors, vacuum solutions and air treatment systems. Respondent 

B´s company is a successful global diary company. Respondent C´s company focuses on the 

areas of electrification, automation and digitalization and is one of the world’s largest 

producers of energy-efficient and resource-saving technologies. Whilst respondent D´s 

company is a successful multinational consumer goods company. The smallest company has 

19.000 global employees. 
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4.2 Continuous innovation 

When asking the sample of how they would define continuous innovation for instance Alex 

Liebert, Atlas Copco (Respondent A) replied “We don’t use the term continuous innovation, 

we only talk about innovation or very often product development and we consider it normal 

case. It´s what we normally do. It is very customer development centric so we go to our 

customers and find certain needs and listen to them but we also observe and we try to develop 

products that meet their needs. That´s how we look at continuous innovation” 

 

Respondent B replied” We call it innovation, all the new products”.  

 

Mike Treschow, Unilever (Respondent D) describes continuous innovation as “For me, 

continuous innovation is renewal something you haven´t done before, which means not the 

process, but I mean, It is not repetitive just to do it a little better. It is actually that there is 

an element of renewal in it and that can be an administrative process or it can be a product 

innovation. We so often talk about a product innovation. But I think innovation is in all 

aspects and it becomes more and more evident when digitalisation is coming in and it puts 

a lot of pressure on all companies to do it differently. 

All the answers are in line with ASQ´s (2016) point of view that the word innovation is used 

widely and inconsistently and as one of the respondent´s points out that innovation entails 

more than just research and development (R&D.) Innovation has an impact on every part of 

the organization which also Steiber (2014) brings up. 

 

The leaders were asked, what are the most important driving factors enabling continuous 

innovation in your organization?  

Alex Liebert (respondent A) believed that it was based on two parts, customer centric and 

the product itself or technology “I think it´s two. One part is as I said earlier, we are 

customer centric - we try to help our customer with their needs, feel their needs, find these 

needs and solve them. The second part is based on the product itself or technology. There is 

a constant search for effectivity - making something more efficient. That is something we 

naturally going to strive to do. Concerning resources - make the things faster, more durable 

and hold longer. All these things combined I think makes effectivity” 

Respondent B replied “We are fully aware that we have no future without innovation and 

that you are not alone on the market for particularly long, if we release a new product and 

the product development is successful, our competitors will respond quickly. Then the price 

war starts and you can´t make any profit any more”.  

According to responses the most important driving factors were: understanding the needs of 

the customers, technology, competition, continuously improving and the awareness of the 

importance of innovation. When reviewing the literature, continuous innovation was 

regarded to play an imperative role in terms of a company´s survival as competition is very 

challenging and the increasingly fast changing world (Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012; Power, 

2016; Steiber 2014). A lot of companies have a shortened life due to lack of continuous 

innovation, as they are not being proactive enough (Streiber, 2014; Williams, 2013; Power, 

2016).   
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The respondents were asked, how do you support/encourage innovation? 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) replies “In this company it is done a little bit through certain 

news. For example there is an online portal, a little bit like our intranet you could say. There 

is a lot of focus on innovation so we make news articles for ourselves so somebody who 

works in one part of the company would be notified what kind of innovations are happening 

in another part of the company. You get a little bit motivated as you can see that these kind 

of things can happen. And then we also do something a bit more proactive. We give awards 

for technical innovation and there are also awards to do with marketing and sales. Then 

there are smaller awards on a divisional level - we have got twenty four divisions that are 

decentralised and they have also got awards which means that you get credit for it, maybe 

even some money and there will be news about it again. This is the way I think we support it 

the most”. 

Respondent B encourages innovation the following way “We work very closely together - 

we have an open dialog, generally we work in project groups and then we have a constant 

dialog with updates on where we are in the process. Motivated people, put simply. 

Employees that are passionate about their job, sees the consumer and are fully aware of 

what is happening in the world. One doesn´t receive an award here, but your efforts are 

acknowledged. For instance, it´s great that you came up with that idea. But nothing extra. It 

is more about the honour – I have contributed to a successful product launch.  

On the contrary, respondent C wasn´t sure innovation could be encouraged “I don´t know 

whether you can encourage it. We have got an award system, we measure in various ways 

and indirectly we measure how well the company is working. If you come up with any good 

suggestions, these can then be registered and then it is possible to receive various rewards.  

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) believes you can support innovation by “having a long 

term view, long term ambitions, clear goals and again depending on where you are I think 

still purpose and sustainability are key words” 

The responses indicate that innovation is important in all of the companies and that 

innovative efforts are acknowledged and supported either through awards or recognition via 

intranet.  Two of the respondents reward innovation in a similar way. Kaib (2013) points out 

the importance of supporting innovation and that creating a product development system is 

one way of encouraging innovation according. One of the respondents also mentions the 

importance of working closely together. However, it is noteworthy to highlight that one of 

the respondent’s didn´t know whether you could encourage innovation. Steiber (2014) 

mentions the importance of a people centric approach in the six principals explaining a 

company’s ability to successfully continuously innovate. The people centric approach is a 

significant principle of companies with continuous innovative capabilities. It focuses on 

facilitating individuals to unleash their creative powers where the company plays an 

important part. Furthermore, Steiber (2014) emphasizes the importance of committed leaders 

as employee’s enthusiasm for innovation is greatly affected by the leaders. In addition the 

importance of having a long term view was mentioned. Steiber (2014) has also mentioned 

the significance of finding a balance between the organizations various time horizons: past, 

present and future - i.e. learning from the past and preparing for future challenges is also 

emphasized 
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     When the respondents were asked, what are the key success factors that enables your 

company to maintain continuous innovation? The answers varied considerably.  

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) mentioned the following “One, I think is that we have a 

company that is built in two different layers, one is to develop products and market products 

but the other layer is a sales company. So you don’t go to a shop to buy our products, in fact 

we have no shops at all we have people that travel around to our customers and they 

maintain the relationship with our customers and they really understand what our customers 

need and this in the discussion with the customers. They can sell products or they can learn 

what we can do for this customer in the future. We then get good knowledge about the 

customers needs and a good connection with the customer through our sales organisation. 

I would think this is the biggest factor. And the other one maybe is that we are a very 

engineering based company and in the heart of every engineer there is a drive to make 

everything more efficient. That you want to make things better. But I think the sales 

organisation is more important because we get so much input from them” 

     Respondent B replies “It is important to have a well-functioning innovative company, it's 

important to have the right contacts such as with schools and universities, and other 

companies. In some projects, we work closely with schools. Suppliers play an important role. 

Strategically selecting suppliers, where you spot great knowledge and then working closely 

together”.  

Respondent C on the other hand counters “Yes, it is of course, everyone is aware of the 

importance of this, that everyone is given time and space and is rewarded for continuously 

working with these matters.  

Michael Trescow (Respondent D) describes Unilever´s success factors as “Because also we 

are using sustainability as our business model and everything is driven through that whether 

it is to get a better product, to get a better process or a better way of doing things. Also 

consumer focus, which means being close to the consumer to try to understand what we can 

help them to have a better life, so it is very much purpose driven as well and then comes 

being clear on responsibilities, which means who is going to what”. 

The responses indicate the key success factors of the companies are: the ability to develop 

products and market products, the sales company, good knowledge regarding the customer, 

the ability to continuously improve, acknowledging the importance of innovation, 

cooperating with the right kind of suppliers and external partners, clear responsibilities and 

using sustainability as a part of their business model. The principals namely: dynamic 

capabilities, people centric approach, an open organization that networks with its 

surroundings and a systems approach explaining a company’s ability to successfully 

continuously innovate are mirrored in this responses (Steiber, 2014). 

 

4.3 Continuous improvement 

In terms of continuous improvement, when the respondents were asked what does 

continuous improvement mean to your company. All of the respondents agreed that 

continuous improvement is something that occurs naturally, on a day to day basis. Both 

respondent A and respondent B mentions that continuous improvement is up to the 

individual. 
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For example respondent B describes continuous improvement as “The consumer is very 

price conscious and they do not want to pay for the food. The competition is fierce in the 

dairy market, both for Swedish producers and foreign producers, the limits are not closed 

and there will be products from other markets. Continuous improvement is a must and 

working with cost efficiency goes hand in hand with development. It's part of the job, it´s a 

part of the assignment, to both look ahead and check to see whether we understood it 

correctly and then reflect and see whether it could have been done in a more effective way 

or what could we have done and of course won´t compromise on quality”.  

Respondent C defines continuous improvement as “It´s something that we work with all the 

time. It is up to the individual to work with this. We have different reward systems, various 

types of forums where we discuss this. We have a fairly extensive process work. We review 

our processes and we are constantly trying to streamline them”. 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) describes continuous improvement as “A little better 

every day”. 

TQM is renowned for highlighting customer requirements and contributing to a company´s 

efficiency and effectiveness through process orientation and continuous improvement 

(Alänge, 2013). The principle continuous improvement plays an important role in TQM as 

TQM is mainly concerned with improving quality in all aspects of work encompassing: 

continuously improving capabilities, people, processes, and technology and machine 

capabilities. The companies appear to all have a deep rooted culture based on continuous 

improvement, and it seems to always be in the back of the employees minds. One of the 

respondents mentioned that they had a fairly extensive process work and that the processes 

are constantly being improved.  

When asked what are the most important driving factors enabling continuous improvement 

in your company?  

Respondent B replied for instance “It is part of the mission. If we can save money we make 

improvements. The right people in the right places, working on these issues. They are 

knowledgeable. It is important to be familiar with the entire company, where do we have the 

right competence, maybe we need someone externally or maybe we can manage ourselves. 

That is what makes you successful”.  

When asked what are the key success factors that enables your company to obtain continuous 

improvement, the responses suggest that the companies success factors consist of obtaining 

a good culture, good work ethics, good values, tough targets and that knowledgeable and 

proactive employees are placed in the right places.  

 

For instance Respondent A replied “The desire of the engineer to make things even better, 

improve and improve and optimize. There are so many engineers in the company so the 

general feeling is to make things even better. It´s in the culture”  

   

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) mentions Unilever´s ability of “having a good culture a 

working discipline, which means people know what is expected, good values and then tough 

targets, which means that you will not be able to reach your targets by doing what you did 

yesterday” as success factors.  

The respondents were asked, how is continuous improvement encouraged in the company?  



33 
 

Respondent A maintains that it is “so much down to the individual level. To give a top level 

view is difficult. You have to deliver something that is right by you, if you notice that this is 

not going to be perfect then you work a little bit more to make it perfect or whatever is the 

goal. It is the responsibility of the individual. Each manager and each unit has KPI´s and 

somehow help people to improve things and they get feedback that this improvement is 

happening and that it is going somewhere, for example in production we measure scraps 

and the less scraps you do every month the better the gratification or bonus system will fall 

out. We have failure tracking of products and systems and then of course the KPIs would be 

to lower the amount of failures that you will notice. These kind of things are tracked with 

KPIs and most is based on cost savings and elimination of waste, you could also say a little 

bit sustainability thinking”  

Respondent C outlines “It is managed very similarly to innovation projects. You usually see 

that, here an improvement is required. It need not be a cost efficiency issue, it could be that 

there is a need to improve the products. It is important to know where we are heading - what 

is the goal? Is it to save money or to improve quality?” 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) mentions “by never excepting standstill which means 

again, there is always a better way, always improve on quality and improve of course on 

cost and improve on sustainability” as ways in encouraging continuous improvement. 

These responses are in line with theory and the principals of TQM, wanting to contribute to 

company´s efficiency and effectiveness through continuously improving (Alänge, 2013, 

Bergman & Klefsjö, 2012; Liker, 2014 ). 

 

4.4 Challenges in terms of continuous improvement and continuous 

innovation  

     When asked what are the challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous innovation in the 

company?  

Respondents A and B agreed on the issue of time. Respondent A mentions the importance 

of involving the right people in product development. 

     Alex Liebert (Respondent A) replies “The normal one is time and money and that is the 

same for everybody. What we maybe find here is that we need to involve more people in the 

projects. I think the challenge is to involve more people that are relevant, that do not need 

to be a part of the product every time, but sometimes they should know that this is being done 

so that they can provide some feedback and involve themselves. I think it is a very important 

challenge that is difficult to solve, but that we have on our plate”.  

     Respondent B continues to maintain “The pace is very high. The development time has 

become shorter and shorter for production development. It is also possible that it might not 

be the actual development itself, it could have to do with involving new processes. The new 

processes might not exist, and then we have to move on and it is not always that easy. It may 

take much longer than one had predicted initially”. 

Furthermore, respondent C highlights another challenge “to be able to motivate everybody 

and that it should benefit the individual, not only the company. That is the biggest 

challenge”.  

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) mentions challenges such as “Mindset and people”. 
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Theory has mentioned the challenges of a very competitive market (Streiber, 2014; Cole, 

2001; Ljungberg & Larsson (2012) and this was confirmed in the responses. These answers 

indicate the importance of being able to adapt quickly to various events. Two of the 

respondents mentioned the issue of time.  Cole (2001) states that we live in a time of hyper-

competition, where shortened product life cycles is a big challenge.  

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) was also asked, as a chairman for Unilever and a former 

CEO for several multinational companies what are the main challenges for companies in 

Sweden to become or maintain a competitive advantage based on innovation? 

The response was “It is a mindset first, which means a mindset of people, and the culture is 

the second thing and values, which means it´s fun, it´s needed and it´s exciting. Then I guess 

more specific all business models of today are under threat because of digitalisation and 

robotisation etc. so the pressure of change is bigger than ever and now it is not to change to 

be more cost competitive this is more to actually be more competitive in your business model. 

I believe Sweden is normally pretty good at change. Here is a lot of course of internet and 

telecommunications which normally is a good basis for us but there are quite a number of 

new elements as well”. 

The response highlighting the importance of being competitive in the business model 

coincides with Hamel´s (2006) and Steiber (2014) view that innovation in management 

principles is imperative for the company as it creates long-lasting benefits and produces 

dramatic shifts in competitive position. Steiber and Hamel states further that although 

technology and product innovation is very important, when compared to management 

innovation the benefits are not as great (Hamel, 2006; Steiber, 2014). Steiber (2014) 

underlines that in today´s highly competitive business environment quality is a necessity but 

not sufficient.  

The respondents replied in a similar way regarding what are the perceived challenges of 

obtaining an ability of continuous innovation in the company to what are the perceived 

challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous improvement in the company.  

The predominant response was the issue of time. Also the lack of sufficient resources and at 

times customer accessibility. Also the importance of having people with the right mindset 

was brought up. 

     For instance Alex Liebert (Respondent A) mentions “It’s the same as innovation, time and 

money is always a problem. Another aspect is to maybe get feedback from the customer. If 

you work in project development projects and you do something with big batchers and with 

a lot of risks and a lot of things that can go wrong. Then it´s very usual that you get access 

to the customers, you do research and you can learn from the customers. But if you have a 

product that has been on the market for a couple of years and you would like to fix something 

maybe you don´t have as much access to customers so there is an information gap to get 

closer to the customers, maybe that is the biggest challenge” 

Respondent B also emphasizes the issue of time “finding enough time for everything. It is a 

lean organization. You do not always have sufficient resources. If you work on several 

projects simultaneously, it is difficult to prioritize. It is also difficult to assess in the starting 

face how much time it will take, that you do not know really.  It could take half a year, it's 

hard to assess sometimes”.  

Responds C responds in a similar way to respondent B “It is difficult to find the time for it 

and to give it enough space” 
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Michael Treschow (Respondent D) mentions the following “You have always challenges 

because people are not always convinced, so it is a mindset. You have to make sure that you 

have people with the right mindset. That there is a lot of energy and fun to drive change 

whether it is innovative change or it is just continuous improvement changes, it needs to be 

fun” 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) was also asked, whether there are any contradictory 

factors that impede innovation that you have encountered? His response was “I think it is 

long term versus short term, which means you run your business long term but you have to 

deliver short term and sometimes there is a conflict between the two”. 

Theory mentions the competitive conditions that exists, the challenges of the increasingly 

fast changing world and the issue of time, the amount of time has dwindled considerably 

over the years (Cole, 2001; Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012; Steiber, 2014). Steiber also 

mentions the importance of being aware of the company´s time axis, learning from the past 

and preparing for future challenges. Moreover, it is important to choose with care which 

event is worth acclimatizing to (ibid).  

 

 

4.5 The relationship between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement 

In terms of the relationship between these two activities a question concerning, how would 

you describe the relationship between continuous innovation and continuous improvement 

in the company was asked.   

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) believes for instance that there is a bit of a battle between the 

two and that continuous improvement is often prioritized due to urgency. However, he 

continues to maintain that both are just as important and the managers could facilitate in 

rectifying the balance.  Respondent B agrees.  However, respondent B mentions that 

innovation is often regarded to be more popular amongst the employees.  

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) replies in the following way “It´s an interesting question. I 

have never thought about it as a relationship but now that you ask me I think that actually 

continuous innovation has to fight against continuous improvement. Continuous 

improvement happens all of the time and there is a firefighting feeling to it, something is 

wrong and it has to be fixed, there is an urgency and maybe it’s on an individual level 

prioritized and the big innovation projects have to wait a little as I have to fix this now, as it 

is important. That is something that I could see as a problem and that could be maybe fixed 

by some help from management to understand the need for both. I think that could be an 

interesting aspect in that relationship”.  

 

Respondent B continuous to highlight that “Most employees rather work with innovation 

than improvements. It is very fun to work with innovation. It tends to get more attention too, 

although there may be more money in the improvement projects. It's a bit up to each 

individual regarding the time spent on innovation and continuous improvement. 

Improvement projects are usually more of a priority. One usually screams the loudest when 

innovation occurs, as everyone will be talking about it. So you could say it depends on how 

much time you have”. 
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Whilst respondent C mentions that the company works continuously with both. The 

company has a more formalized process for innovation as it involves more costs, continuous 

improvement on the other hand occurs naturally “we have a more formalized process for 

innovation than for improvement. But I would say that we are working continuously with 

both. Innovation is more budget-driven the second occurs more in the usual activities “. 

 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) points out “Well, I think it is difficult to really put what 

is what because change has an element of innovation and an element of improvement. So 

change is the overriding factor. Continuous change I would say can be driven by either 

continuous improvement or continuous innovation. I believe more and more as we said in 

the very beginning because of digitalisation and because of the changing environment there 

will be much more stress on innovation than continuous improvement”.  

In terms of prioritisation, three of the respondent`s responses are similar and they are in an 

agreement that continuous improvement is often prioritised.  

 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) describes the prioritisation as “No, well not purposely. 

But it is probably easier to do continuous improvement than innovation because innovation 

is unknown territory” 

Research conducted by O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) mirrors the responses in terms of 

prioritisation and the balance of these activities. Furthermore, O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) 

research pointed out that a lot of companies are tempted to favour exploitation as it is more 

likely to be successful in the short-term as exploration is often perceived to be inefficient - 

as it is associated with an increased number of bad ideas in comparison to exploitation and 

that innovation is more of a risk, in terms of costs (ibid.). 

Is continuous innovation and continuous improvement organised in the same unit or in   

two separate units?  

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) mentions that generally continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement is organised in the same unit, however, not always done by the same 

individual. Respondent C believes they are managed differently, however, sometimes there 

are exceptions and they are treated the same. 

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) describes how these two activities are organized in the 

following way “Basically, it is the same unit, but not always done by the same individual. 

What is a good solution, what we don’t have everywhere but in the some places, is that 

somebody who works in a big R & D project and has to do something all new is safeguarded 

from all the other work, so that they can focus on that and that the guys that do continuous 

improvement, managing of existing products and all of that, would only focus on that. The 

individuals are in the same unit but have different responsibilities and they wouldn´t 

interfere. That is not always the case. Sometimes an individual has several roles or is in 

several projects. One project is maybe a continuous improvement project, another one could 

be an innovation project. It is a very big company with twenty four different global 

corporations that are decentralized so there is no one answer to that, but most of the time it 

is the same unit but it is not sure that the same individual would have both responsibility”.  
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Respondent C has a similar opinion “Generally we treat them differently. However, 

sometimes we treat them the same”. 

 

When continuing to ask, how does the company manage to innovate continuously and at the 

same time improve the daily operations in order to promote quality and be cost effective?  

 

The responses varied, for instance one of the respondents indicated that they manage to 

balance these activities very well, whilst another respondent believes that their company 

needs to up their game when it comes to innovation. 

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) maintains that this activities are managed by having “different 

divisions. But some of them try to divide the individuals, but it´s still the same research and 

development company that takes care of both. There is a research and development roadmap 

but they should also consider the change of existing products where continuous innovation 

and continuous improvement happens as projects so that it gets on the same level, so that it 

can be managed and compared. If its daily work”.  

 

Respondent C replies “We manage quite well. It is a necessity in order to be competitive. 

Yes, I think management gives clear signals that this is important and time and space is 

allocated for it. There are established processes for how to handle this”. 

 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) “I think we have much to do to speed up innovation. It 

is easy because it is part of our culture continuous improvement and sometimes we call it 

innovation even if it is in reality improvement. I think we need to speed up our game on 

innovation”. 

The responses reflect O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) point of view that is based on the notion 

that different structures are required for exploitation and exploration, various authors 

underline that a company needs to accommodate both in order to achieve long term survival. 

 

How are these activities led?  

 

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) replies “In one case it could be in a similar way, on a project 

base. If continuous improvement works the same way it can be managed easily. But what 

often happens is that you have people who have a job description to take care of certain 

products and maintain it on the market and if these people also work in projects then it is 

basically that they have to somehow manage their own time and their own efforts. It is much 

decentralised and I am not sure I can answer this for the entire group” 

 

Respondent B counters “Both are lead in projects. Sometimes it concerns one person other 

times three people and sometimes a larger group depending of the skills required” 

 

 

 

4.6 The company´s culture 

When questioned whether continuous innovation and continuous improvement require 

different cultures in order to be able to be successful with these two activities, all of the 

respondents were in an agreement that they didn´t think two separate cultures were 

necessary.  
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Respondent C believes in “The same culture, being open minded for change and sharing 

your experiences and the ability to embrace when establishing new ways of working, new 

products or new ideas. It's probably the same culture behind both” 

 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) maintains that “it depends where you are coming from. 

I don´t think in the end it needs different cultures. I think that if you are not used to innovation 

and you are not having the right mindset then you need to twist somewhat the culture” 

        

       The respondents were asked, how does the company´s ability for innovation and continuous 

improvement manifest itself in the company culture?  

Alex Liebert (Respondent A) points out that you can notice the culture in the “Engineering 

spirit, to make things better. We also have a saying. There is always a better way. I think 

that is the way you can notice it”. 

       Respondent C replied in a similar way “give it enough time and space” 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) describes the way in which culture manifests itself at 

Unilever as “Well, I would say our culture of having sustainability, that drives our business 

and that is pretty innovative. But when it comes to product innovation we have a lot to do 

and of course also now digitalisation, which will put pressure on the present retail system. 

That will also require innovative thinking. So I believe we are gradually getting there, I don´t 

think we are there as yet”.  

The answers reflect the points that Kalb (2013) made, regarding the leaders imperative 

responsibility to ensure that everyone is aware of the importance of innovation. This should 

be stressed in various ways and sufficient time should be allocated for it (ibid.). The 

respondents believe that two different cultures are not required. Their opinion resembles 

Steiber (2013) view in terms of the similarities between TQM and continuously innovative 

companies. Both emphasize the importance of a strong culture, employee empowerment, the 

primary role of visible leaders and a total approach.  

 

 

 

4.7 The development of continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement in the company 

          In terms of the development of innovation and continuous improvement in the company 

over the past five years the sample agreed that there has been a slight change.  

  Alex Liebert (Respondent A) describes the difference for instance as “The focus has gone 

from looking only at the pure physical product more to the picture product and services. 

That is something where if you have a digital product you have software, continuous 

improvement is a never ending process. You will never ever have a final product as there 

will always be something that you can fix, bugs, tiny features and these kind of things. That’s 

happening a lot and it’s a steep learning curve”.   

Respondent B continues to maintain “Yes, maybe a little. One emphasizes the importance of 

innovation for the future. That's how it is. They talk less about continuous improvements. It 

comes and goes in waves” 
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Michael Treschow response is similar to Respondent B “Yeah, I think much more focus is 

on innovation”  

          Respondent C adds “yes, there are some different schools. In terms of innovation.  I think it 

is quite unchanged, but in terms of continuous improvement we are now applying Lean. It 

has not changed that much really. There are just minor adjustments” 

The answers varied and small changes such as: the importance of innovation for the future, 

innovation receives more attention than continuous improvement, the challenges of 

digitalization, more project based projects and changing management concepts have been 

acknowledged as changes during the past five years. These changes that have occurred are 

supported by numerous researchers (Ljungberg & Larsson, 2012; Steiber, 2014; Edison et 

al., 2013). 

Michael Treschow (Respondent D) was also asked, in your unique experience from for 

example Ericsson, Electrolux and Unilever in the area of innovation, how would you 

describe their main differences and similarities in terms of for instance company culture, 

barriers and the company´s ability to manage continuous innovation?  

“Well, I think that a company like Ericsson that is a continuous innovative sort of 

environment, they have of course been forced to have a much higher innovative thinking and 

mindset than for instance Electrolux or my previous company Atlas Copco. They have been 

very good at continuous improvement and that has carried them a long way now they have 

to step up their game when it comes to innovation. Unilever is probably something in 

between where innovative mindset has come further and is pretty strong but still capability 

of being innovative is not yet there. We still lack capabilities to fully utilise what is available 

when it comes to innovation”  

In terms of barriers “It depends on how high tech. There are less barriers in Ericsson 

because it is much more high tech, which means young people and new people and 

Electrolux it’s more engineering and as such less of innovation and more of continuous 

improvement.  At Unilever still our consumers are pretty conservative but at the same time 

understanding that for instance sustainability will be a big driving force going forward”.   

Regardinng the values “On values, I think all three companies you refer to have strong 

values. I would say that again the mindset of innovation has always been higher in Ericsson 

because it is such a quick changing environment. So they probably have had tougher to catch 

up on continuous improvement and trying to be at the forefront of innovation where it is new 

telecom systems.  

The responses indicate that for example technological companies, although there are very 

innovative, due to the quick changing environment, might have harder to catch up on 

continuous improvement. On the other hand, the engineering companies are less innovative 

and focus more on continuous improvement. Theory mentions that  it is necessary for 

companies to exploit existing assets and capabilities in terms of efficiency, control, variance 

reduction and to also undertake sufficient exploration in terms of search, discovery, 

autonomy and innovation in order for a company to survive in the event of changed market 

conditions (March, 1991). A study carried out by Gosen et al. (2012) over a ten year period 

concluded that companies with great technological capabilities benefited more from 

ambidexterity.   
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5. Conclusion 

This section will draw conclusions based on section four and the sub questions will be 

answered 

 

5.1. How have the innovative companies been managing and developing 

their ability to continuous innovate versus/and to continuous improve?  
 

The innovative companies encourage innovation and continuous improvement in various 

ways. The majority of the companies acknowledge good ideas, register them and spread the 

news in the company via for instance intranet and some reward their employees with 

bonuses.  

Continuous improvement is boosted by KPIs, fairly extensive process work, the mission and 

bonuses. Moreover, continuous improvement is encouraged by not accepting standstill as 

there is always a better way of doing things. However, the majority of the respondents agree 

that it is very much up to the individual.   

The companies encourage continuous innovation by for instance having a long term view, 

clear goals, a purpose and sustainability. Innovation management is present in the 

companies. Furthermore, continuous innovation was regarded by some of the respondents to 

be the most fun to work with.  

The findings suggest that there is a constant balancing act going on between continuous 

innovation and continuous improvement. The companies were very aware of the importance 

of both, however, continuous improvement was often given more attention due to the 

urgency, cost savings and there was more experience in how to deal with continuous 

improvement. A reoccurring theme was that continuous improvement occurred naturally in 

the companies and that continuous innovation was controlled more, due to costs associated 

with it. However, one respondent mentioned the difficulty of identifying what is what as 

change has an element of innovation and an element of improvement, therefore, change is 

the dominant factor. The respondent mentioned further that continuous change can be 

achieved through either continuous improvement or continuous innovation. 

Some of the innovative companies organise these two activities in the same unit, whilst 

others, generally, treat these activities differently. Whether the companies are technological 

and very innovative or engineering companies and continuous improvement driven, the 

responses indicate that both continuous innovation and continuous improvement are 

necessary for the innovative companies.  

Small changes have occurred during the past five years for instance: the importance of 

innovation for the future has been emphasized, innovation has been receiving more attention 

than continuous improvement, some of the companies face challenges such as digitalization 

and robotisation, more project based projects and changing management concepts have been 

recognized. 
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The findings imply that Sweden is quite good at dealing with change as there are a lot of 

internet and telecommunications which is considerd to be, normally, a good basis for the 

country. 

 

5.2 How does the abilities of continuous innovation versus/and continuous 

improvement manifest itself in the culture of innovative companies? 
 

The innovative companies believe that there is always a better way of doing things and this 

is well rooted in the culture. In terms of continuous innovation everyone in the companies 

are aware of its importance of continuous innovation in order to be able to survive in the 

very competitive market. In one of the companies the sustainable culture is prominent and 

innovative. None of the respondents believed that continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement requires different cultures in order to be able to be successful with these two 

activities. 

 
 

5.3 What are the innovative companies key success factors and challenges, 

in terms of continuous innovation versus/ and continuous improvement. 
 

The study has shown that there is shared belief that the main challenges for both continuous 

improvement and continuous innovation is the issue of time and resources. 

The findings suggest that the main challenges for innovative companies in Sweden are the 

mindset of people, the culture and values. Moreover, all of today’s business models are 

vulnerable due to digitalisation and robotisation. It is not sufficient to just be cost effective 

it is important to be also be competitive with your business model. Other challenges that the 

companies encountered in terms of continuous innovation was the fast pace, for instance the 

product´s life cycle is much shorter than it used to be and as a result it is more difficult to 

prioritize, to be able to motivate the employees and that changes should benefit the individual 

not only the company and the mindset and people. The findings indicate that there is 

sometimes a conflict when you are trying to run your business long term as you have to 

deliver short term. These contradictory factors can hamper innovation  

Regarding continuous improvement the challenges identified were: the lack of sufficient 

resources at times, customer accessibility and being able to have people with the right 

mindset. 

The leaders believed that the company´s key success factors in terms of continuous 

innovation are:  their ability to develop products and market products, the sales company, 

engineering based company, good knowledge regarding the customer, the ability to 

continuously improve, the right employee in the right place, clear on responsibilities, 

acknowledging the importance of innovation and cooperating with suitable suppliers and 

external partners and using sustainability as their business model.  

The key success factors in regards to continuous improvement are: the desire to make things 

better, and this was a part of the culture and it occurred naturally in the companies, good 
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working discipline, good values and tough targets, which always challenge you to improve 

your results.  
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6. Discussion 

In this section the author discusses method of choice, results, conclusion, the study´s validity 

and reliability and suggestions for future research. 

 

6.1 Research method 

The author believes that the chosen qualitative research method was appropriate for the study 

due to the sensitive and complex nature of the topic, even though interviews are often 

criticized for being subjective. By conducting semi-structured interviews it was possible to 

achieve a deeper level of understanding of the leader´s perception and it was also possible 

for the respondent to ask for clarification during the interview. Telephone interviews were 

conducted in this study. However, if face to face interviews had been undertaken then it 

would have been possible to use visual aids in order clarify even further (Cooper et al, 1998; 

Finn et al., 2000). 

Cooper et al (1998) and Kumar (1996) argue that interviews are an appropriate method for 

studying sensitive and complex areas, for instance the interviewer can prepare the 

interviewee in advance (Cooper et al, 1998 & Kumar, 1996). It is believed that it would have 

been hard to achieve a deeper level of understanding with a quantitative research method 

such as surveys. In addition it would have been difficult to assure that the respondents fully 

understood the questions as there are complex terms utilised and it would have not been 

possible to explain the meaning of these terms in a survey.  In terms of the interview 

questions regarding the company culture, a cultural analysis might have been an appropriate 

supplement to semi-structured interviews, in order to attain a deeper understanding of the 

culture. However, the aim of the study was not solely to examine the company culture of 

continuous innovation and continuous improvement.   

 

6.2 The study´s results and conclusion 

How have the innovative companies been managing and developing continuous innovation 

and continuous improvement? Moreover, what is the relationship between these two 

activities?  

The responses varied considerably, however, some of the responses were similar. When 

comparing the secondary and primary research, the findings corresponded well with the 

theory. Theory highlights the importance of encouraging continuous innovation (Kalb, 2013; 

Steiber, 2014). Steiber (2014) mentions the importance of a people centric approach in the 

six principles explaining a company’s ability to successfully continuously innovate. 

According to Kaib (2013) innovation should be a part of the job. Management plays a vital 

role in employees enthusiasm for innovation (Steiber, 2014). Innovation exists everywhere, 

however, without the support and encouragement of management it can´t fully thrive (ibid.). 

Continuous innovative companies management are often characterised by emphasizing the 

significance of innovation, continuous change and stimulates its employees with challenging 

visions and missions (ibid.). It appears that this is practiced at the innovative companies and 
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the respondents stressed the importance of encouraging continuous innovation. All of the 

companies recognise good ideas and share the news in the company. Most of the companies 

reward their employees with bonuses. Kaib, (2013) states that creating a new product 

development system that rewards innovation is an important aspect in creating an innovative 

culture. None of the respondents mentioned how they managed failure. The importance of 

embracing failure is brought up by (Kaib, 2013) as it is an important step in the process of 

success (Kaib, 2013). In practice continuous improvement is encouraged by KPIs, fairly 

extensive process work and bonuses at the innovative companies. However, all of the 

respondents agree that it is very much up to the individual and the majority of the respondents 

believed that continuous improvement occurred naturally. 

Previous research in the area of innovation management highlights the significance of 

innovation in management principles for the company, as it creates long-lasting benefits and 

produces dramatic shifts in competitive position (Hamel, 2006 and Steiber, 2014). Hamel 

(2006) and Steiber (2014) continue to argue that despite this, few companies have a well-

developed process for continuous management innovation. However, innovation 

management appeared to be practiced in the companies. The companies were very aware of 

the importance of continuous innovation. Although, some of the findings show that 

innovative mindset has developed, the capability of being innovative needs to be developed 

further as the capabilities to fully utilise what is available when it comes to innovation is 

lacking.  

The responses indicate that there appears to be a battle between the two activities. 

Continuous improvement seems to often be prioritized due to urgency, cost savings and the 

employees are often familiar with continuous improvement. Some of the innovative 

companies organise these two activities in the same unit, however, these activities are not 

always carried out by the same employee. Whilst other companies treat these activities 

differently. Although, sometimes they would be treated the same way. However, some of 

the respondents were not sure whether this applied to all of the other divisions as the 

companies were decentralised. One company indicated that it was more or less up to the 

individual regarding how they would like to prioritise these activities, it depended on the 

amount of time available. Both continuous innovation and continuous improvement were 

led in projects. Theory shows that ambidexterity has shown to be positively associated with 

sales growth. Additionally, it has been proven to be beneficial in uncertain environments and 

it has also been associated with increased innovation (Tushman & O´Reilly, 2013). Various 

forms of ambidexterity such as sequential, structural or contextual ambidexterity appear to 

be practiced in the companies. O´Reilly and Tushman (2013) point out that most researchers 

agree that organisational ambidexterity whether being sequential, structural or contextual 

can be suitable, depending on situation, and that they are effective for companies when 

facing the challenges of exploitation and exploration. 

 

The companies that have participated in this study are all multinational successful innovative 

companies. The author believes that this study can contribute to an enhanced level of 

understanding in terms of how continuous innovation and continuous improvement is 

managed and balanced in innovative companies. It is believed that it would therefore be of 

relevance to other companies.  
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6.3 The study´s reliability and validity 

There were a number of limitations encountered throughout the completion of this study and 

efforts were made to minimise the effects of these throughout. 

This research has been carried out solely by the author and the subjectivity could have been 

reduced further, if the research had involved more researchers. The respondents came from 

various backgrounds in terms of: age, nationality, field of work and their work title varied. 

Four of the respondents were male and one was female. The results gained from the 

interviews may not provide an accurate picture due to the sensitive nature of the topic. All 

of these factors could have an effect on the quality of the research as there is a lack of 

consistency in terms of the leader’s backgrounds. However, all of the leaders are involved 

with innovation. 

The generalisability of this study may be questioned as interviews are highly subjective and 

the size of the sample was restricted to four leaders. If the sample had been larger a more 

realistic view would have been achieved. However, the aim of this study was not to 

generalise as the author is aware that the information is not complete. The aim was to acquire 

an understanding of the balance between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement in innovative companies and how this activities.   

 

Four leaders declined to participate in the research due to time constraints. The sensitive 

nature of the information could also be affecting the number of participants.        

 

To assure high reliability the author has utilised an interview guide with semi structured 

questions for all of the interviews (see appendix B). The author explained the study´s 

perception of the terms continuous innovation and continuous improvement in the beginning 

of the interview, this was done once the respondents had explained their perception of the 

terms. The author felt this was important in order to minimise any misunderstandings. 

Furthermore, the author recorded the interviews and transcribed them. Unfortunately, due to 

time constraints the author has not sent a copy of the study to the respondents for feedback 

on the interpretation of the respondent’s comments. However, a copy of the study will sent 

afterwards, as agreed.    

 

All of the above indicate that the validity and reliability is fairly high in this study. 

 

6.4 Suggestions for future research 

For future research in the field of continuous innovation and continuous improvement it 

would be interesting to conduct a cultural analysis in innovative companies. This would 

enable a deeper understanding of the underlying company culture in these successful 

innovative companies. Moreover, it would be very interesting to examine the employees 

view regarding the relationship between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement and how these activities are managed and balanced. Finally, the author is 

also curious to examine Quality Managers point of view regarding this matter, whether 

their point of view regarding the balance between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement differs significantly.  
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Appendices 
                                                                                                                                 

               Appendix A 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Table 2 Advantages and disadvantages with various research methods 

 

Research Method 

 

 

Advantages 

 

Disadvantages 

 

Surveys 

 

 Low cost 

 Suitable to gather 

sensitive information - 

confidentiality can be 

stressed 

 

 

 Response rates are low 

 Bias due to non response 

 Detailed / long questionnaires 

reduce response rate 

 

 

Telephone Interviews 

 

 Many interviews are 

possible within a given 

time period 

 Access is easy and call-

backs are possible 

 

 

 Visual aids and complex tasks 

are not possible 

 Only verbal communication is 

possible 

 

 

Structured Interviews 

 

 All interviewees 

answer the same 

questions – responses 

can be easily compared 

 Reduced interviewer 

bias 

 Data can be analysed 

using statistical 

techniques 

 

 Little flexibility 

  Standardised wording may 

inhibit responses 

 Pre-determined questions may 

not be relevant 

 

 

Unstructured Interviews 

 

 Interviewer responds to 

interviewee in a 

flexible way 

 Interviewer’s role is 

minimal 

 

 Comparability of responses is 

difficult 

 Analysis of the results is more 

difficult 

 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

 

 Has the flexibility of 

the unstructured 

interview 

 Responses of key 

questions can be easily 

compared 

 

 Bias is increased, as 

interviewer selects questions 

 Some difficulty in comparing 

responses 

 

(Cooper et al, 1998 ; Finn, Elliott-White; Walton, 2000) 
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                 Appendix B 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Interview questions 

Thank you for participating in this study. A brief background and purpose of the study is 

described below followed by the main questions that I will aim to cover during the 

interview.   

In the past, management has focused on cost, lead time reduction and quality improvement 

for competiveness in the market. However, most researchers today agree that in today´s 

highly competitive business environment, it imperative for organisations to also 

continuously innovate. Achieving a balance between these two activities, the objectives of 

improved quality and increased innovation, is not an easy task.  

The purpose of this study is to acquire an understanding of the relationship between 

continuous improvement and continuous innovation in innovative companies – the balance 

between these two activities. In addition the purpose of this thesis is to examine how 

innovative companies manage continuous improvement and continuous innovation.   

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Continuous innovation 

1) What does continuous innovation mean to your company? 

2) What are the most important driving factors enabling continuous innovation in your 

company? 

3) How do you support and encourage continuous innovation?  

4) What are the key success factors that enables your company to maintain continuous 

innovation? 

5) What are the challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous innovation in the 

company?  

 

Continuous improvement 

6) What does continuous improvement mean to your company?  

7) What are the most important driving factors enabling continuous improvement in your    

company?  

8) How is continuous improvement encouraged in the company?  

9) What are the key success factors that enables your company to obtain continuous 

improvement? 

10) What are the perceived challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous improvement 

in the company? 
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The relationship between continuous innovation and continuous improvement 

11)  How would you describe the relationship between continuous innovation and 

continuous improvement in the company?  

 

12)  Is continuous innovation and continuous improvement organised in the same unit or in      

two separate units?  

 

13)  How do you lead these activities? 

 

13)  How does the company manage to innovate continuously and at the same time 

improve the daily operations in order to promote quality and be cost effective? 

 

 

The company culture 

 

15)  Does continuous innovation and continuous improvement require different cultures in 

order to be able to be successful with these two activities?  

 

16)  How does the company´s ability for innovation and continuous improvement manifest 

itself in the company culture? 

 

The development of continuous innovation and continuous improvement in the 

company 

 

17) Has the company´s perception of continuous improvement and innovation altered 

over the past five years? 
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_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Interview questions - Michael Treschow  

Thank you for participating in this study. A brief background and purpose of the study is 

described below followed by the main questions that I will aim to cover during the 

interview.   

In the past, management has focused on cost, lead time reduction and quality improvement 

for competiveness in the market. However, most researchers today agree that in today´s 

highly competitive business environment, it imperative for organisations to also 

continuously innovate. Achieving a balance between these two activities, the objectives of 

improved quality and increased innovation, is not an easy task.  

The purpose of this study is to acquire an understanding of the relationship between 

continuous improvement and continuous innovation in innovative companies – the balance 

between these two activities. In addition the purpose of this thesis is to examine how 

innovative companies manage continuous improvement and continuous innovation.   

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Continuous innovation 

1)  What does continuous innovation mean to you and why is it important for companies in  

Sweden? 

2)  As a chairman for Unilever and former CEO for several multi-national companies what 

are the main challenges for companies in Sweden to become or maintain a competitive 

advantage based on innovation? 

3)  What are the key success factors that enables Unilever to maintain continuous 

innovation? 

4)  What are the challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous innovation at Unilever?  

5)  Are there any contradictory factors that impede innovation that you have encountered? 

6)  How do you support and encourage continuous innovation?  

 

Continuous improvement 

7)  What does continuous improvement mean to you?  

8)   How is continuous improvement encouraged at Unilever?  

9)   What are the key success factors that enables Unilever to obtain continuous 

improvement? 

10) What are the perceived challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous improvement 

at Unilever? 
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The relationship between continuous innovation and continuous improvement 

11)  How would you describe the relationship between continuous innovation and 

continuous improvement at Unilever?  

 

12)  How does the Unilever manage to innovate continuously and at the same time 

improve the daily operations in order to promote quality and be cost effective? 

 

 

 The company culture 

 

13)  Does continuous innovation and continuous improvement require different cultures in 

order to be able to be successful with these two activities?  

 

14)  How does Unilever´s ability for innovation and continuous improvement manifest 

itself in the company culture? 

 

 

The development of continuous innovation and continuous improvement in the 

company 

 

15)  Has Unilever´s perception of continuous improvement and innovation altered over the  

past five years? 

16)  In your unique experience from for example Ericsson, Electrolux and Unilever in the 

area of innovation, how would you describe their main differences and similarities in 

terms of for instance company culture, barriers and the company´s ability to manage 

continuous innovation?  
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                      Appendix C 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Summary of transcript 

Interview with respondent D 

 

Michael Treschow – Chairman 

Organization – Unilever 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Continuous innovation 

1) What does continuous innovation mean to you and why is it important for companies   

in Sweden? 

For me, continuous innovation is renewal something you haven´t done before, which means 

not the process, but I mean, it is not repetitive just to do it a little better. It is actually that 

there is an element of renewal in it and that can be an administrative process or it can be a 

product innovation. We so often talk about a product innovation. But I think innovation is 

in all aspects and it becomes more and more evident when digitalisation is coming in and 

it puts a lot of pressure on all companies to do it differently. 

 

  2) As a chairman for Unilever and former CEO for several multi-national companies 

what are the main challenges for companies in Sweden to become or maintain a 

competitive advantage based on innovation? 

It is a mindset first, which means a mindset of people, and the culture is the second thing 

and values, which means it´s fun, it´s needed and it´s exciting. Then I guess more specific 

all business models of today are under threat because of digitalisation and robotisation etc. 

so the pressure of change is bigger than ever and now it is not to change to be more cost 

competitive this is more to actually be more competitive in your business model. I believe 

Sweden is normally is pretty good at change. Here is a lot of course of internet and 

telecommunications which normally is a good basis for us but there are quite a number of 

new elements as well. 

 

3) What are the key success factors that enables Unilever to maintain continuous 

innovation? 

Because also we are using sustainability as our business model and everything is driven 

through that, whether it is to get a better product, to get a better process or a better way of 

doing things. Also consumer focus, which means being close to the consumer to try to 
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understand how we can help them to have a better life, so it is very much purpose driven 

as well and then comes being clear on responsibilities, which means who is going to what. 

 

4) What are the challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous innovation at Unilever?  

Mindset and people. 

 

5) Are there any contradictory factors that impede innovation that you have   

encountered? 

I think it is long term versus short term, which means you run your business long term 

but you have to deliver short term and sometimes there is a conflict between the two.  

 

6) How do you support and encourage continuous innovation?  

I think by having a long term view, long term ambitions, clear goals and again depending 

on where you are I think still purpose and sustainability are key words 

 

Continuous Improvement 

7) What does continuous improvement mean to you?  

A little better every day.  

 

8) How is continuous improvement encouraged at Unilever?  

By never excepting standstill which means again there is always a better way and always 

improve on quality and improve of course on cost and improve on sustainability.  

 

9) What are the key success factors that enables Unilever to obtain continuous 

improvement? 

By having a good culture a working discipline which means people know what is 

expected, good values and then tough targets which means that you will not be able to 

reach your targets by doing what you did yesterday. 

 

10) What are the perceived challenges of obtaining an ability of continuous 

improvement at Unilever? 

You have always challenges because people are not always convinced, so it is a mindset. 

You have to make sure that you have people with the right mindset. That there is a lot of 

energy and fun to drive change, whether it is innovative change or it is just continuous 

improvement changes, it needs to be fun.  
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The relationship between continuous innovation and continuous 

improvement 

 

11 A) How would you describe the relationship between continuous innovation and 

continuous improvement at Unilever?  

 

Well, I think it is difficult to really put what is what because change has an element of 

innovation and an element of improvement. So change is the overriding factor. 

Continuous change I would say can be driven by either continuous improvement or 

continuous innovation. I believe more and more as we said in the very beginning because 

of digitalisation and because of the changing environment there will be much more stress 

on innovation than continuous improvement.  

 

11 B) Do you think one or these activities gets prioritised as opposed to the other? 

No, well not purposely. But it is probably easier to do continuous improvement than 

innovation because innovation is unknown territory. If you are used to how to guide, 

improve costs or whatever and whatever you have done in the past you feel comfortable 

with, but things that you haven´t done you are less comfortable with. 

 

12) How does the Unilever manage to innovate continuously and at the same time   

improve the daily operations in order to promote quality and be cost effective? 

 

I think we have much to do to speed up innovation. It is easy because it is part of our 

culture continuous improvement and sometimes we call it innovation even if it is in reality 

improvement. I think we need to speed up our game on innovation. 

 

The company culture 

 
13) Does continuous innovation and continuous improvement require different 

cultures in order to be able to be successful with these two activities?  

 

Well, it depends where you are coming from. I don´t think in the end it needs different 

cultures. I think that If you are not used to innovation and you are not having the right 

mindset then you need to twist somewhat the culture.  

 

14) How does Unilever´s ability for innovation and continuous improvement 

manifestitself in the company culture? 

Well, I would say our culture of having sustainability that drives our business that is pretty 

innovative. But when it comes to product innovation we have a lot to do and of course 

also now digitalisation which will put pressure on the present retail system that will also 
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require innovative thinking. So I believe we are gradually getting there, I don´t think we 

are there as yet.  

 

 

The development of continuous innovation and continuous improvement in 

the company 
 

 

15) Has Unilever´s perception of continuous improvement and innovation altered over 

the past five years? 

Yeah, I think much more focus on innovation  

 

16) In your unique experience from for example Ericsson, Electrolux and Unilever in 

the area of innovation, how would you describe their main differences and 

similarities in terms of for instance company culture, barriers and the company´s 

ability to manage continuous innovation?  

Well, I think that a company like Ericsson, that is in a continuous innovative sort of 

environment, they have of course been forced to have a much higher innovative thinking 

and mindset than for instance Electrolux or my previous company Atlas Copco. They 

have been very good at continuous improvement and that has carried them a long way, 

now they have to step up their game when it comes to innovation. Unilever is probably 

something in between, where innovative mindset has come further and is pretty strong 

but still capability of being innovative is not yet there. We still lack capabilities to fully 

utilise what is available when it comes to innovation   

It depends on how high tech. There are less barriers in Ericsson because it is much more 

high tech, which means young people and new people and Electrolux its more engineering 

and as such less of innovation and more of continuous improvement, and in Unilever still 

our consumers are pretty conservative but at the same time understanding that for instance 

sustainability will be a big driving force going forward. On values, I think all three 

companies you refer to have strong values. I would say that again the mindset of 

innovation has always been higher in Ericsson because it is such a quick changing 

environment. So they probably have had tougher to catch up on continuous improvement 

and trying to be at the forefront of innovation where it is new telecom systems. On 

Electrolux, as I said, there is more a continuous improvement culture and less of 

innovation which they have to speed up. Unilever is probably in between. 

 

 

 


