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Chapter 2 

Unpacking the R&D decision-making process: 

Sequencing rational, intuitive, and political 

decision making* 

Innovation decision making in technology intensive firms is complex and requires a 

combination of strategies. Grounded in the strategic decision-making literature, this study 

focused on three main processes: rational, intuitive, and political decision making. The literature 

has mainly treated those processes as separate and lacks insight on their interaction. 

Understanding the ordering among different decision-making processes can offer a more 

realistic picture that accounts for the complexity of decision making and helps firms to balance 

the different processes. Based on a longitudinal embedded case study set in the information and 

(tele)communication technology (ICT) sector, this chapter shows how these processes interrelate 

and affect innovation, focusing specifically on three key findings. First, rational analysis might 

not impact innovativeness as strongly as the literature has suggested. Second, the interaction 

between intuition and political behavior drives innovative behavior. Third, communication 

about intuitive notions improves the alignment between different decision makers. Finally, the 

chapter discusses the implications of these findings for future research on strategic decision 

making and offers practical recommendations for managing organizational decision making in 

R&D from a behavioral perspective. 

                                                
* This chapter is based on the following:  
Kolbe, Bossink, & De Man, 2013 
Kolbe, De Man, & Bossink, 2013a 
Kolbe, De Man, & Bossink, 2013b 
 
)
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2.1 Introduction 

Researchers have utilized various lenses to understand decision making in innovative 

contexts. While some researchers have divided the innovative process into a stage-gate process 

with well-defined decision points (Cooper, 2008; Krishnan & Ulrich, 2001), others have viewed 

innovation as a social process marked by cognitive and political processes within the firm 

(Swan, Newell, Scarbrough, & Hislop, 1999). This latter perspective maintains that innovative 

success is reached not by following universally valid innovation stages, but rather by 

understanding the attention and information processing skills of the professionals within firms 

and their interactions with one another (Swan et al., 1999; Van de Ven, 1986). Because 

innovation decision making is complex, both perspectives may be valuable and may even 

interrelate. Research that aims to gain a better understanding of the factors that constitute an 

effective innovation process must unknot these complex relationships, but such research is 

scarce (Hauser et al., 2006). Therefore, this study aimed to investigate how engineers in a 

technology-intense R&D department made strategic decisions regarding their innovative 

activities. Innovative activities are those actions concerned with “the generation, acceptance and 

implementation of new ideas, processes, products, or services” (Thompson, 1965, p. 2). 

Specifically, this study focused on the impact and sequencing of three streams of decision-

making processes—rationality, intuition, and political behavior—on innovation decision 

making.  

Most studies have focused on the role of decision comprehensiveness and other aspects 

of rationality in strategic decision making. The rational process perspective investigates how 

decision issues can be divided into structured decision problems that can be solved through 

analysis and thinking about the consequences of various alternatives. Intuitive decision making 

also has received increasing attention from researchers and practitioners seeking to understand 

its possibilities and limitations (for example, Dane & Pratt, 2007; Kahneman & Klein, 2009; 

Khatri & Ng, 2000). Intuition includes the subconscious and unconscious processes that guide 

human behavior and decision making (Dane & Pratt, 2007, 2009). While these processes have 

their roots in the cognitive sciences, social aspects of decision making also have been studied, 

and thus, the political perspective looks at processes marked by power, negotiation, and mutual 

influence to represent individual and group interests (Nutt, 1993).  

Researchers have pointed out the advantages and disadvantages of these perspectives, 

with most studies examining each of these decision dimensions separately. However, other 

researchers have indicated that a decision-making process may be all three—rational, intuitive, 
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and political—and may include a combination of approaches occurring in parallel (Brews & 

Hunt, 1999) or in sequence. From this perspective, decision-making processes are dynamic, 

complex, and nonlinear and intertwine with each other in an interwoven process (Langley et al., 

1995; Teisman, 2000). Therefore, studies that take only one process into account may provide 

only partial understanding of innovation decision making. Rather, research should look at 

several processes in conjunction. A perspective that recognizes that various decision-making 

processes may occur in parallel and in sequence can contribute important, more complex 

understanding of the innovation process and may offer explanations for decision behavior that 

otherwise would be undiscovered. 

A combined decision perspective acknowledges that decision-making processes occur in 

the conscious, subconscious, unconscious, and social realms. This perspective acknowledges 

that all three dimensions may influence the innovation process simultaneously and accounts for 

influences on the innovative process that may be left unnoticed from a purely rational 

perspective. An integrated perspective also may help to identify whether decision-making 

processes that occur in a specific sequence may lead to better innovation decisions. For 

example, rational approaches may cease to be relevant under certain conditions as intuitive or 

political mechanisms take over innovation decision making. Therefore, a perspective that looks 

simultaneously at rational, intuitive, and political decision making may illuminate how decision-

making processes influence each other. With these insights managers may balance different 

approaches and apply decision approaches at different stages of the decision-making process to 

reach more effective innovation decisions.  

In this study of how the rational, intuitive, and political processes interrelate in 

innovation decision making in the technology sector, we explored whether decision-making 

processes were aligned in specific sequences and whether these sequences led to effective 

innovation decisions. Through a longitudinal study of four decision cases in an R&D department 

in the information and (tele)communications sector, we sought to answer the question: “What is 

the sequence between rational, intuitive, and political processes, and how does the interrelation 

of these processes influence innovation decisions?” 

Section 2.2 below provides an overview of the empirical and theoretical research 

concerning rationality, intuition, and political behavior in strategic decision making and the 

interaction between the three processes. Section 2.3 presents the methodology of this study, and 

section 2.4 presents the results. Finally, section 2.5 discusses the results, the contributions to the 

literature, and recommendations for theory and practice. 
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2.2 Theoretical framework 

This section reviews the literature regarding each of the three decision-making 

perspectives and discusses their applications to the field of innovation. Tables 2.1a and 2.1b 

summarize the reviewed literature by author and these three characteristics: (1) the decision 

dimensions (rationality, intuition, and/or politics) focused upon, (2) the most important research 

finding, and (3) the use of empirical data. Table 2.1a lists general literature on strategic 

decision-making processes and Table 2.1b the innovation literature. The literature is organized 

according to the numbers of the decision dimensions involved. The discussion section includes 

elaboration on some findings in the table. 

 From the literature review, we constructed a theoretical framework (Figure 2.1) showing 

the most important decision characteristics that may influence the innovation process. The 

framework includes four areas: the decision dimensions of rationality, intuition, politics, and the 

interaction between two or more of these dimensions.  
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Table 2.1a  
Literature review on strategic decision-making processes and their interactions 

Authors 
Decision 
dimension 

Suggestion/Finding 
Empirical 
data 

Studies focusing on one decision dimension 
Fredrickson & 
Mitchell (1984) 

Rationality Comprehensiveness is positively 
related to performance in a stable 
environment 

Yes 

Bourgois & 
Eisenhardt (1988) 

Rationality Considering more alternatives is 
related to faster strategic 
decisions 

Yes  

Agor (1986) Intuition Intuition follows rationality to 
synthesize information 

No 

Dane & Pratt 
(2007, 2009) 

Intuition Intuition precedes and follows 
rationality 

No 

Khatri & Ng 
(2000) 

Intuition Intuition is positively/negatively 
related to organizational 
performance in an unstable/stable 
environment 

Yes  

Shapiro & Spence 
(1997) 

Intuition Intuition should be recorded first 
before a rational assessment is 
applied 

No 

Eisenhardt & 
Bourgois (1988) 

Politics Emotions (frustration, distrust, 
loyalty) influence politics 

Yes  

Studies focusing on two decision dimensions 
Dean & Sharfman 
(1993b) 

Rationality, 
Politics 

Rationality and politics are 
independent dimensions that can 
occur in parallel 

No 

Dean & Sharfman 
(1996) 

Rationality, 
Politics 

Rationality/politics 
positively/negatively influence 
decision success, even if 
controlled for the favorability of 
the environment and the decision 
implementation 

Yes 

Studies focusing on three decision dimensions 
Elbanna & Child 
(2007) 

Rationality, 
Intuition, Politics 

Rationality is positively related to 
decision effectiveness; 
Intuition is weakly and positively 
related to decision effectiveness; 
Politics is negatively related to 
decision effectiveness 

Yes  
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Table 2.1b 
Literature review on strategic decision-making processes and their interactions in the 
innovation literature 

Authors 
Decision 
dimension 

Suggestion/Finding 
Empirical 
data 

Studies focusing on one decision dimension 
Atuahene-Gima 
and Li (2004) 

Rationality Decision comprehensiveness 
leads to better/worse product 
performance when 
technological/market uncertainty 
is high 

Yes 

Van Riel, 
Lemmink, & 
Ouwersloot (2004) 

Rationality Well informed decision makers 
are related to more innovation 
success  

Yes  

Cowlrick, Hedner, 
Wolf, Olausson, & 
Klofsten (2011) 

Intuition There are substantial differences 
in individual judgment in drug 
development 

Yes 

Patzelt, Lechner, & 
Kaukien (2011) 

Politics Positive feedback from social 
environment leads to persistence 
with unsuccessful projects 

Yes  

Studies focusing on two decision dimensions 
Blattberg & Hoch 
(1990) 

Rationality, 
Intuition 

Managers should use modeling in 
combination with intuition in 
forecasting decisions  

Yes 

McNally, 
Durmusoglu, 
Calantone, & 
Harmancioglu 
(2009) 

Rationality, 
Intuition 

Managers with analytic cognitive 
style are better able to balance 
the several performance criteria 
of a project than managers who 
act intuitively 

Yes  

Eling, Griffin, & 
Langerak (2014) 

Intuition, 
Rationality 

Intuition is beneficial to 
creativity in the fuzzy front end, 
but less effective when there is a 
rational culture or decisions are 
democratic or hierarchical  

No 

Studies focusing on three decision dimensions 
Ilori & Irefin 
(1997) 

Rationality, 
Intuition, Politics 

Interactions of processes occur 
across different levels of the firm 

No 

Kester, Griffin, 
Hultink, & Lauche 
(2011) 

Rationality, 
Intuition, Politics 

Several processes occur in 
parallel; 
Intuition and politics are 
important in breakthrough ideas 

Yes  
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Decision-making processes 
Rationality  
In a rigorous and conscious effort, decision makers: 
• Collect and analyze information (Dean & Sharfman, 1996) 
• Use analytic tools (Dean & Sharfman, 1996)  
• Generate alternatives and bring new aspects into the discussion (Eisenhardt, 1989b) 
• Define goals and priorities and use them as decision criteria (Dean & Sharfman, 1996) 
• Think about consequences of several courses of actions (Dean & Sharfman, 1996) 
Intuition:  
In a nonconscious and spontaneous manner, decision makers:  
• Express emotion and affect (Dane & Pratt, 2007, 2009) 
• Use past experience and habit (Dane & Pratt, 2007, 2009) 
• Evaluate whether a course of action feels right (Hodgkinson, Langan-Fox & Sadler-

Smith, 2008; Khatri & Ng, 2000; Shapiro & Spence, 1997) 
• Express their personal judgment (Khatri & Ng, 2000) 
• Rely on their gut feelings and hunches (Hodgkinson et al., 2008; Khatri & Ng, 2000) 
Politics:  
Decision makers interact with one another in a social process and: 
• Form alliances to effectuate certain interests (Dean & Sharfman, 1996; Eisenhardt & 

Bourgeois, 1988; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Papadakis, Lioukas, & Chambers, 1998)  
• Do not share all relevant information with others in order to influence the process 

(Dean & Sharfman, 1993a, 1996; Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988; Elbanna & Child, 
2007; Papadakis et al., 1998) 

• Prioritize their personal and group goals over organizational goals (Dean & Sharfman, 
1993a, 1996) 

• Negotiate and bargain with others and trade favors (Dean & Sharfman, 1996, 1993a; 
Eisenhardt & Bourgeois, 1988; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Papadakis et al., 1998) 

• Use power and status to enforce decisions (Dean & Sharfman, 1993a, 1996; Eisenhardt 
& Bourgeois, 1988; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Papadakis et al., 1998) 

Interaction 
Decision-making processes consist of a combination of different processes in which: 
• Two or more processes are used in parallel (Dean & Sharfman, 1993b, 1996; Elbanna 

& Child, 2007; Kester et al., 2011; Ilori & Irefin, 1997) 
• One process precedes and triggers another process (Dane & Pratt, 2007, 2009; Langley 

et al., 1995) 
 
 
 

Innovation process 
• Implement new ideas, processes, or products (Thompson, 1965)  

Figure 2.1  
Theoretical framework of innovation decision making 
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2.2.1 Rationality 

For the purpose of this study, rationality is defined as “the extent to which the decision-

making process involves the collection of information relevant to the decision and the reliance 

upon analysis of this information in making the choice” (Dean & Sharfman, 1993b, p. 1071).  

The rational decision perspective has been studied extensively (e.g. Dean & Sharfman, 

1993b; Fredrickson & Mitchell, 1984), and researchers have reported positive effects of 

rationality on decision outcomes in general (Bourgeois & Eisenhardt, 1988; Fredrickson & 

Mitchell, 1984) and on innovativeness, such as NPD performance and portfolio decision 

making, more specifically (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2004; Van Riel, Lemmink, & Ouwersloot, 

2004). For example, Van Riel et al. (2004) showed that innovation success in NPD projects was 

related to how knowledgeable and well-informed the decision makers were, and McNally et al. 

(2009) found that managers with an analytic cognitive style were better able to improve their 

portfolios’ performance than managers with an intuitive cognitive style. Although rationality in 

decision making has broad support, it has some limits as a sole perspective for explaining 

innovation decision making. For example, rationality did not improve NPD and portfolio 

performance when (technological) uncertainty was high (Atuahene-Gima & Li, 2004; Kester et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, a rational perspective ignores the role of emotion, imagination, 

memories, and thought (Langley et al., 1995), and may offer an overly simplified model of 

decision making. 

2.2.2 Intuition 

Intuition has been proposed as an alternative approach to decision making and is defined 

in this study as “affectively charged judgments that arise through rapid, nonconscious, and 

holistic associations” (Dane & Pratt, 2007, p. 40). In contrast to rational processes that can be 

managed actively and consciously, intuitive processes occur on the non-conscious and 

subconscious levels (for example, Dane & Pratt, 2007; Khatri & Ng, 2000). The decision maker 

draws upon these intuitive processes through indicators (Eling et al., 2014), such as hunches and 

gut feelings (Khatri & Ng, 2000) or excitement (Agor, 1986). Accordingly, an intuitive 

decision-making process allows different decision makers to express their gut feelings, even in 

the absence of a good reasoning for the feeling, and would tolerate increased emotionality 

during the process (Eling et al., 2014). 

Research on intuition, which has revived within the last couple of years (Sadler-Smith & 

Shefy, 2004), generally has suggested positive relationships between intuition and innovation 
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outcomes in certain cases, such as in an NPD context (Dayan & Elbanna, 2011; Eling et al., 

2014) and in portfolio decision making (Kester et al., 2011). At the beginning of an NPD project 

when decisions are still fuzzy, these positive effects of intuition may be contingent upon 

surrounding factors, although empirical data are unavailable (Eling et al., 2014). However, 

another study regarding go/no-go decisions in the pharmaceutical industry showed that 

professionals’ intuitive judgments differ enormously, even when decision makers are exposed to 

the exact same information (Cowlrick, Hedner, Wolf, Olausson, & Klofsten, 2011). Additional 

insight is needed regarding how intuition is used in innovation decision making and relates to 

innovative outcomes. 

2.2.3 Political behavior 

For this study, “the political perspective on strategic decision making assumes that 

decisions emerge from a process in which decision makers have different goals, forming 

alliances to achieve their goals in which the preferences of the most powerful prevail” (Elbanna 

& Child, 2007, p. 434). 

Although the strategic decision-making literature includes many studies of the political 

perspective, few studies have looked at political behavior in an innovation context. Several 

researchers have reported negative effects for political behavior on organizational and decision 

outcomes (Dean & Sharfman, 1996; Eisenhardt, Kahwajy, & Bourgeois, 1997; Elbanna & 

Child, 2007; Nutt, 1993). While some researchers have expected negative effects of 

concentration of power on innovativeness (Thompson, 1965), Kester et al. (2011) suggested that 

political behavior may have positive effects on breakthrough product ideas if managers act in 

the firm’s best interests. These findings suggest a more differentiated perspective on political 

decision making than proposed in previous literature. Since innovation can be described as a 

social process (Swan et al., 1999), the scarcity of empirical studies about political behavior in 

innovative processes in firms is surprising. Based on the findings that indicate the relevance of 

political behavior in an innovative context, the political perspective might be underrepresented 

in the current literature. 

2.2.4 Interactions between the three decision-making processes 

Although several researchers have pointed out the importance of looking at all three 

processes in conjunction (Dean & Sharfman, 1993a, 1996; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Kester et al., 

2011; Ilori & Irefin, 1997), very little insight is available regarding their interrelation and its 

effect on the innovation process. Discovering whether these three processes occur in parallel or 
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in succession and which combinations lead to the best decision outcomes is important for a full 

understanding of decisions making.  

Dean and Sharfman (1993a) studied whether decision-making processes are independent 

of each other or whether relying on one approach necessarily implies abandoning another. They 

found that rationality and political behavior are independent dimensions that can occur 

simultaneously. Therefore, decisions may be both highly rational and highly political; every 

other combination is possible, as well. The authors indicated that decision-making processes that 

are high in rationality and low in politics generate the most successful decisions (Dean & 

Sharfman, 1993b). Other research suggests that decisions using equal shares of intuition and 

rationality are more successful than other ratios (Blattberg & Hoch, 1990). 

Although combining decision-making processes simultaneously may lead to more 

accurate decision outcomes (Dane & Pratt, 2007), this approach can be challenging because of 

how decision-making processes influence each other. For example, Eling et al. (2014) found that 

rational decision cultures may counteract the effective use of intuition in NPD because the 

process focuses only on those intuitions that can be easily justified. Although group members 

may verbalize their hunches and feelings in group decision making, expressing these intuitions 

may be problematic when decisions are based on power or majority votes. Consequently, 

valuable intuitions can be lost or may have to compete with other, contradicting intuitions (Eling 

et al., 2014). Thus both, rationality and politics, may hinder intuition. In their study of strategic 

decision making in high velocity environments, Bourgeois and Eisenhardt (1988) found that 

politics may “impede the flow of information” (p. 763). Hence, political behavior may hinder 

rationality when it precedes the rational assessment of a situation because decision makers 

cannot consider alternatives that are deliberately kept hidden. Therefore, decision-making 

processes may occur in parallel, but they also may serve to stimulate or hinder each other, which 

suggests that certain sequences of decision-making process may be more or less effective. 

Managers who actively order the sequence of decision-making processes may be able to 

influence the overall success of their decision making.  

To take advantage of the combination and sequencing of decision-making processes, 

managers must understand which interrelationships lead to the most successful decision results. 

However, researchers differ on the most important ordering. Some researchers propose that 

managers should record intuition before the rational assessment of the decision problem 

(Shapiro & Spence, 1997), others suggest intuition should follow rational analysis (Agor, 1986), 

and still others say it should be applied both before and after rational analysis (Dane & Pratt, 
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2007). However, these positions lack supporting empirical evidence, and how decision 

dimensions may be combined throughout the innovation process and which sequence produces 

the most effective decisions are yet unexplored questions. 

Research has shown that decision-making processes can occur in parallel and has 

provided some suggestions regarding the interrelation of some process dimensions. But few 

studies in the innovation literature have provided empirical data to understand the sequential 

links or have investigated the importance of applying several decision-making processes 

simultaneously. To explain decision making and gain insight into the interaction of various 

decision-making processes, these different processes must be combined in one research setting. 

Drawing on four decision-making cases in a Dutch R&D department in the technology-intensive 

sector, this study investigated the development of rational, intuitive, and political decision-

making processes to identify whether certain sequences of processes led to effective innovation 

decision making. 

2.3 Methodology 

The focus of this study was to understand how rational, intuitive, and political decision-

making processes influence innovation decision making and how they interrelate with one 

another. To explore this question, we conducted a qualitative study in an R&D department of a 

multinational firm in the Netherlands. A qualitative approach offers the opportunity to 

investigate complex phenomena, such as innovation decision making, that can be difficult to 

separate from the research context (Yin, 2009). Our aim was to elaborate on existing theory 

regarding the connections between decision-making processes rather than build a completely 

new theory (Maitlis, 2005). This approach was possible because prior research on each decision 

perspective was available.  

More specifically, the case study consisted of a single case design with four embedded 

units, following the rationale that the case could provide longitudinal data (Yin, 2009). This 

design allowed the principal researcher to track the development of several decision-making 

processes over several months and to understand changes across time. During data collection, 

the principal researcher was completely immersed in the embedded cases and on site at the firm. 

Therefore, it was possible to trace decision-making processes in real time, instead of having to 

rely on retrospective accounts, which could be biased by the respondent’s knowledge regarding 

the decision outcome (Langley et al., 1995; Schwenk, 1995).  
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In addition, the single case design had the advantage of offering considerably more 

profound insights into the relationships among the concepts of this study through detailed, in-

depth descriptions of these relationships and the context in which they occurred (Geertz, 1973). 

Case study research can generate new insights and a fresh perspective on a phenomenon, which 

serves to revive the existing literature—in this case, innovation decision making—and develop 

findings to be tested in future research (Eisenhardt, 1989a). Defining and investigating four 

embedded units—four separate decision-making processes—within the R&D department 

allowed for differentiated analysis (Yin, 2009). The advantage of this embedded design is that 

the firm context was held stable, and therefore did not interfere as a confounding variable (Yin, 

2009).  

Because of the limited sample size of case study research, and more specifically, the 

single case approach, the findings cannot be generalized to a larger population, and therefore, 

statistical validity is nonexistent. Instead, the single case approach aims to develop insights that 

have analytical validity, and to derive findings that can be generalized to a broader theory (Yin, 

2009). Therefore, this study’s insights can be expected to be analytically and theoretically useful 

for research in similar firms, that is, other technology-intensive firms with an engineering focus. 

Nevertheless, the single company approach has the disadvantage of limited analytical validity 

because it does not offer comparisons of the findings to similar firms. Despite this limitation, 

this study offers new contributions that complement the existing theory and proposes a more 

specific innovation decision-making model to explain the relationships among different 

decision-making processes. Therefore, the study’s results are theoretically valid (Maxwell, 

1992) and can be developed further and tested in future research. 

2.3.1 Sample  

The case. To ensure anonymity to the firm and respondents, the company name was 

changed to “Magnus.” A technology-intensive, multinational company, Magnus has more than 

100,000 employees of whom almost a quarter are employed in R&D. Headquartered in Europe, 

the firm has branches in 180 countries worldwide and is listed on the stock exchange. 

Traditionally, the firm has provided equipment and services within the telecommunication 

industry, but recently expanded into information and communications technology (ICT).  

The study was conducted in the R&D department of Magnus’ local branch in the 

Netherlands. At the time of data collection, the R&D unit consisted of approximately 120 

employees, most with a bachelor’s degree or higher in a technical field such as software 

engineering, electrical engineering, or physics. The department’s work activities were severely 



 57 

affected by frequent reorganizations and layoffs during the last 15 years. During this study’s 

data collection, two reorganizations were communicated and implemented. The first 

reorganization concerned the closure of a project portfolio governed by the site and the second 

the closure of the entire R&D site and the layoff of more than 90 employees. 

Before the closure of the R&D site was communicated, the Magnus headquarters had 

provided increasingly limited resources to the Dutch development unit for investments in new 

product development. Despite these unfavorable conditions for innovation—or, rather, because 

of them—several managers including the R&D unit director took action to stimulate innovation, 

such as experimenting with business approaches, markets, and technologies new to the firm. The 

aim was to develop a new product that would generate value for Magnus and thus secure the 

site’s mid- and long-term existence. The case study was based on four of the involved decision-

making processes, described below. 

Embedded units. Table 2.2 summarizes the four decision-making process cases, 

providing the decision issue for each case, the organizational unit in which the decision-making 

process took place, the type of decision, the key decision makers, and whether the decisions 

were traced in real time or retrospectively. 

As shown, Case 1 concerned reorienting the open innovation venture, which the R&D 

manager had established to improve the Dutch R&D site’s innovativeness. The manager of the 

open innovation venture worked closely with the R&D manager to build an ecosystem for open 

innovation in multimedia applications by networking with external partners, such as small and 

medium-sized firms. When this research project began, the open innovation venture had just 

failed to reach its initial goal of becoming independent from Magnus, and the initiative’s 

initiators (the R&D director and the open innovation manager) were struggling with whether 

and how to continue. Because the initiative had already begun when data collection started, 

some aspects of the decision making about open innovation were followed retrospectively and 

others were followed in real time.  

Case 2 concerned the decision-making processes of an innovation team that was 

developing new products. The innovation team was a unit of technicians assigned to develop 

concepts and ideas for innovative products and technologies outside the standard roadmap for 

product development in the R&D unit. After the first reorganization occurring during the study’s 

data collection, this group’s leadership changed and new employees joined the innovation team. 

As the group struggled to focus their activities around a concrete goal, the data analysis 

concentrated on investigating how the innovation process was organized. Decision makers 
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included two managers during the data collection and an operational manager responsible for the 

team’s daily activities. Most decisions were followed in real-time, but some retrospective 

accounts were necessary to understand the decisions and their context.  

Case 3 consisted of meetings to formulate a common innovation strategy that would 

synchronize innovation activities throughout the firm, an activity that occurred in reaction to 

changes in the firm’s structure. Several units were involved in this decision-making process: the 

open innovation venture, the innovation team, and a unit called “alpha portfolio,” which is 

described in more detail below. Key decision makers were the director of the R&D department, 

the open innovation manager, the two managers from the innovation team and a strategic 

product manager responsible for the alpha portfolio. The process was initiated and finalized 

during data collection, thus in real time. 

Case 4 had to do with decision-making processes involving new telecommunication 

product development decisions within the alpha portfolio, a unit initiated in approximately 2006 

and terminated shortly after this study’s data collection began. The portfolio was ended 

following the Magnus headquarters’ decision to restructure the portfolio environment. The alpha 

portfolio consisted of a cross-functional team of technicians, product managers, sales persons, 

and marketing experts who worked together to develop the product and offer new technological 

features and releases. Studying this case yielded insights into the way new product development 

decisions were made in more standardized and core products. Because the unit was closed 

around the same time that data collection started, the process was followed retrospectively. 
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2.3.2 Data collection  

Data sources included 1) interviews with informants inside and outside the firm, 2) 

observations of meetings, and 3) an analysis of secondary sources, such as company documents, 

processes, organizational charts, documented presentations, and meeting notes. Table 2.3 

provides an overview of the collected data. 

Data were collected during a nine-month period. Because the outcome of innovation 

decision making is often unclear as it is unfolding, we chose to use a longitudinal single case 

study with an embedded design; therefore, this study differs from most studies of strategic and 

innovation decision making, which traditionally have used retrospective accounts (Langley et 

al., 1995; Schwenk, 1995). 

The interviews were between 20 minutes and two hours in length, with most lasting 

approximately 1.5 hours. Semistructured interviews were conducted with key persons involved 

in innovation decision making within the R&D site, identified by the R&D director and through 

interactions with interviewees throughout the data collection. The respondents were asked about 

their professional backgrounds and career development, the decisions they were involved with, 

their involvement in rational, intuitive, and political processes, their experience with decision 

making within the firm and how it affected their work. During the study period, data was 

collected from a variety of meetings through nonparticipant observation. A detailed diary was 

used to register each day’s activities, observations, and impressions (Eisenhardt, 1989a).  

In total, five researchers were involved in this case study: the principal researcher, two 

senior researchers, and two junior researchers. The principal researcher conducted all interviews 

and was present on site throughout the whole project. Figure 2.2 provides an overview of the 

data collection process. Throughout the research project, the principal researcher consulted 

regularly with the two senior researchers to make sense of the available data, test and elaborate 

the fit of theories with the available information, and discuss the next steps for data collection. 

In Figure 2.2 this process is shown above the horizontal bar, indicating the timeline. In addition, 

the principal researcher held feedback sessions with the firm’s managers to test the 

interpretations and adjust the research approach as necessary. This process is represented below 

the horizontal bar in Figure 2.2. After the data was collected, the two junior researchers became 

involved, transcribed most of the interviews and offered interpretations based on existing theory.  
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Table 2.3  
Summary of data sources 

Data Sources Quantity 
Formal interviews  
Executive manager 1 
Other managers 8 
Technicians  12 
External collaborators 3  
Total 24 
Meetings  
Project meetings 8 
Steering group 3 
Weekly team meetings 11 
Monthly firm meetings  3 
Presentations 3  
Total 28 
Documents  
Documentation on organizational 
processes and project management 

68 

Organizational charts 18 
Presentations and meeting notes related 
to cases 

13 

News communications 4  
Total 103 
Observations  
Diary • Approximately 40 days 

of on-site observation 
• 49 pages annotations 

(single-spaced) 
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2.3.3 Data analysis 

Interviews and meetings were recorded and verbatim transcriptions were used for the 

data analysis. A case study database was established using the software NVivo 10 and digital 

and analog analyses were conducted. The level of analysis was at the decision process case 

(Eisenhardt, 1989a; Langley et al., 1995). 

Data analysis consisted of three steps. First, a list of all issues (activities and events) 

concerning how innovation was or should be conducted within the R&D site was compiled. This 

list was then organized according to main themes and developments across time. From this 

process, the four cases summarized in the previous section were derived.  

Second, the interviews and observations were coded and categorized. These categories 

correspond to axial coding, second order coding, and first order coding. This study sought to 

expand existing theory; therefore, concepts, categories, and to some extent, the codes, were 

developed before data analysis and did not emerge from the data. Consequently, this study’s 

coding process was fundamentally different than theory building coding processes of other 

researchers (for example, Charmaz, 2014; Glaser & Strauss, 2009). The categories and codes 

were refined during data collection to better operationalize the concepts of rationality, intuition, 

and politics. For each of these three concepts, five categories were formed based on the 

literature regarding each concept and then verified after an initial round of coding. These 15 

concepts are as follows: 

• Rationality—collect and analyze information, define goals, use (analytic) tools, 

generate alternatives, and think about consequences in terms of a goal 

• Intuition—personal judgment, gut feelings, past experience, emotional moments, and 

feelings of “fit” 

• Politics—interests/preferences/goals, negotiate/bargain, power, alliances, and 

information.  

After an initial round of coding, a specific set of observable codes was developed to 

guide the coding process for each category. The codes, categories, definitions of the concepts, 

and categories are summarized in Appendix B. 

Third, in order to build a model of innovation decision making (Figure 2.4) we 

conducted within case and cross case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989a) of the four decision cases to 

identify patterns (Yin, 2009) in the sequencing of the decision-making processes. We used 

memo-writing and tabulation to develop the model and summarize the findings (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). 
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In summary, the study was based on a single case design with four embedded units to 

develop analytically generalizable conclusions regarding decision making in similar situations. 

The purpose was offer a model of the relationships among different decision-making processes 

that could be further developed and tested and used to refine theory on innovation decision 

making.  
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Decision-making processes 
Rationality (little use: Case 3; moderate use: Case 1, Case 2; strong use: Case 4) 
In a rigorous and conscious effort, decision makers: 
• Consulted scientific literature (Case 1) 
• Used feasibility studies as decision criterion (Case 2) 
• Used formalization to turn the NPD process into a stage-gate-like process (Case 3) 
• Used data and “numbers” in meetings and distributed clear responsibilities (Case 4) 
• Used project management tools (for example, Agile software development, Case 4) 
• Presented ideas with PowerPoint (Case 1, Case 3) 
• Consulted colleagues and experts (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3, Case 4) 
Intuition (little use: Case 2, Case 3; strong use: Case 1, Case 4) 
In a non-conscious and spontaneous manner, decision makers:  
• Integrated intuition into go/no go product decisions (Case 2) 
• Held strong affectively charged opinions and judgments regarding how innovation should be conducted (Case 

2, Case 3) 
• Formulated a vision based on gut feelings and emotion (Case1, Case 2, Case 3) 
• Relied on expertise and intuitions  (Case 4) 
• Managers encouraged technicians to use their intuition (Case 4) 
Politics (little use: Case 4; strong use: Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
• Innovative activities were hidden from other managers (Case 1, Case 2) 
• Avoided standard procedures and centralized processes (Case 1, Case 2) 
• Used negotiation with stakeholders to lobby certain innovative interests (Case 1) 
• Influenced others to maintain decision autonomy (Case 3) 
• Realized their own innovation interests against other people’s ideas (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
Interaction (strong use: Case 1, Case 2, Case 3; moderate use: Case 4) 
Decision-making processes consisted in a combination of different processes in which: 
• Strong intuitions regarding new products and processes triggered a political process (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
• Intuition was used to assess whether to engage in political behavior (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3, Case 4) 
• The success of the political process improved when intuitions were communicated openly throughout the 

decision-making process (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
 

Innovation process 
The decision-making processes influenced implementation of new ideas, processes, or products in the following 
ways: 
Rationality: 
• Led to incremental innovation regarding core technologies, ensured good coordination of diverse activities, led 

to an effective process, process was enjoyable to employees and management (Case 4) 
• Was not used intensely in turbulent environments, managers had difficulties to exchange the right amount of 

information with stakeholders (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
Intuition 
• Led to more radical innovation, such as products, technologies, markets, and processes (Case 1, Case 2) 
• Development activities were conducted quickly (Case 4) 
• Motivated decision makers and directed their energy and proactivity (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
• Opposing intuitions created conflict and diversion regarding adequate innovation activities, communication 

was complicated (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
Politics 
• Ensured autonomy to conduct new innovation activities; kept innovation processes out of every-day business 

(Case 1, Case 2) 
• Different interests of managers led to course changes and lack of focus (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3) 
• Equal power distributions led to lack of focus in innovation activities and diversion of strategies (Case 2, Case 

3)  
Interaction 
• Intuition followed by political behavior created enduring innovative efforts (Case 1, Case 2, Case 3, Case 4) 
• Successful facilitation of communication about opposing intuitions improved stakeholders’ commitment (Case 

2) 
• Unsuccessful facilitation of communication about opposing intuitions negatively impacted commitment in a 

common innovation strategy (Case 1, Case 3) 
Figure 2.3  
Analytical framework of innovation decision making 
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2.4 Results 

This section describes the most important findings on rationality, intuition, and politics 

and their interaction in the four cases. Following the structure of the theoretical framework 

(Figure 2.1), the section includes a comparison of these three decision dimensions. Figure 2.3 

provides an operationalization of the decision dimensions and shows how these dimensions 

were implemented in the cases. The findings are presented according to the three decision 

dimensions and the interaction between two or more dimensions. Figure 2.3 also indicates the 

strength of each observed decision-making process and summarizes the respondents’ concrete 

behaviors in each case. The lower portion of Figure 2.3 summarizes the interaction of each 

decision dimension on the innovation process.  

This section presents the most significant and surprising findings within each case, the 

cross-case analysis, and the influence of each decision dimension on the innovation process. 

Some explanatory examples and citations illustrate the findings.  

2.4.1 Rationality 

Rational decision making occurs on a conscious level and uses input from 

comprehensive information gathering and analyses as criteria of choice. Although all four cases 

included rational techniques to some degree, only Case 4 was dominantly marked by rational 

decision making. Rational decision techniques led to a number of positive outcomes: smooth 

coordination of diverse activities, facilitation of communication, and an effective process that 

was highly enjoyable for employees and management. However, applying rational decision 

approaches was considerably more difficult in more turbulent decision-making processes, 

leading to an overreliance on short-term goals and preventing innovative leaps. In these 

contexts, information exchange among stakeholders without burdensome details was especially 

challenging.  

Case 4 consisted of NPD decisions regarding a product offered internationally to 

telephone operators. Team members were well acquainted with each other’s responsibilities and 

allowed the most knowledgeable individuals to make decisions:  

The technicians had to know exactly what we wanted because they had to make 

agreements with the partners. (Case 4) 

Team members granted each other autonomy for their respective decisions and did not 

interfere. In weekly meetings, the product manager presented the most recent numbers regarding 
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the product portfolio to the team, which provided a good opportunity for decision making and 

helped to anticipate relevant developments in the firm, such as an upcoming reorganization.  

I have to compliment [our manager] because he organized these weekly 

meetings, and if you look at other managers, they just don’t do that. He 

organized the meeting and presented data and numbers. (Case 4) 

In addition, the team utilized project management and software management tools to 

make product development decisions and solve conflicts based on facts.  

In Cases 1 and 3, rational processes were less influential. For example in Case 1, the 

respondents struggled to accept the firm’s open innovation strategy. Although the initiative’s 

manager consulted business literature and leading experts on open innovation in science and 

practice, he struggled to communicate his knowledge with other employees. Part of the 

difficulty stemmed from other stakeholders’ concerns with accomplishing their own short-term 

goals (such as sales targets). As a result, they were less open to the often ambiguous information 

regarding the open innovation initiative. One of the initiative’s directors mentioned that he was 

sometimes “running too far ahead” of others in the company.  

This is a learning curve to understand which new technologies to introduce into 

which new markets. And what I regret—and I blame myself for it—is that we fed 

back too little of our experience to the organization, or at least not explicitly 

enough. (Case 1) 

Decision-making processes in Case 2 developed to a more rational and formalized way. 

For example, the innovation team managers implemented a stage-gate process to review the 

progress of the innovation projects. The aim was to align the projects with recent developments 

in the firm, but also to keep the stakeholders within the firm informed. During these meetings, 

people asked questions, analyzed information, and considered the consequences of different 

alternatives:  

Give me more body. Explain what you mean by “marketing” . . . You are going 

to invite InsurancePlus [firm name changed to ensure anonymity]. They are 

coming here and you are having a nice afternoon, and then? What happens next?  

. . . And what do you expect as deliverables? (Case 2) 
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2.4.2 Intuition  

Intuition is used when the decision maker draws upon the unconscious and subconscious 

in forms of hunches and feelings. In an intuitive decision-making process, the decision maker 

verbalizes these intuitive signals and brings them into the process. In all four cases, intuitive 

decision making had primarily positive effects on the innovation process. Intuition led to 

quicker new product development, more radical innovations for approaching new markets and 

technologies, and more motivated and proactive decision makers. However, the intuitions of 

different decision makers could be opposed to each other, resulting in conflicts over which 

innovative activities to pursue.  

The R&D department in which the cases were set did not offer a favorable environment 

for innovation because during the last few years, Magnus’ headquarters had increasingly 

focused on short-term goals. There was no official assignment to engage in research and NPD. 

Nevertheless, managers within R&D had strong intuitions regarding the need to innovate. For 

example, a respondent in Case 1 said the motivation to develop open innovation activities “only 

happened because I had the vision to innovate,” and in Case 2, a respondent said the reasons for 

investing in a new product area were because “I have the talent to foresee what the next trend is 

after this one, what comes in the future, in two or three years.”  

These examples show that intuition was driving managers’ decisions to engage in 

innovative activities, and to maintain the activities even when they failed to produce profit:   

We puzzle and work hard to see what’s next . . . because if you’d measure it in 

terms of existing ambitions, we should unplug [the open innovation venture]. But 

then you’d throw away the investment of years. (Case 1) 

Rather than rationality, emotional attachment drove the initiative, which resulted in the 

search for a new focus and helped to orient the open innovation strategy. In several instances, 

one of the directors of the open innovation initiative referred to himself as the “papa” of the 

initiative and called the initiative “my baby.”  

Sometimes it is important to listen to your guts . . . Even in the literature you will 

not find Columbus’ egg [a simple solution to the problem]. (Case 1) 

Employees found the freedom to act upon intuition very satisfactory and enjoyable. For 

example, engineers in Case 4 took pride in their intuition and saw its quality improve with many 

years of experience: 
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 [My manager’s advice] was very pragmatic—just follow your common sense, 

use your intuition, so to say. To apply adjustments in the software, it is necessary 

to find orientation without using a manual to understand how it all works. It is 

important to be a little intuitive and then it’s a question of seeking out broad 

guidelines. Honestly, I think we have succeeded pretty well in it. (Case 4) 

2.4.3 Politics 

Decision makers’ personal goals and interests mark a political decision-making process. 

These interests are enforced through power, negotiation, and alliances. Except for Case 4, 

political behavior played an important role in all cases and had both positive and negative 

effects on the innovation process. On the negative side, group decisions often were a patchwork 

of the managers’ various personal interests rather than a common unified strategy or solution. 

On the positive side, political maneuvering fostered highly innovative activities that otherwise 

would have been prevented by the higher management. Political behavior, such as keeping 

certain activities outside of the firm’s standard procedures, led to greater decision autonomy and 

independence from short-term goals. 

In Case 1, the open innovation venture was established through the R&D site’s 

autonomous effort and was separate from the higher management, which tolerated but did not 

support the initiative. This process was carefully managed. As one respondent said: 

You have to make sure to place your initiative high enough [in the decision 

hierarchy], but not so high that everybody interferes, because otherwise it will be 

dead before you can even start. (Case 1) 

The manager hid the initiative to some extent to protect it. The initiators anticipated that 

as soon as an initiative became successful, everybody would want a piece of the pie. One of the 

open innovation initiators said: 

If we’d placed the open innovation venture dominantly on the Magnus planning, 

it would have never succeeded. We do not keep it secret, but we keep it under the 

decision-making radar and do not engage in activities that are prohibited. (Case 

1) 

In Case 2, political behavior played an important role in the innovation team 

management because the team’s activities were dependent on the manager’s individual vision. 

When the innovation team manager left the company and the team changed leadership, team 

members anticipated implications for their activities: 
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 [My boss] granted us autonomy . . . He is very active, but it’s never visible. 

Formation, politics, he did all of that. He kept our group out of discussions [and 

now that he’s gone] we are going to get more of that. (Case 2) 

Hence, managers followed their innovative interests to manage the political process. 

While the former manager had kept the team out of the firm’s most traditional business, the new 

manager wanted to move the team’s activities closer to the firm’s core.  

In Case 3, political decision making was extremely high. The most interesting finding 

was that each manager had a different interest regarding which innovation activities should be 

conducted within the firm, but made only a limited effort to integrate these different 

perspectives. One respondent said: 

Alex pulls in one direction, and Marc pulls in one direction, and Michael pulls in 

one direction, and Andy thinks “Hmmm” and adjusts afterwards . . . I think that 

this is not clever; this is not a good meeting method to reach results . . . This is 

not a strategy, but I call it diverging—it goes in any direction. (Case 3)  

Reluctant to learn from others’ experiences, decision makers ignored the gut feelings of 

others as far as possible. The dialogue revolved around informing the group of individual 

perspectives, but only partially integrated the comments and feedback. A manager who later 

joined the initiative openly criticized the failure to integrate feedback and to select a common 

point of departure. Hence, in Case 3, political behavior hindered formulation of an R&D 

strategy. 

In Case 4, political behavior did not play a role as personal interests and power did not 

significantly influence the decision-making processes. Instead, people communicated openly, 

based their meetings on facts, and encouraged the expression of intuition. 

In summary, when higher management emphasized short-term goals, engineers and 

managers in R&D centers engaged in political behavior to realize innovative strategies and to 

make autonomous decisions. Their political behavior was not irrational because it was based on 

the notion that managers must take charge of the R&D center’s long-term existence or they 

would be without a job. The decision makers in this study did not act against the firm’s strategy; 

however, they did follow their own personal interests and kept activities hidden from the 

mainstream. They also used pressure to influence other stakeholders. Political behavior was 

important for implementing innovative strategies. 
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2.4.4 Interaction 

The data indicated three findings regarding interactions. First, intuition preceded and 

drove political behavior in innovation decision making, and second, the way in which intuition 

was communicated had an important influence on the effectiveness of political behavior. The 

third finding was that interactions between rationality and the other dimensions only marginally 

affected innovation. These findings are described below.  

Intuition triggered political processes. The data indicated that managers used a 

combination of intuitive and political strategies to implement innovative actions within their 

divisions. Intuitive processes had an important influence on whether managers engaged in 

political behavior to try to implement an innovative strategy. In all cases, managers used their 

intuition to detect technological and business opportunities and to decide which activities to 

pursue against the mainstream.  

As mentioned before, intuition was important for identifying innovative opportunities. 

Managers were aware that engaging in innovative activities implied investing a vast amount of 

energy in the political process. For example, one manager characterized the innovation process 

this way: 

I think innovation is incredibly important and I try to put it on the agenda and to 

keep it there. Sometimes, this is a crusade. Last year, I have won the innovation 

award in this company. (Case 4) 

When managers did not have a gut feeling that investing time in a certain area was 

worthwhile, they did not pursue it. For example: 

It is fed by my gut feeling. If I don’t have that feeling, I completely disengage in 

those things; I don’t spend energy on it. (Case 4) 

On the contrary, when people were convinced of a certain direction, they endured 

resistance along the way to pursue their personal innovation interest. Here is another example of 

a manager who was ready to face conflict to conduct innovation: 

I very much act upon my feeling, and I have had a lot of fights with people within 

Magnus . . . I only do things that have additional value for Magnus as a 

company, and it doesn’t bother me to step on people’s toes when they only try to 

protect their domain; I ignore that. (Case 4) 
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Intuition also was an important aid in maneuvering the political process. Managers 

indicated that over the course of years they had learned to get a feel for evaluating the political 

feasibility of a project. For example: 

I am a creative-chaotic type of person . . . and I just know, based on my rich work 

experience, that some [political processes] are going to succeed and others 

aren’t. (Case 2)  

It’s a quest. [Finding what is interesting for more parties] often is . . . not 

something mathematical [the manager uses his hands to imitate a set of scales]. 

(Case 2) 

In sum, intuition helped managers see the urgency to realize their innovative vision and 

to know which political strategies to follow. This strong reliance on a feeling of what was right 

to do gave the respondents the strength to endure conflict and to respond to the frustration of 

other decision makers. Thus, intuition intensified decision makers’ firmness in political 

processes. 

Communicating intuition explicitly improves political decision-making quality. Intuition 

and political behavior interacted throughout the decision-making process, and intuition 

influenced how smoothly the political process worked. The findings in Case 1, Case 2, and Case 

3 indicated that decision-making processes differed to the extent that intuition was expressed 

openly or managed openly by the respective chairperson of the meeting. In Case 2, some 

meetings were strongly marked by negative, affectively charged judgments, such as one 

participant’s comment: “In my opinion this is way too easy. Honestly, I think . . . yes, that is 

nonsense!” Other decision makers responded emotionally to such strongly negative expressions, 

and some threatened to leave the meeting. However, not all meetings in Case 2 included 

negative judgments, and some were marked by positive responses, such as: “I think this is great 

. . . this is absolutely fantastic.” 

Negatively charged judgments did not necessarily lead to unmanageable conflict, 

depending on how the judgment was managed and whether other decision makers attempted to 

understand the remarks. In Case 2, participants communicated openly and listened to others’ 

intuitions, behavior that the management encouraged. A positive example of how to handle 

intuition came from the innovation team steering group meeting in which the committee 

discussed whether to continue or stop new product development projects. All decision makers 

had the opportunity to express their opinions and all listened to the others’ judgments. The head 

of the meeting said: 
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[The meeting went well] because each person was given room to say something, 

and, in my opinion, others really asked them “What do you mean?” . . . and 

“What do you think?” Then you are really listening, instead of saying “I think it 

should be this or that.” (Case 2) 

On the other hand, intuitions were not openly discussed in Case 3. The decision makers, 

who were trying to come up with a common innovation strategy, were quick to offer their own 

opinions, judgments, and visions, but largely ignored others’ intuitions and did not engage in a 

dialogue. For example, one of the managers proposed his plan to implement idea boxes in the 

firm. Some managers agreed with the plan, but one individual expressed strong reservations. 

After one meeting, he said:  

We’ve been doing a lot of these things since three or four years, and now the idea 

box is back on the table. Well, at least [they should] ask briefly how it went in the 

past and why it didn’t work out . . . Now we just do it again, and that bothers me 

because, yes cool idea, but we have tried and it failed for a number of reasons 

that are not up to us. (Case 3) 

Another manager also supported him, but the remaining decision makers systematically 

ignored their concerns. The failure to listen to one another led to multiple individual strategies 

instead of creating one common goal. 

In summary, when communication of intuition—especially opposing intuitions—was 

well facilitated, then decision makers’ commitment to the overall process was strengthened. 

Poorly facilitated communication had a negative impact on commitment to a common 

innovation strategy. 

Interactions between rationality and other dimensions had only marginal impact. The 

results showed no significant impact of the interaction between rationality and politics or 

rationality and intuition on the innovation process. As mentioned, rationality was used in Case 2 

to formalize the product development decision-making process.  

However, there were some interactions between intuition and rationality. Several 

respondents said that they used rationality to verify and communicate their intuitions. For 

example: 

It is in principle a decision based on the feeling of the product, like “this could 

be an interesting field for us to invest in,” and then the next step is, can we make 

it more concrete than just a gut feeling. (Case 2) 
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In some cases you want to safeguard yourself by doing everything right and by 

doing the right checks, et cetera. And then, often, it would not have been 

necessary to do these checks; my gut feeling would have been enough to make 

that decision, but nevertheless, you want some security before you make the 

decision. (Case 2) 

Thus, the most important functions of rationality in the cases were to justify logically the 

use of intuition in technical and strategic decisions and to formalize decision-making processes. 

Rationality served as a tool to communicate, but not necessarily to make innovation decisions.  

2.5 Discussion 

With some exceptions, most of the existing innovation literature has examined rational, 

intuitive, and political decision making separately. With this research, we sought to study all 

three processes in conjunction, and to examine how the processes and their interactions, 

specifically their ordering, influenced innovation. Empirical findings are especially insufficient 

regarding the succession of decision-making processes throughout decision making. The 

findings resulted in a model of decision making that conceptualizes these interactions and the 

succession of processes (Figure 2.4).  

Intuition, rationality, politics, and the implementation of new ideas, processes, or 

products were derived from the literature and ordered in the model according to their appearance 

in the case studies. The variable of communication was derived from the research findings. The 

numerals in the model indicate the sequence of the processes, and the arrows indicate the 

direction of the influence between decision dimensions. Thus, the order of decision-making 

processes is first intuition, then political behavior, and finally, rationality. Intuition influences 

both political behavior and rationality. Politics influences rationality and the implementation of 

new ideas, processes, or products. Rationality and the implementation of new ideas, processes, 

or products influence each other mutually. Finally, communication impacts the quality of the 

relationship between intuition and political behavior.  
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Figure 2.4 
Model for innovation decision making in Magnus 

These decision-making processes and their interactions influenced the innovation 

process in three important ways. First, the data indicated that intuition was necessary to identify 

new innovation interests and to decide whether to engage in the political process. Managers 

mobilized energy to invest in an activity only when their gut feelings told them the activity was 

worthwhile. Intuitive processes facilitate holistic and associative assessments of complex 

contents and stimuli (Dane & Pratt, 2007), and therefore, these processes may be better suited 

than rational processes for complex innovation decisions. 

Second, managers with strong intuitions regarding a new innovative strategy reacted to 

this intuitive trigger by taking political actions. For example, they convinced other stakeholders 

of their idea or enforced their interests against the will of others. Political behavior influenced 

innovative behavior most directly because managers used political strategies—especially 

keeping certain projects hidden—to realize their innovative ideas. With this approach, managers 

ensured their ability to deviate from organizational norms. Criscuolo, Salter, and Ter Wal (2014) 

labeled such innovative activities that occur without the organization’s support as “bootlegging” 

(a term that derives from the practice of hiding bottles of alcohol in one’s boot during 

Prohibition). Such activities may increase an individual’s autonomy to engage in proactive 

innovative endeavors (Criscuolo et al., 2014). Therefore, intuition is a starting point that 

activates political behavior, and this interaction drives innovative behavior. 

Third, although rationality played a role in all the decision-making processes in this 

study, decision makers in innovation processes were not primarily concerned with building 

solid, comprehensive argumentations based on information and data. On the contrary, 

construction of such argumentations may have curtailed the most innovative approaches within 

the R&D department. For this study, rational decision making did not drive innovation as 
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strongly as intuition and political behavior, a finding that seems to confirm earlier assumptions 

that a rational decision culture diminishes the positive effects of intuition (Eling et al., 2014). 

Other research findings have indicated that new product development teams use analytical 

processes in a project’s explorative and ambiguous stages (De Visser, 2013), but in contrast this 

case study demonstrated that rationality was used to orient and optimize the innovative activities 

once intuition and political behavior gave direction to the innovative behavior. Rationality also 

was used to formalize innovative activities and make the innovation process more efficient, as 

the bidirectional arrow in Figure 2.4 indicates. 

These results have implications for effective interaction of decision-making processes in 

innovation. More precisely, the way in which intuition is used throughout the decision-making 

process may have important implications for the effectiveness of political behavior. Earlier 

research has pointed out the disadvantages of political behavior on the decision-making process, 

because different interests compete with each other (Elbanna & Child, 2007). Potentially, as 

Eling et al. (2014) suggested, political processes may involve opposing intuitive judgments of 

different decision makers. This study’s findings suggest that political processes might not 

necessarily have negative implications on the decision-making process if intuition is 

communicated successfully. Such communication of intuition improves the alignment between 

different actors, and bridges the gap between decision makers, even when they have opposing 

intuitions.  

Existing literature has proposed that rational approaches should be used to overcome 

conflicts, for example, by focusing the debate around facts (Eisenhardt et al., 1997). Following 

this reasoning, feelings should be suppressed, controlled, or expressed very carefully 

(Hochschild, 2003; Morris & Feldman, 1996). However, our findings indicated that individuals 

may leave a meeting unconvinced and uncommitted when intuition-based doubts were 

continuously countered with rational arguments. In contrast, when people were allowed to state 

their concerns openly and to engage in dialogue, decision makers were more agreeable to the 

overall process. These findings align with those of Seo and Barrett (2007), who found that 

intense feelings can promote decision making and individuals can improve decision making 

when they learn to identify their emotions and feelings and thus, are able to have better control 

of their biases. Decision makers’ underlying beliefs and attitudes are revealed when team 

members address their colleagues’ affectively charged expressions. Only when people adjust the 

underlying attitudes and belief structures can they change their behavior and reach different 

outcomes (Argyris, 1976). Making attitudes conscious through discussion and successful 

moderation can be a first step to bringing decision makers with different intuitions closer 
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together. Research from the area of public-private R&D collaborations has indicated that 

projects profit from a well-designed dialogue between different stakeholders that facilitates 

learning (Roelofsen et al., 2011). This study’s findings show that such a carefully designed 

dialogue is also necessary when different stakeholders work within the same firm.   

2.5.1 Theoretical contributions 

This study offers four major contributions to the existing R&D and innovation literature 

and the strategic decision-making literature.  

First, this study contributes to the strategic decision-making literature by presenting a 

model of the innovation decision-making process (Figure 2.4) that depicts an ordering of the 

decision-making processes and the interactions among the processes. This contribution is in 

response to calls from other researchers to study the ordering and interaction between the 

processes (Dean & Sharfman, 1993b, 1996; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Ilori & Irefin, 1997; Kester 

et al., 2011). This model indicates that the decision-making process with the strongest influence 

on innovation is intuition, followed by politics, and then rationality. In other words, intuition 

governs the initial and exploratory first phase of an innovation process (which the NPD 

literature refers to as the “fuzzy front end”), while politics ensures the necessary resources and 

support within the firm. In a later stage, rationality is used to formalize the innovation processes 

and to reach more efficiency.  

A second contribution is the finding that intuition and political behavior interact in 

innovation decision making. Earlier research largely disregarded the relationship between the 

two, and most existing research has focused instead on the rationality-intuition dimension (for 

example, Agor, 1986; Dane & Pratt, 2009; Elbanna & Child, 2007; Shapiro & Spence, 1997) or 

the rationality-political dimension (Dean & Sharfman, 1993b). Earlier research has pointed out 

the disadvantages of political behavior (Elbanna & Child, 2007). However, in line with Kester et 

al. (2011), our findings suggest that political behavior can have positive effects. Acting with 

some amount of secrecy may represent the only chance for firms to innovate when higher 

management focuses on short-term goals. This study found that managers’ capability to listen to 

others’ intuitions and to express their own improved the alignment of different interests. This 

finding draws attention to the need to include interpersonal skills in the study of innovation. 

Future research could focus on the quality of communication and investigate how professionals 

communicate throughout the decision-making process. Studies in strategic decision making 

should reevaluate the negative connotation that political behavior has gained and look at 

possible positive effects.  
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Third, this study’s findings indicate that rather than focusing primarily on the rational 

perspective, researchers in innovation and R&D should examine the three decision-making 

processes in conjunction and study whether existing approaches are indeed conducive to 

understanding such a complex phenomenon as innovative behavior. This study followed in the 

steps of Kester et al. (2011) and research from the strategic decision-making literature that offers 

a comprehensive view on decision making in dynamic contexts. Earlier research has shown that 

rationality is less promotional to decision making in uncertain innovation contexts (Atuahene-

Gima & Li, 2004; Kester et al., 2011). This study supports these findings and suggests that 

rational approaches to innovation could be applied in conjunction with other decision 

approaches. The current innovation literature may overemphasize the role of planning and 

rational approaches to innovation. Future research can integrate intuitive and political 

perspectives into the NPD literature to reach a representation of innovation decision making that 

recognizes the importance of comprehensiveness, insight, and negotiation. Future research could 

examine high levels of intuition in combination with high levels of politics and rationality, and 

investigate whether and how such a combination leads to more or less  innovative outcomes. 

Finally, this study offers a research framework for innovation decision making to 

structure and operationalize rationality, intuition, politics, the interaction between them, and 

their influence on the innovation process (Figure 2.1 and 2.3). It shows that the framework is a 

feasible framework that may be used in further research on the topic. For example, it may be 

used as a point of departure for developing a questionnaire to test the model with quantitative 

data. Based on the model for innovation decision making and the research framework presented 

in this study, future research can further investigate the relationships between rational, intuitive, 

and political decision-making processes, the links and feedback loops among them (Langley et 

al., 1995), and their effect on effective decision making.  

2.5.2 Managerial implications 

Research indicates that practitioners use rationality as their most preferred decision 

strategy, intuition as their second, and political behavior as their least preferred approach 

(Elbanna & Child, 2007). In the business world, rational decision approaches are often 

considered desirable; expressions of intuitions and strong emotions are avoided, and political 

behavior often carries a negative connotation. This study indicated that innovation decision 

making requires all three approaches, and managers should acknowledge the importance of 

balancing the rational, intuitive, and political approaches. This research showed that innovative 

processes are best started by intuition, followed by politics, and then with rationality. Most 
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professionals are familiar with making decisions based on rationality or facts, and therefore, 

managers must work to foster intuition and political decision making within their teams and 

departments in order to increase creativity and innovativeness. To do so, managers can use the 

research framework (Figure 2.1) as a checklist to evaluate their current decision approach and 

stimulate different strategies.  

First, in the early phases of an innovation project, managers should trust in the intuitions 

of their employees and rely on decisions that are not based on facts. They can encourage their 

team members to speak from their hearts, even when they lack a logical foundation for their 

opinions. By remaining open to such decisions and refraining from acting upon them 

immediately, managers can become good listeners and learn to bring intangibles, such as 

feelings and emotions, successfully into the decision-making process. 

Second, managers can embrace the importance of political decision making for 

implementing innovative strategies and projects. Managers should tolerate initiatives, even if 

they do not fit the formal procedures, and invest time in negotiations with other stakeholders 

within the firm to seeking commitment for innovative ideas. They can also raise awareness 

among their technical staff members regarding the value of political processes. This idea may 

encounter resistance because practitioners in technological environments may resist spending 

time lobbying their ideas within the firm. However, political feasibility is essential for initiating 

innovative activities that otherwise may not stand a chance. 
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