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ABSTRACT 
 

Innovation is critical to boost economic growth. For companies, innovation is a constant 

quest, which challenges routines and status quo. Innovation ought to be understood in a 

broad sense, including not only product and process innovation (the technological 

dimension) but also marketing and organizational innovation (the non-technological 

dimension). 

In an open innovation setting, the opportunities to innovate are larger. Companies can 

look out of their boundaries and, through partnerships, find new solutions to their 

problems and needs. Innovation intermediaries are key players in innovation systems, 

linking the demand and the supply of ideas and knowledge and helping to improve the 

system connectedness. There is a significant literature on the role of intermediaries, yet, 

it mostly examines manufacturing contexts and technological innovation. 

The objective of this doctoral research project is to understand how innovation 

intermediaries, more specifically consultancies, contribute to the service industry 

innovation. In this context, the thesis makes a significant contribution by presenting a 

new and broader perspective on the phenomenon of intermediation, which goes beyond 

the technological facet. Drawing on three essays, it provides insights on the role of a 

specific type of intermediary, the consultancy, in the service industry context. The first 

essay proposes a theoretical framework of the functions of intermediaries in services. 

The second and third essays, of empirical nature, provide insights on the nature of the 

collaboration between consultancies and service companies, through the lenses of the 

service providers (consultancies) and of the clients (service companies). 

The research concludes that an intermediary may develop functions that go way beyond 

the brokering role, challenging the traditional notion and definition of an intermediary. 

On the essay 1, a new framework of the intermediary’s main functions is proposed, 

which includes non-technological innovation. Furthermore, using the multiple case 

study design, essays 2 and 3, respectively, offer a rich analysis of the intermediation 

phenomenon detailing the nature and specificities of that collaboration.  
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CHAPTER 1 : INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Introductory remarks 

Sharing economy is increasingly creating new opportunities for individuals, businesses, 

and society. This collaborative economy boosts asset-sharing and more efficient use of 

resources, driven and changing the innovation landscape. The open innovation model 

amplifies opportunities for knowledge creation and management outside the company’s 

boundaries (Chesbrough, 2006; Tether, 2002).  According to this model, ideas can come 

from external players in the innovation system and new sources of revenue outside the 

company’s current business are identified. In this setting, innovation intermediaries as 

innovation enablers gain importance, creating and reinforcing links in the innovation 

system, contributing to the diffusion, creation and (re)use of knowledge, and 

underpinning the innovation system efficiency (Lin and Wei, 2018; Parker and Hine, 

2014; Lichtenthaler, 2013; Dalziel and Parjanen, 2012; Howells, 2006; Czarnitzki and 

Spielkamp, 2003; Muller and Zenker, 2001; Bessant and Rush, 1995).  

The role of innovation intermediaries in the knowledge creation and transfer has been 

thoroughly analyzed taking a technological, manufacturing-based perspective 

(Knockaert et al., 2014; Lichtenthaler, 2013; Gassmann et al., 2011; Tran et al., 2011; 

Sieg et al., 2010; Hargadon and Sutton, 1997). Yet, there is much to understand about 

the importance and functions of innovation intermediaries in the service industry. 

Services dominate the world economies and their innovation processes rely strongly on 

non-technological innovation (Castro et al., 2011; Den Hertog et al., 2010; Evangelista 

and Vezzani, 2010; Gallouj and Savona, 2009; Miles, 2007; Tether, 2005; Sundbo, 

1997). Although service innovation research is expanding, there are still a lot of 

challenges to be overcome, namely the contribution of external agents to the service 

production (Bryson et al., 2012; Mansury and Love, 2008; Drejer, 2004; Den Hertog, 

2000). To address this literature gap, this research focuses on providing a framework for 

understanding the functions of innovation intermediaries in service industry as well as 

on providing insights on the engagement process of consultancies by service companies. 
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1.2. Theoretical background 

In a global marketplace characterized by profound social, economic, and technological 

changes, innovation matters. According to Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour (1997), 

innovation facilitates the process of adaptation to a changing environment, fostering the 

economy, strengthening companies’ competitiveness, and boosting the standard of 

living and the quality of life. This discontinuous emergence of new combinations 

(innovations), which are economically more viable than the old way of doing things, in 

a “creative destructive process”, pushes economic development (Schumpeter, 1934).  

Due to the increasing competitiveness of markets, companies are forced to innovate. In 

this setting, the development of cooperation activities with other players is critical to 

access complementary technological resources, which can contribute to faster 

development of innovations as well as to improved market access, economies of scale 

and scope, cost sharing and risk spreading (Faria et al., 2010).  

Recent innovation literature has been emphasizing the role of innovation intermediaries 

as the innovation process is becoming more open and the levels of collaborations among 

organizations are increasing (Coombs et al., 2003; Howells, 1999).  In an open model of 

innovation, innovation intermediaries perform a significant role by linking different 

parties, searching and processing ideas and information, and helping to design and 

operationalize new solutions (Hargadon and Sutton, 1997; Howells, 2006). 

Innovation intermediaries are agents or brokers in any aspect of the innovation process 

between two or more parties (Howells, 2006). They can act as superstructures in the 

innovation systems (Nilsson and Sia-Ljungström, 2013; Lynn et al., 1996), helping to 

disseminate knowledge and information among actors, scanning and identifying future 

opportunities, and brokering and matchmaking between actors. They operate at 

information, access and funding level (Chesbrough, 2006), improving connectedness 

within the system and creating new possibilities and dynamism.  

Innovation intermediaries’ activities can include helping to provide information about 

potential collaborators; brokering a transaction between two or more parties; acting as a 

mediator or go-between bodies or organizations that already collaborate; and helping 
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find advice, funding and support for the innovation outcomes of such collaborations 

(Howells, 2006).  

The first role of intermediaries in relation to innovation was in the field of technology 

diffusion, and their key functions are mainly related with technology transfer (Howells, 

2006). There is a significant literature on innovation intermediaries that mostly targets 

manufacturing industry and the intermediaries’ roles concerning technology 

(identification and transfer). 

Traditionally, innovation studies have been focused on the manufacturing sector and 

therefore innovation was (and still is) mostly associated with new technologies. Yet, 

this approach to innovation is incomplete since non-technological innovation 

complements and supplements technological innovation (Pereira and Romero, 2013). 

Innovation is a multifaceted phenomenon, which targets not only technologies, but also 

business processes and routines, as well as internal organization, external relations and 

marketing. It can be defined as the adoption of an idea, behavior, system, policy, 

program, device, process, product or service that is new to the organization 

(Gopalakrishnan and Damanpour, 2000).  

The OECD (2005) states that innovation can occur in any sector of the economy 

(primary, manufacturing and services), including government services. Focusing on the 

firm level, it presents the following definition of innovation “(…) is the implementation 

of a new or significantly improved product (good or service), or process, a new 

marketing method, or a new organizational method in business practices, workplace 

organization or external relations” (OECD, 2005, p. 46). 

The service industry tends to innovate somewhat differently from manufacturing, even 

though there is no unique service pattern of innovation (Tether, 2005). Service sector 

innovation requires a more complex approach to innovation, combining technological 

and non-technological innovation strategies, as pure product and process oriented 

innovation strategies impact companies’ economic performance only in the 

manufacturing sector (Evangelista and Vezzani, 2010). Service innovation highlights 

‘‘softer’’ aspects of innovation which do not tend to be so present amongst 

manufacturers, and are consequently neglected (Tether, 2005). Service innovation relies 
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strongly on cooperation practices with third parties, namely customers, competitors, and 

external knowledge providers.  

To our best knowledge there are no studies addressing the role of innovation 

intermediaries in services. This issue is of the utmost importance: on one hand, the 

existing innovation intermediaries’ studies do not cover non-technological innovation; 

on the other hand, service industry (innovation) is too important to be overlooked. The 

analysis of service innovation can extend our existing knowledge regarding the topic of 

“innovation intermediaries” by the introduction of new variables such as non-

technological innovation (organizational and marketing innovation), that were not 

considered in the previous literature. 

1.3. Research gap 

The contribution of innovation intermediaries has been mostly studied in manufacturing 

context, with a strong focus on technological innovation. This is not strange since 

“innovation, the ultimate source of all economic growth, is still largely associated with 

manufacturing, and the production of technologically advanced artefacts (…) almost all 

of our understanding of innovation and of innovation processes at the micro level has 

been derived from studies of manufacturing (…)” (Tether, 2005, p. 154). 

Little is known about the contribution of innovation intermediaries in the service 

industry innovation. Yet, services are outstanding contributors to the world economies 

growth and dynamism, and service innovation can bring to the fore ‘‘softer’’ aspects of 

innovation which do not tend to be prominent amongst manufacturers (Tether, 2005). In 

this context, the analysis of the characteristics of service innovation can bring new 

insights to the study of innovation by pointing to features of innovation that have been 

largely ignored in studies taking a traditional, technology-focused manufacturing 

approach to innovation (Drejer, 2004).  

To identify existing studies about the contribution of intermediaries to the service 

industry innovation, and to identify a literature gap, several searches were made in 2014 

in top journals in ISI Current Contents (CCC) – Web of Science (period of publications 

ranging from 1998 to 2014). 
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Firstly, we identified the existing research on innovation intermediaries, using the 

search terms “innovation intermediaries” or “innovation intermediation”, and obtained 

372 results. The number of publications has been increasing sustainably. If we extend 

the period of analysis from 2014 until 2017, we conclude that the number of 

publications in 2017 (90) doubled in comparison with 2014 (45), which is a clear signal 

of the importance of this research thematic.  

 

Figure 1 - Results by publication years obtained from the search in CCC – Web of 
Science (search terms “innovation intermediaries” or “innovation intermediation”) 

 

To narrow the results and identify the existing literature on the contribution of 

innovation intermediaries to service innovation, we used the search terms “innovation 

intermediaries” and “service innovation”, as well as “innovation intermediaries” and 

“service industry” and obtained, respectively, 70 and 22 results (see Appendix 1, Search 

1 and 2). From the 70 publications focused on service innovation, only four were 

published in journals specialized in services; from the 22 publications related to service 

industry, only one was published in a service’s journal (this publication was also 

included in the first group of four publications). None of those four publications 

specifically analyzed the contribution of innovation intermediaries to service 

innovation. Those publications were solely focused on the role of intermediaries 

(namely KIBS – Knowledge Intensive Business Services) as service providers.  

Since innovation intermediaries have been described in the literature in several ways, 

namely as brokers (innovation or knowledge brokers), third-parties, and bridges, and the 
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term “innovation intermediary” was only coined by Howells in 2006, we decided to 

broaden our search, introducing as new search terms “innovation brokers” and 

“knowledge brokers”. This option takes into account that the definition of an 

intermediary places its brokering role between two or more parties at its core.  

Using the search terms “innovation brokers” and “service innovation” as well as 

“knowledge brokers” and “service innovation”, we got 36 and 25 results (Search 3 and 

4), respectively (see Appendix 1). Only one of the publications was in a services’ 

journal, and did not analyze the role of intermediaries in the service industry. Table 1 

synthetizes all search results. 

Table 1 - Results from searches 

Search Term Number of 
results 

“innovation intermediaries”  372 
 “innovation intermediaries” + “service innovation”  70 
 “innovation intermediaries” + “service industry” 22 
“innovation brokers” + “service innovation” 36 
“knowledge brokers” + “service innovation” 25 

 

Due to the significance and interest of the theme of innovation intermediaries, as well as 

to the lack of specific studies related to the service industry, it is crucial to investigate 

the importance and the role that innovation intermediaries play in service innovation. 

Furthermore, it is also essential to develop and extend the existing theory on services 

innovation and innovation intermediaries in order to contribute to a synthesis approach 

to innovation. 

1.4. Research problem and objectives  

As it results from the previous section, there is a lack of research concerning the role of 

innovation intermediaries in the service industry. The existing research focuses, mostly, 

on the manufacturing industry and technological innovation. However, the service 

industry innovation is somewhat different from manufacturing innovation, thus the 

analysis of the role of intermediaries in services can bring new insights to the 

innovation literature, highlighting features that were not explored in the manufacturing 
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context. Therefore, the focus of this thesis is on the support of innovation intermediaries 

to service industry innovation processes, in order to counterbalance the current 

insufficient knowledge regarding this subject. Hence, the overarching research problem 

is “How do innovation intermediaries, more specifically consultancies, contribute to 

service industry innovation?”. 

Due to a practical need (to offer broader and more efficient support to service 

companies’ innovation strategies) and the lack of research on innovation intermediaries 

in the service industry, it is important to understand how the collaboration process 

between intermediaries and service companies develops.  Mansury and Love (2008) 

point out that there are evidences that involving external knowledge providers in the 

innovation process induces a positive impact of innovation on productivity. Tether and 

Tajar (2008) highlight the need to a deeper examination regarding the contribution of 

knowledge providers in service innovation. Bryson et al. (2012) state that the focus on 

open innovation and collaboration strategies involving external partners within services 

will influence service research over the coming years. Hence, the overall objective of 

this thesis is to explore the role and importance of innovation intermediaries in the 

service industry. This thesis also examines the motivations for consultancies 

engagement as well as the main outputs of the engagement. 

Due to the large diversity of innovation intermediaries and to the fact that service 

companies are more prone to engage consultancies than other specialist knowledge 

providers, the research specifically scrutinizes the role of consultancies in supporting 

the innovation processes of service industry. 

Specifically, the research objectives of the thesis are:  

1) Explore the importance of consultancies as innovation intermediaries in service 

industry;  

2) Investigate the main roles and functions of innovation intermediaries, and more 

specifically of consultancies, in the innovation processes of service companies;  

3) Examine the main motives and expectations of service companies when engaging 

consultancies;  
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4) Analyze the differences between service and manufacturing companies (perceived by 

consultancies);  

5) Examine the collaboration processes between consultancies and service companies 

(through the lenses of providers and clients);  

6) Analyze the main outputs of consultancies’ engagement.  

1.5. Thesis structure  

The thesis adopts the format of papers. However, in order to facilitate reading, before 

the presentation of the essays, the thesis includes a number of chapters aimed at offering 

a structured and comprehensive overview of the research. In this context, it is organized 

as follows. In addition to this chapter, there are 4 chapters accounting for the literature 

review, methodology, compiled essays, and conclusions and contributions of this thesis. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the relevant literature on innovation intermediaries and 

service innovation. It also includes a brief analysis of consultancies as privileged 

intermediaries of service industry. Chapter 3 is dedicated to methodological issues. It 

highlights the research design, data collection methods, and data analysis methods. 

Chapter 4 presents a summary of the compiled essays, and provides a synthesis of the 

essays, detailing the research problems, units of analysis, research designs, main 

findings, and main contributions. Chapter 5 presents an overall review of the thesis with 

the main contributions, managerial implications, limitations, and future research.  

Following the five chapters, the three essays compiled are provided in their full 

versions. The essays are structured as independent but complementary papers, and each 

embraces its own section of research questions, literature review, methodology, results, 

and discussion.  
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CHAPTER 2 : THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1. Introduction 

The theoretical foundations of this research lie in two main strands of the innovation 

literature, namely the innovation intermediaries and the service innovation literatures. 

The importance of these theoretical contributions is highlighted below. Firstly, it will be 

introduced the innovation intermediation literature, since this research aims to extend 

the existing and growing literature. The analysis of this theoretical background was 

critical to disclose the innovation literature gap. Secondly, the key concepts of service 

innovation will be synthetized to allow a better comprehension of the service’s 

landscape, and to conceptualize the contribution of innovation intermediaries to the 

service industry innovation. 

2.2. Innovation intermediaries 

Innovation intermediaries are fundamental players in innovation systems, which aim to 

enhance the innovative capacity of regions, industries and companies. They work to 

enable innovation by connecting the sources and users of knowledge and by providing 

other important services to their clients that do not require the intervention of a third 

party (Dalziel, 2010; Howells, 2006). They constitute a large, increasing and 

heterogeneous group of entities, whose importance is critical in open innovation 

systems. 

2.2.1. The emergence of innovation intermediaries 

Innovation is a continuous and dynamic process of tackling unstoppable change with 

something new, in a virtuous cycle, and can be broadly defined as the commercial 

application of new knowledge (Love et al., 2011). Relying on invention, innovation 

applies creative ideas to problems, developing new solutions in the marketplace, in a 

value-added process.  
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Innovation is a process that should be managed, and at this level several options are 

possible. A company can develop innovations in house (or alone or with external 

partners), or it can adopt innovations developed by other organizations (through a 

diffusion process). In a closed model of innovation, companies are totally responsible 

for managing their innovation process (from idea generation to product 

commercialization). By opposition, in an open model of innovation, companies look 

internally and externally, beyond their boundaries, for new ideas and can use internal 

and external paths to market (Chesbrough, 2006). The open innovation model involves 

intensive interaction and learning with other actors in the innovation system.  

Companies increasingly are searching beyond their own boundaries for valuable 

knowledge and skills, to complement their own capabilities. According to Chesbrough 

(2006), there has been a paradigm shift on the way firms acquire and commercialize 

knowledge, from a closed to a more open innovation model. The new paradigm assumes 

that firms can and should use inflows and outflows of knowledge to accelerate internal 

innovation and expand the markets for external use of innovation. Although there is a 

discussion about whether open innovation really is a new paradigm or simply the 

repackaging of older concepts and findings, open innovation is in line with previous 

research which shows that knowledge relevant for innovation is spread among different 

players in the innovation system (Clausen et al., 2013). 

Cooperation activities with other players is a privileged way to access technological 

resources, which can contribute to faster development of innovations, improved market 

access, economies of scale and scope, cost sharing and risk spreading (Faria et al., 

2010). There are several possible external innovation partners, such as suppliers, clients 

or customers, competitors, private and public research institutes (including universities), 

consultancies, or other public-sector organizations. 

In this context, to facilitate the access to external knowledge of other players, the 

innovation intermediaries become involved, providing information, access to other 

players and funding (Chesbrough, 2006). An innovation intermediary can be generally 

defined as an organization or body that acts as an agent or broker in any aspect of the 

innovation process between two or more parties. Its activities include helping to provide 

information about potential collaborators; brokering a transaction between two or more 
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parties; acting as a mediator or go-between of bodies or organizations that already 

collaborate; and helping find advice, funding and support for the innovation outcomes 

of such collaborations (Howells, 2006). 

Howells (2006) points out the systemic value that innovation intermediaries may play in 

policy terms in an innovation system, improving connectedness within a system and 

creating new possibilities and dynamism. This author also notices that the growth in the 

number and range of these actors within the system is a proof of the benefits they create 

to their clients and to the innovation system overall. As Dalziel (2010, p. 2) points out 

“innovation intermediaries are too numerous, and sometimes too large and important, 

to be ignored”. Gassman et al. (2011) refer that intermediaries bridge the gap between 

internal and external know-how, reduce the time to market and the time to know-how, 

increasing the firm’s efficiency in product development and the efficiency of its 

external service providers. 

2.2.2. Research fields  

Research on innovation intermediaries goes back to 1990s and the first registered 

interest in this topic was in the field of technology diffusion, where intermediaries were 

considered to play a significant role in the information dissemination (Howells, 2006). 

Most literature analyzes the innovation intermediation problematic on manufacturing 

context, and a few of them address the agriculture industry. Furthermore, the existing 

studies are primarily focused on the role of innovation intermediaries and few of them 

have addressed performance (Lichtenthaler and Ernst, 2008).  

Roxas et al. (2011) state that the interest in the topic has arose from several different 

research fields, namely: 1) Technology transfer and diffusion – investigates the 

organizations that have a linking role between the sources and users of innovative ideas; 

2) Innovation management - concentrates on the intermediaries activities linking 

different parties and also helping in the knowledge storage and manipulation as well as 

in the conversion of ideas and knowledge being transferred; 3) Innovation systems – 

analyzes the role of institutions that operate in the areas of information and knowledge, 

compensating the weaknesses of innovation systems; 4) Social network analysis – 

focuses on the interaction between brokers themselves and on the broker/firm 
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interaction from a communication perspective, analyzing the degree of centrality and 

strength of the “tie” of the network; 5) University entrepreneurship – explores the role 

of universities in facilitating the diffusion of technologies.  

There are overlaps between those main five groupings and the level of cross-referencing 

between studies is reduced (Roxas et al., 2011), which may have slowed down the pace 

of research (Howells, 2006).  

2.2.3. Intermediaries roles 

The role of intermediaries in innovation can be traced back to “middlemen” in the 

agricultural, wool and textile industries of the 16th, 17th and 18th century in Britain. 

These middlemen had commercial functions and also disseminated technical 

knowledge. More recently, since innovation became a more open process, in which 

firms can and should use internal and external ideas and internal and external paths to 

market, innovation intermediaries gained importance (Chesbrough 2003, 2006). In an 

open innovation model, the intermediaries, as specialist companies, provide 

information, access and funding to enable transactions to occur between parties 

(Chesbrough, 2006).  

Howells (2006) reviewed the existing and diverse literature on innovation 

intermediation and, using a case-study approach on the UK reality, concluded that the 

functions of intermediaries have been evolving along the innovation value chain 

(upstream or downstream), as they have been shifting away from their traditional 

sectors, exploring new industries, technologies, and new geographical markets. He 

proposes a framework which considers ten intermediation functions: foresight and 

diagnostics; scanning and information processing; knowledge processing and 

combination/recombination; gate keeping and brokering; testing and validation; 

accreditation; validation and regulation; protecting the results; commercialization; 

evaluation of outcomes (Howells, 2006).  

That proposal, widely accepted, places the broker role quite centrally, even though it 

considers that functions of an intermediary are very diverse and some of them involve 

no other interaction with other organizations. Howells (2006, p. 726) points out that 

“care is therefore needed in classifying and describing an organization solely as an 
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‘innovation intermediary’”. In the same line of thought, Klerkx and Leeuwis (2009) 

state that the provision of innovation intermediation functions may be more or less 

central to the organization, and it may often not be their primary role. Winch and 

Courtney (2007) clarify that knowledge-intensive business service firms and research 

and technology development organizations act as intermediaries as a by-product of their 

principal activities, what distinguishes them from innovation brokers. Den Hertog 

(2000) differentiates the innovation intermediaries that have a broker role - innovation 

brokers – as their core function (facilitators of innovation) from those other 

intermediaries that also pursue traditional, non-third-party activities (sources of 

innovation or carriers of innovation).  

More recently, additional functions (to Howells’ proposal) of an intermediary are 

proposed by other authors, but the focus remains on the liaison role of the intermediary 

in the technological context.  Dalziel (2010) groups intermediary’s activities in inter-

organizational networking activities, technology development and related activities, and 

other activities (complementary to the first two groups of activities). Agogué et al. 

(2013) analyze the role of the intermediary as an architect which designs pre-requisites 

and offers leadership in the process of joint exploration and creation of knowledge. 

Gassman et al. (2011) study the role of intermediary in cross-industry innovation 

processes, and identify three types of intermediary (the innovation broadener, the 

innovation leverager, and the innovation multiplier). 

The analysis of the main roles of the intermediaries leads us to another discussion, the 

definition of an innovation intermediary. In the innovation literature, there is not a clear 

and consensual definition of what an innovation intermediary is. In his seminal work, 

Howells (2006, p. 721) proposes the following working definition: “An innovation 

intermediary can be generally defined as an organization or body that acts an agent or 

broker in any aspect of the innovation process between two or more parties”. This 

intermediary definition has been widely accepted, and places the broker role of the 

intermediary quite centrally. 

Alternatively, and more recently, Dalziel (2010) proposes a purpose-based definition 

(by opposition to Howell’s brokering-based definition), that describes the intermediaries 

as organizations (or groups within organizations) that work to enable innovation, 
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helping to reinforce the innovative capacity of companies, industries, regions and 

nations. This definition aims to mitigate the problems arisen from a brokering-based 

definition of an intermediary, namely related with the clear identification of this class of 

innovation agents. Nevertheless, this characterization also raises some issues; 

specifically, it only includes organizations whose primary purpose is to support the 

creation of public socio-economic benefits, excluding for-profit firms (such as 

Knowledge Intensive Business Services - KIBS). 

2.2.4. Types of intermediaries 

It is difficult to enumerate all types of intermediaries, because of the diversity of the 

functions offered and their evolution over time, and also due to the fact that this 

phenomenon can be specific at national/local level (Howells, 2006). 

Some of the more highlighted intermediaries in the literature are the technology transfer 

offices (Kodama, 2008); technology transfer brokers (Roxas et al., 2011; Albors et al., 

2005); innovation brokers (Winch and Courtney, 2007; Den Hertog, 2000) and 

consulting companies (Bessant and Rush, 2005). Also, there are references in the 

literature to innovation capitalists (Nambisan et al., 2012); incubators (Clausen and 

Rasmussen, 2011); living labs (Almirall and Wareham, 2011) and collective research 

centres (Spithoven and Knockaert, 2011). Chesbrough (2006) introduced the media-

based innovation intermediaries, considered to have “exciting potential”, but little is 

known of the performance of “emerging form” of innovation intermediaries (Galbraith 

and McAdam, 2011). Some authors (Xiaoyuan and Yanning (2011); Inkinen and Suorsa 

(2010)) consider a much wider definition of intermediaries, including entities such as 

technology tendering and bidding agencies and all types of associations, employment 

agencies and trade promoters. 

Among the intermediaries, it is important to make a special reference to the Knowledge 

Intensive Business Services (KIBS), that are private companies or organizations, relying 

heavily on professional knowledge i.e. knowledge or expertise related to a specific 

(technical) discipline or (technical) functional domain, and supplying intermediate 

products and services that are knowledge-based. They aim to drive companies’ 

innovation agendas, working on a consulting basis and offering specialized knowledge 
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and skills in areas such as design, architecture, engineering, ICT, finance, marketing and 

distribution, and R&D services. KIBS are fundamental partners of innovative SMEs, as 

their innovation capacities depends strongly on the access to external informational 

resources (Muller and Zenker, 2001). 

KIBS are seen to act as facilitators (when supporting a client firm in its innovation 

process, but the innovation at hand is not created by this KIBS firm nor is it transferred 

from others firms by this KIBS to the client firm), carriers (when transferring existing 

innovations, created by other firms, to the client firm), sources (triggering and 

developing innovations in the client firm), and also as co-producers of innovation 

(working closely and interactively with the client firm, in a two-way learning process) 

of innovation (Muller and Doloreux, 2009; Winch and Courtney, 2007; Den Hertog et 

al., 2010; Miles et al., 1995; Bilderbeek and Den Hertog, 1998).  

Consultancies are part of KIBS and are characterized by their extensive services and 

flexibility in modes of operation and interaction, which make them a privileged type of 

intermediary (Bessant and Rush, 1995). In an open innovation model, consultancies are 

considered to play an important role as a source of ideas since significant knowledge is 

produced in a science-base and spread to ‘end-user’ companies by private sector 

consultancies (Tether and Tajar, 2008). Consultancies are envisaged as alternative 

sources (to universities) of information and knowledge for innovation, offering applied 

knowledge, specialist skills and information (Tether, 2002).  

Service firms (with the exception of technical service firms) are more likely than 

manufacturers to use specialist knowledge providers, and they are also more likely to 

involve consultancies than other knowledge providers, since consultancies are more 

easily reached (Tether and Tajar, 2008). 

2.3. Service innovation 

The service industry has a paramount importance in the world economy. Its approach to 

innovation is subtle and relies strongly on soft skills and non-technological innovation. 

Nevertheless, this approach is not unique to services as it can also be found amongst 
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manufacturers (Tether, 2005). The study of service innovation features can provide new 

insights to the innovation research (Drejer, 2004). 

2.3.1. The importance of services 

Services are considered to play a critical role in all economies. The world economies are 

increasingly dominated, in terms of employment and value added, by service activities.  

The service sector is the main contributor to growth and employment in the European 

Union, and is responsible for about two thirds of employment and value added 

(European Commission, 2016). According to UNCTAD, services play a key function in 

developing countries: “Services are becoming crucial in a country's development, 

including in achieving the Millennium Development Goals, such as poverty reduction 

and access to basic services, including education, water and health services” 

(UNCTAD, 2014, p. n/a).  

Services and manufacturing industries are mutual dependents, as services are important 

to both manufacturing customers’ as well as suppliers (European Commission, 2016).  

Furthermore, the barriers between services and manufacturing are becoming blurred, 

due to the introduction of servitization models by manufacturing companies. Through 

servitization, the manufacturing industry is offering advanced services to capture 

marketing opportunities (Baines et al., 2017; Vandermerwe and Rada, 1998). 

Service innovation has direct benefits on the service industry, by promoting its growth 

and productivity, as well as indirect benefits on other industries, by supporting its 

innovation and growth (Love and al. 2011). According to the European Commission “a 

resilient tertiary service sector, as well as an increased availability of services, may 

boost economic growth and enhance industrial performance. In an increasingly 

globalized world, services such as finance, insurance, transport, logistics and 

communications deliver key intermediate inputs and thereby provide crucial support to 

the rest of the economy” (Eurostat, 2018, p. n/a). 

2.3.2. The study of innovation in services 

Even though the world economy is increasingly dominated by services, our 

understanding of service innovation was mostly inspired by manufacturing studies 
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(Tether, 2005; Drejer, 2004). Traditionally, services were envisaged as users of others’ 

technologies, not real innovators. They were perceived as unproductive due to the 

inability of labor to substantiate itself in a physical output (materiality bias) and to 

contribute to the wealth accumulation. Gallouj and Savona (2009) highlight that the 

dominance of the materiality bias as well as issues related to the definition of service 

output have contributed to the mismeasurement of services’ performance (in terms of 

productivity and value added) and have contributed to the under-estimation of their 

innovative performance.  

There is a debate on whether service innovation can be analyzed using the same 

concepts and tools as innovation in manufacturing (Drejer, 2004). Coombs and Miles 

(2000) distinguish between three different approaches to defining and studying 

innovation in services: (i) an assimilation approach, in which the analysis of services 

should be done using the same lenses used in manufacturing; (ii) a demarcation 

approach, which argues that service innovation is unique, requiring new theories and 

instruments; and (iii) a synthesis approach, which proposes an enlarged view of 

innovation, applicable to any tangible or intangible product. 

As the boundaries between service and manufacturing are becoming unclear, and it is 

increasingly difficult to find “pure services or goods” and “pure goods”, it is necessary 

to design a common framework for studying these activities instead of maintaining the 

divide between the two. Besides, the studies of service innovation specificities can 

contribute to the development of the synthesis approach by highlighting features of 

innovation that have been ignored in manufacturing studies (Drejer, 2004). 

2.3.3. Typologies of service innovation 

Due to the different conceptualizations of service innovation, researchers have started to 

synthesize innovation in services into distinct frameworks in order to facilitate the 

analysis of innovations at the organizational level (Droege et al., 2009).  

Tether (2005) points out that services are often processes, so it is difficult to know 

whether to describe the innovation as a ‘‘product innovation’’, a ‘‘process innovation’’, 

or both. In line with this, Droege and al. (2009) refer that most of the studies in the 
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service innovation, unlike in manufacturing, do not apply the classic product/process 

dichotomy.  

In order to operationalize the integrative approach to innovation, Gallouj and Weinstein 

(1997) draw on the Lancasterian characteristic-based representation of product. In this 

proposal, a product (a good or a service) is represented by a set of vectors of 

characteristics and of competences that are linked. Innovation is defined as the changes 

(planned or not) affecting one or more elements of one or more vectors of 

characteristics or of competences. Innovation is not a result but a process, and there are 

six types of innovations (radical, incremental, improvement, recombination, 

formalization and ad hoc innovations). Gallouj and Savona (2009) point out that here 

are more recent attempts to operationalize the characteristics based approach. 

Tether (2005) proposes that a complete conceptualization of innovation, considering 

three domains: the firm’s outputs (product and also market innovation); the internal 

organization of the firm (process innovation and other changes in the organization of 

firm activities); the external (changes in the sources of supply and in the firm’s relations 

with its suppliers, customers, competitors or universities).  

Castro et al. (2011), in line with Tether (2005), state that integrating models, 

irrespective of the sector of the firm, should include the three basic types of innovation: 

technological, organizational and commercial. Nevertheless, manufacturing companies 

have a greater tendency to carry out technological innovations (product and process 

innovations), while service companies are more inclined to implement organizational 

and commercial innovations. 

Den Hertog (2000), following the demarcation approach, proposes the analysis of 

innovation in four dimensions (new service concept, new client interface, new service 

delivery system and technological options dimension), identifying five basic service 

innovation patterns (supplier-dominated innovation, innovation in services, client-led 

innovation, innovation through services, paradigmatic innovation). 
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2.3.4. Service innovation features 

Services tend to have an orientation to innovation that differs from that of 

manufacturers: manufacturers tend to place greater emphasis on ‘‘hard’’ strengths and 

sources of technology, whereas services emphasize ‘‘soft’’ advantages and attributes 

(Tether, 2005). This “soft side” of innovation (non-technological innovations, including 

organizational innovations and changes in firm strategies and marketing) is easily 

overlooked by traditional indicators such as R&D expenditures. The “continuous 

change” mode of innovation (by opposition to the “staircase innovation”) is more 

common in services than in manufacturing. 

The literature enhances the importance of external partners in service innovation. There 

are several types of external partners acting as sources of innovation, namely suppliers, 

clients or customers, competitors, private and public research institutes (including 

universities), consultancies, as well as other public organizations. Tether (2005) refers 

that while manufacturers are more likely to innovate through using in-house R&D and 

collaborations with universities and research institutes, service firms rely more on 

customers, suppliers, and other partners. Leiponen (2005) concludes that external 

sourcing of knowledge (customers and competitors) positively affects the probability 

and extent of innovation, while in-house R&D intensity has no discernible effect. 

Concerning the different partners’ importance in service industry innovation, Wagner 

(2013) points out that the customers, suppliers, and competitors are important sources of 

innovation for the improvement of B2B services, but the collaboration with universities 

and consultants does not affect innovation performance due to conflicts of interest and 

misalignments of incentives. 

Love et al. (2013) state that linkages to alternative types of partner contribute to 

different stages of the innovation process: links to customers are of primary importance 

in knowledge gathering; links to commercial research organizations are important in the 

encoding (transforming) stage; links to professional associations in the exploitation 

stage. 

Trigo and Vence (2012) suggest the creation of a cooperation-oriented typology for 

service innovation composed of three broad profiles: intensive in techno-scientific flows 
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of information (have a higher probability of cooperating with technology institutes, 

universities and suppliers), intensive in interactions with clients and a profile of low 

intensity in interactions (lonely innovators).  

The literature highlights the importance of private sector consultancies in the 

dissemination of knowledge produced in the science-base. Wagner (2013), in a study 

focused on transportation and logistics, points out consultancies’ role in the 

development of innovation strategies, processes, and structures that are supportive of 

new service development. He also concludes that consultancies do not contribute to the 

development or improvement of a specific service, due to their lack of knowledge about 

markets and clients.  

Tether and Tajar (2008) conclude that service firms (except for technical service firms) 

are more likely than manufacturers to use specialist knowledge providers (universities, 

public research institutes, private research organizations and consultancies), and they 

are more likely to involve consultancies than other specialists as consultancies are more 

easily reached. Furthermore, those specialist knowledge providers tend to complement 

rather than substitute for a firm’s own internal innovation activities and for other 

sources of information.  

2.4. Final considerations 

There is a growing literature focusing on innovation intermediation. Yet, the literature 

has been addressing this topic mostly from a manufacturing-based perspective. 

Innovation intermediaries are envisaged as brokers in the innovation process that link 

the users and the sources of ideas. Technology is a central asset on the process of 

intermediation. The support of intermediaries concerning the non-technological side of 

innovation has been overlooked, and there are no contributions either of theoretical or 

empirical nature in this area. Furthermore, from the large and disparate group of 

intermediaries, the literature emphasizes the importance of KIBS as innovation partners, 

especially in services’ setting.  

The existing literature on service innovation highlights services innovation specificities, 

which are not unique to them but are more commonly found in services than in other 
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industries. Service companies favor non-technological innovation, and place a great 

emphasis on external partnerships, namely with customers, competitors and 

consultancies. Even though there is not a service innovation mode and a separate 

manufacturing innovation mode (Tether, 2005), the analysis of service innovation can 

strengthen and enlarge the theoretical framework of innovation as a whole.  
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CHAPTER 3 : METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces the methodological options, discussing the role of theory in the 

research and the utilization of the process of induction. It presents the research 

strategies used in the three Essays, data collection and data analysis methods and 

procedures. To conclude, the researcher presents its options to ensure the quality of the 

research process and the respective outputs. 

3.2. Research philosophy and approach  

“Methods are not simply neutral tools: they are linked to how social scientists envisage 

social reality and how it should be examined” (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 19). Every 

researcher follows a paradigm, i.e., a shared world view that represents the beliefs and 

values in a discipline and that guides how problems are solved (Schwandt, 2001). Each 

paradigm may be associated with specific methodologies: the positivism is usually 

associated with quantitative methodologies, and the interpretivism with qualitative 

methodologies.  

This research aims to understand the importance and roles of innovation intermediaries 

in service industry. There is a growing literature on innovation intermediaries’ topic, 

nevertheless there is a knowledge gap concerning the role of these agents in the service 

industry innovation. Aiming to extend the existing knowledge on this thematic, the 

thesis overarching research question is “How do innovation intermediaries, more 

specifically consultancies, contribute to service industry innovation?”. As pointed out 

before, the research main objectives are: 1) Explore the importance of consultancies as 

innovation intermediaries in service industry; 2) Investigate the main roles and 

functions of consultancies in the innovation processes of service companies; 3) Examine 

the main motives and expectations of service companies when engaging consultancies; 

4) Analyze the differences between service and manufacturing companies (perceived by 

consultancies); 5) Examine the collaboration processes between consultancies and 
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service companies (through the lenses of providers and clients); 6) Analyze the main 

outputs of consultancies’ engagement.  

To fulfil these objectives and answer the overarching research problem, the 

investigation draws on the interpretivist paradigm. According to this, it is fundamental 

to understand the world from the point of view of the social actors, therefore, different 

interpretations of the world are possible (Bryman and Bell, 2015; Blaikie, 2009). In this 

setting, this research focuses on the conceptions and experiences of the actors 

(innovation intermediaries as services’ providers, and service companies as services’ 

clients) to comprehend the phenomenon of innovation intermediation in services.  

This research relies on an inductive logic, focusing on learning from experience, 

moving from the observation of the reality towards abstract generalizations. Data is 

used to explore a phenomenon, identify themes and patterns and create a conceptual 

framework. An inductive approach starts with specific observations and measures of the 

world to detect patterns and regularities; identifies preliminary relationships and 

formulates some tentative hypotheses to explore along the research; and comes to an 

end by developing some general conclusions or even theory.  

The adoption of an inductive approach in this research enables to generate a holistic 

understanding of a phenomenon that has not yet been explored. Using an inductive 

reasoning, the researcher moved from the specific to the general, and meanings were 

generated as a product of experience or observation.   

 

3.3. Research design 

Due to the nature of the overarching research question and the absence of literature 

addressing specifically this theme, it was implemented an exploratory research, drawing 

on qualitative research methodologies. Qualitative methodologies are commonly 

associated with words rather than numbers, and inductive approaches (Bryman and Bell, 

2015).  

In qualitative research concepts are central, yet, how they are developed and used is 

different from quantitative research (Bryman and Bell, 2015). Blumer (1954) argues 

that concepts are used to provide reference and guidance. In this investigation, the 
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existing literature and concepts concerning “innovation intermediaries” as well as 

“service innovation” were fundamental to lead, shape and identify the research 

boundaries, main problems, opportunities, and factors that may be of relevance to the 

research.  

Even though quantitative studies dominate the research literature, qualitative studies are 

starting to be recognized as significant sources of knowledge. Qualitative methods 

allow the researcher to describe a phenomenon while interpreting and attempting to 

comprehend it. They use words and descriptive procedures, rather than numbers, to 

explore and generate understanding of the phenomenon being studied. Gerdes and Conn 

(2001) suggest that qualitative methods allow observing at the “whole rather than the 

parts”. They aim to comprehend the meaning individuals or groups assign to a social 

problem, generating holistic understandings of rich, contextual, and generally 

unstructured, non-numeric data (Mason, 2002).  

The nature of the investigation, exploratory but also descriptive, and the research 

question, influenced the research strategy. It was selected the research strategy of case 

study, since its focus on ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions (Myers, 2009) makes it appropriate 

for descriptive and exploratory enquiries (Mouton, 2001). A case study is an empirical 

inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, 

especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident (Yin, 1981). It concentrates on describing processes, individual or group 

behavior in its total setting, and/or the sequence of events in which the behavior occurs 

(Stake, 2005). It allows in-depth understanding of the participants’ feelings and 

behaviors, relying on the collection and analysis of a great diversity of data. 

The case study support in theory building is considered particularly adequate in areas 

where existing theoretical and conceptual frameworks are inadequate (Chetty, 1996). 

The insights arising from case-based theory building research can be used as hypotheses 

or propositions in further research. Case study research therefore plays an important role 

in advancing a field’s body of knowledge (Merriam, 2009). 

Nevertheless, the applicability of case study findings is narrow, since they use a small 

sample which does not allow generalization to a larger population. The findings are 
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perceived as context-specific, difficult to replicate, and also as subjective (rely too much 

on the researcher’s view) and lacking transparency (Bryman and Bell, 2015). 

Multiple cases were selected since it was considered important to understand the 

similarities and differences between the cases. Furthermore, multiple case studies 

ensure that the findings generated would be stronger and more reliable, when compared 

to single cases (Baxter and Jack, 2008). However, multiple case studies are more 

expensive and time-consuming than single cases (Baxter and Jack, 2008). 

The starting point of the research was the review of the existing literature, followed by 

the design of a theoretical framework, which synthetizes the functions of intermediaries 

in the service industry. After that, data collection was done in an iterative process that 

allowed revisiting and validating the conceptual framework and, simultaneously, a 

better comprehension and description of the phenomenon. The research process is 

disclosed in three complementary research studies, which were developed between 

January 2014 and February 2018 (see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2 - Overview of the research process 

The first study, of a conceptual nature, proposes a framework for examining the 

functions of innovation intermediaries within services. To design the tool, firstly, it was 

made a synthesis of the existing literature concerning “innovation intermediaries” and 

“service innovation”. Drawing on these findings, a conceptual tool was designed, which 

considers 12 functions of an innovation intermediary in services. 

To validate the proposed framework and provide insights into the nature of the 

collaboration between service industry and innovation intermediaries, it was developed 

a second study.  This second study, of empirical nature, examines the collaboration 
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process between a specific type of innovation intermediary, the consultancies, and 

service companies.  

Due to the considerable number and a wide diversity of organizations conducting 

intermediation activities, it became imperative to select a specific type of innovation 

intermediary to be examined along the investigation. In this heterogeneous group of 

providers, service companies favor the collaboration with consultancies, due the ease of 

access, flexibility and diversity of services (Tether and Tajar, 2008; Bessant and Rush, 

1995).  

The second study adopted a multiple case study approach (Yin, 2003, Eisenhardt, 

1989), which allowed a more profound understanding of consultancies’ involvement in 

the innovation processes of their clients, from the consultancies point of view. Data 

triangulation was done, using multiple data sources such as in-depth interviews, web 

pages, journals and magazines, and company’s data.  

The third study, also empirical in nature, examines the collaboration process between 

service companies and consultancies, from the perspective of service companies 

(clients). This study complements and triangulates the findings of the other two studies. 

The multiple-case approach allowed obtaining richer information to characterize the 

engagement at various levels (clients’ motivations and expectations, types of projects, 

models of engagements, consultancies roles and functions, results). Main sources of 

data were the interviews with companies’ representatives. Other data sources were used, 

such as the internet and other media, companies’ reports, and direct information. 

3.4. Data collection and analysis procedures 

3.4.1. Conceptual study 

Data for defining the theoretical framework, which encompasses the functions of 

innovations intermediaries in services, was collected through secondary sources, namely 

leading scientific journals. It was done an extensive online search through the Web of 

Science – Current Contents Connect, and some of the journals analyzed were: Research 

Policy, Technovation, International Journal of Innovation Management, R&D 
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Management, Technological Forecasting & Social Change, Journal of Product 

Innovation Management, Industry and Innovation, Technology Analysis & Strategic 

Management, European Journal of Innovation Management, Industrial and Corporate 

Change, Journal of Business Research, European Planning Studies, Organization 

Studies, Management Decision, The Service Industries Journal, Journal of Service 

Management, Journal of Service Research. 

Firstly, it was done a compilation of articles addressing the roles of innovation 

intermediaries to elaborate a list of the possible functions/roles of intermediaries. 

Secondly, the service innovation literature was analyzed to identify and understand 

service innovation specificities as well as to identify and comprehend services and 

goods innovation commonalities. After that, we focused our efforts in understanding if 

and how the service features could influence the collaboration with innovation 

intermediaries. Finally, drawing on these two strands of literature, it was identified the 

possible functions of intermediaries in service industry. 

3.4.2. Empirical studies 

Both empirical studies (essay 2 and essay 3) used a multiple-case study design. 

For the second essay, the selection of the consultancies followed a specific procedure. 

There is a large number of consultancy companies operating in Portugal, but only a 

small number of those companies define as its main organizational purpose enabling 

innovation. With the support of Portuguese innovation experts, 20 companies were 

shortlisted. From this group, four companies were selected based on their relevance 

(type of services, type of clients, size) and accessibility. All offered a significant 

diversity of services to clients belonging to both manufacturing and service industries, 

and promoted themselves as “innovation enablers”.  

Empirical data sources were collected from in-depth interviews with CEOs or 

innovation department managers, as they were responsible for defining the mission and 

strategy of the company/department, and had a broader perspective over company 

activities. Consultancies’ activities were examined and compared within services and 

manufacturing contexts. The interviews followed semi-structured, open-ended 

guidelines and were oriented around three main blocks: business model (consultancies’ 
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services, types of clients, main resources, and partnerships), collaboration process (main 

roles and functions of consultancies) and value added (immediate impacts on clients and 

challenges faced). Other sources of evidence were explored such as internal documents 

provided by the consultancies, information from websites and media (press and social 

media) as well as direct observation.  

Data analysis followed a content analysis approach, with initial coding developed based 

on the components investigated in the interview, allowing, as well, the identification of 

new categories (Yin, 2003). After the initial coding all categories were double-checked 

for consistency and categories have been reviewed. Firstly, cases were examined 

separately and then compared. 

For the third essay, four case studies of service companies were developed, resulting on 

detailed descriptions of the innovation intermediation in services phenomenon using 

constructs to order the data and relate to earlier literature. It was selected organizations 

with prior and considerable experience in consulting engagement, belonging to private 

and public spheres, and operating in different and important service industries, to 

include a diverse set of organizational contexts.  

Previously to data collection, it was done a preliminary briefing with a key informant 

nominated by each company to understand companies’ models of engagement with 

consultants. This allowed concluding that normally each company has different projects 

with consultants, and each project is lead and managed by a specific department or 

division. Consequently, head of departments or divisions were purposefully selected 

based on their involvement in the companies’ projects with consultancies and due to 

their broader perspective over companies’ projects and challenges.  

Main data sources are interviews with heads of departments or divisions of different 

companies and top management (executive directors and vice-presidents). Top 

management, due to their transversal knowledge regarding the companies’ usage of 

consultancies, provided rich testimonies and facilitated data triangulation. Interviews 

were oriented around three main blocks: motivations & expectations, collaboration 

process (projects characteristics such as duration, stages, teams involved from both 

parties, main roles and functions provided by consultancies) and results (consultancies’ 
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contributions and difficulties felts along the process). All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. Other sources of evidence were also explored such as internal 

documents provided by companies, information from websites and media (press and 

social media) as well as direct observation.  

Data analysis was performed using content analysis. The categories and sub-categories 

were developed deductively from the research questions and literature review and new 

categories emerged inductively from the data analysis. The four cases were analyzed 

separately and then compared, looking for similarities and differences.   

3.5. Research quality 

The criteria used to evaluate the research findings within the interpretive paradigm are 

different from those applied within the positivist paradigm (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

Since findings cannot be generalized to the wider population, the value of an 

interpretive study is determined by the extent to which it fits and works with the 

perspectives of participants (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). In positivist research the 

standards for judging research are reliability, validity, and generalizability: in an 

interpretivist research the criteria are somewhat different, and the criteria of 

dependability (reliability), credibility (validity), confirmability (objectivity), and 

transferability (generalizability) are used to establish the trustworthiness of qualitative 

research (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). 

Dependability is about establishing that the research findings are consistent and 

repeatable. At this level, the researcher presence and presentation of its research in 

innovation conferences, the discussions held with other researchers and business 

managers of service companies, and, also, the essays process of submission (to lead to 

their subsequent publication) in academic journals, were critical. 

Credibility refers to how the research findings are aligned with reality to demonstrate 

the truth of the research findings. In this research, credibility standard is ensured by data 

triangulation within studies (various sources of data) and between studies (different 

perspectives from consultancies and service clients) as well as by member checking 
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(findings, interpretations, and conclusions were shared with the participants to increase 

the research quality). 

Confirmability focuses on establishing that the research findings are based on the 

participants’ narratives rather than potential researcher biases. In this research, the 

process of data collection, data analysis, and interpretation of the data was carefully 

described and detailed. 

Finally, transferability is about proving that the research findings could be applicable to 

other contexts, situations, times, and populations. It is about establishing that findings 

flow from the data rather than from the bias and subjectivity of the researcher. 

Following Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) recommendation of providing thick description 

of the phenomenon, in this investigation, it is provided a detailed account of field 

experiences, research context and assumptions. 

3.6. Final considerations 

The nature of the research problem and overarching question, aiming to generate 

insights about an unknown phenomenon, was determinant on the choice of qualitative 

methodologies. Even though the investigation relies on small samples, the case study 

approach allowed the collection of rich data to ensure a holistic understanding of the 

contribution of innovation intermediaries, namely consultancies, to service industry 

innovation. 
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CHAPTER 4 : SUMMARY OF ESSAYS 

4.1. Essays compilation 

This research is composed by three essays, which were presented in conferences and/or 

published in scientific journals, as it follows: 

ESSAY 1 

Pinto, M.; Saur-Amaral, I.; Melo de Brito, C. (2016), “Innovation in services: Exploring 

the Role of Innovation Intermediaries”, Revista Portuguesa de Marketing, Vol. 18 (34), 

p. 53-64 

• Presentation of the paper “The Importance of Innovation Intermediaries in 

Service Industry” in the Conference of ICIEMC 2014 (2-3 May, Aveiro, 

Portugal). 

• Presentation of the paper “Innovation in Services - Exploring the Role of 

Innovations Intermediaries” in the Conference of ISPIM 2014 (8-11 June, 

Dublin, Ireland). 

• Publication of the paper “Innovation in Services: Exploring the Role of 

Innovation Intermediaries” in the Revista Portuguesa de Marketing. 

ESSAY 2 

Pinto, M.; Saur-Amaral, Irina; Melo de Brito, C. (2017), “Innovation Intermediaries in 

Service Industry: The Role of Consultancies”, Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 

5 (4), 73-101 

• Presentation of the paper “Managing Innovation in Service Industry: The Role 

of Consultants”, in the Conference of ISPIM 2016 (19-22 June, Porto, Portugal). 

• Publication of the paper “Innovation Intermediaries in Service Industry: The 

Role of Consultancies” in the Journal of Innovation Management. 
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ESSAY 3 

Pinto, M.; Saur-Amaral, Irina; Melo de Brito, C. (2018), “Boosting Service Innovation - 

The Role of Consultancies” (under review) 

• Submission (accepted) of the paper “Boosting Service Innovation - The Role of 

Consultancies” to the Conference of ISPIM 2018 (17-20 June 2018, Stockholm, 

Sweden). 

• Submission of the paper to the Journal of Innovation Management on June, 21, 

2018. 

Essay 1 presents a framework to analyze the functions of innovation intermediaries in 

the service industry. Essay 2 validates the framework presented in essay 1 and analyzes 

consultancies’ roles as innovations intermediaries in the service industry, discussing the 

service and manufacturing specificities regarding the innovation process. This analysis 

is done through the lens of consultancies. Essay 3 also validates the tool presented in 

essay 1 and characterizes the collaboration process between consultancies and service 

companies, focusing on the perspective of service companies. Using the point of view 

of service companies, it allows triangulation of essay 2 findings. 

 

4.2. Essays synthesis 

In this section, it is made a synthesis of the three essays, taking in account the five key 

dimensions of a research: research questions, unit of analysis, research design, main 

findings, and contributions. The dimensions are aligned with the research objectives, 

which target to understand the importance and role of consultancies as innovation 

intermediaries in service industry in a two-fold perspective (from the lens of the service 

providers and of the clients). Each dimension is examined by essay, providing a more 

holistic view of the research and a better understanding of the research aims, design, 

structure, and outputs. 

Table 2 synthetizes the five research dimensions.  

 



Page 33  
 

Table 2 - Synthesis of the essays, by key research dimensions 

 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 
Research 
questions 

1) How innovation 
intermediaries can 
meet the innovation 
needs of service 
companies? 

1) To what extent 
consultancies 
perceive [innovation 
in] service 
(companies) as 
different from 
[innovation in] 
manufacturing 
(companies)? 
2) How do 
consultancies support 
the innovation 
processes of the 
service industry?  
3) What is the added-
value of 
consultancies to the 
innovation processes 
of service industry? 

1) Why do service 
companies engage 
consultancies? 
2) How do 
consultancies support 
the innovation 
processes of the 
service industry? 
3) How do innovation 
intermediaries add 
value to the 
innovation process of 
service industry? 

Unit of 
analysis 

Innovation 
intermediaries 

Consultancies Service companies 

Research 
design 

Systematic 
literature review 

Multiple-case study Multiple-case study 

Main findings  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consultancies act 
mostly at information 
level (less in 
providing access to 
other players and 
funding). 
 
Partnerships and staff 
skills are critical to 
ensure consultancies’ 
service quality. 
 
 
 
Consultancies 
associate innovation 
with new 
technologies 
(technological facet), 
and their support in 
technological areas is 
considered strategic. 

Service companies 
engage consultancies 
as vital innovation 
partners due to their 
lack of resources and 
expertise. 
 
Service companies 
engage consultancies 
working in different 
areas, and not all 
projects target 
innovation. 
 
The technological 
intensity of the 
company´s industry 
can affect the project´s 
nature (more or less 
technological). 
 
 



Page 34  
 

 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Innovation 
intermediaries in 
services can 
perform 12 
functions to support 
service innovation. 

 
Manufacturing is a 
traditional and 
extremely important 
client. 
 
Even though 
consultancies claim 
that manufacturing 
and service clients are 
similar, they perceive 
them as distinct. 
 
Consultancies do not 
adjust their offerings 
and organizational 
structure to meet the 
needs of service 
clients. 
 
Most part of 
consultancies 
perceives themselves 
as innovation 
facilitators and 
carriers.  
 
Consultancies 
consider that their 
most important 
functions are 
diagnostic and 
training; their 
brokering function is 
considered critical 
only in technological 
projects. 
 
Most part of the 
consultancies does 
not offer support in 
the conceptualization 
of new offerings, 
since they claim not 
having the necessary 
expertise to do it. 
 

 
Main motivations for 
engagement are the 
search for advice and 
information. 
 
Other key motivations 
are the search for 
methodology and for 
an external voice. 
 
 
 
Service companies 
select their providers 
based on criteria such 
as knowledge, 
creativity, problem-
solving skills. 
 
Consultancies are 
envisaged as co-
producers, and less as 
brokers (one to one 
relations).  
 
 
Consultancies most 
valued functions are 
diagnostic, innovation 
conceptualization, and 
training. The access to 
other players is not 
perceived as vital. 
 
 
 
 
Consultancies' most 
valuable contribution 
is to prepare 
companies to innovate 
(the project 
implementation is 
usually done by the 
company).  
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 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 
Most part of the 
consultancies offers 
support in non-
technological areas 
(internationalization 
and quality) but they 
overlook its 
importance.   
 
Service innovation, 
comparing to 
manufacturing 
innovation, can be 
more challenging to 
deal with (more 
variables to manage). 
 
Technological 
innovation in services 
is mostly related with 
information 
technologies. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Service companies 
favor collaboration 
projects where 
deliverables are 
clearly identified.  
 
 
 
Radical innovations 
are not a frequent 
output of the 
engagement and are 
more common 
associated with 
technological projects. 
 
The quality of the 
engagement demands 
high interactions 
between parties and 
both sides should be 
well equipped to 
engage. 

Main 
contributions 

Emphasizing the 
importance of 
innovation 
intermediaries, and 
especially of 
consultancies, in 
services (literature 
gap). 
 
Providing a holistic 
framework to 
analyze innovation 
intermediaries’ 
functions in 
services,  

Emphasizing the 
importance of 
consultancies as 
innovation 
intermediaries in 
services. 
 
 
 
Empirical validation 
of the framework of 
intermediaries’ 
functions in services, 
focusing on the 
consultancies 

Emphasizing the 
importance of 
consultancies as 
innovation 
intermediaries in 
services. 
 
 
 
Empirical validation 
of the framework of 
intermediaries’ 
functions in services, 
focusing on the 
consultancies (client 
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 Essay 1 Essay 2 Essay 3 
 
 
 
Discussing the 
importance of the 
brokering and co-
producer roles of 
intermediaries in 
services. 
 
Suggesting the use 
of a purpose-based 
definition of 
intermediaries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Offering a new 
perspective on the 
contribution of 
innovation 
intermediaries. 
 
Contributing to a 
synthesis approach 
to innovation. 
 
Extending and 
complementing 
existing research on 
the contribution of 
intermediaries to 
service innovation. 

(provider 
perspective). 
 
Discussing the 
importance of the 
brokering and co-
producer roles of 
intermediaries in 
services. 
 
Suggesting the use of 
a purpose-based 
definition of 
intermediaries. 
 
Providing insights 
into the nature of the 
collaborative 
engagement between 
consultancies and 
service companies. 
 
Offering a new 
perspective on the 
contribution of 
innovation 
intermediaries. 
 
Contributing to a 
synthesis approach to 
innovation. 
 
Extending and 
complementing 
existing research on 
the contribution of 
intermediaries to 
service innovation. 

perspective). 
 
 
Discussing the 
importance of the 
brokering and co-
producer roles of 
intermediaries in 
services. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Providing insights into 
the nature of the 
collaborative 
engagement between 
consultancies and 
service companies. 
 
Offering a new 
perspective on the 
contribution of 
innovation 
intermediaries. 
 
Contributing to a 
synthesis approach to 
innovation. 
 
Extending and 
complementing 
existing research on 
the contribution of 
intermediaries to 
service innovation. 
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CHAPTER 5 : CONCLUSIONS 

5.1. Research problem   

This thesis aims to increase the theoretical comprehension of the importance and role of 

consultancies as innovation intermediaries in the service industry. There is a growing 

literature investigating the contributions of innovation intermediaries to the innovation 

processes of manufacturing companies, with a strong focus on technological innovation. 

However, the contribution of intermediaries to the innovation of service companies has 

been overlooked. Yet, services are critical in world economies and their service 

innovation processes can be somewhat different from the ones that are found in 

manufacturing industry. In this context, this investigation fulfils a research gap, and 

addresses a practical need, creating new knowledge in an under-explored field. 

The overarching research problem of this study was “How do innovation 

intermediaries, more specifically consultancies, contribute to service industry 

innovation?”. The answer to this question is that intermediaries may support the 

innovation processes of service companies, acting at technological and non-

technological levels. Furthermore, the brokering role, key in manufacturing context, 

loses importance in service industry, where intermediaries are envisaged as co-

producers of innovation alongside with the company, with the critical role of preparing 

companies to innovate. 

5.2. Main conclusions 

The understanding of the complex phenomenon of the innovation intermediation in the 

service industry gave rise to additional research questions which, along with the before 

mentioned questions, help to determine the direction and scope of the investigation and 

define its boundaries and limits. Each essay has its own set of research questions that 

frame a specific enquiry and guide the data collection and discussion, leading to a set of 

conclusions. Below are synthetized the main conclusions that answer the research 

questions, by essay.  
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ESSAY 1 

In this first essay, of conceptual nature, the main research question is: 

1) How innovation intermediaries can meet the innovation needs of service companies 

(or what can be the main functions of innovation intermediaries in the service 

industry?) 

The essay aims to understand what can be the main functions of innovation 

intermediaries in the service industry. The answer to the research question is that 

innovation intermediaries may offer 12 functions, namely: Analysis and definition of 

innovation needs; Identification of user needs and major trends; Signalization of 

technological options; Conceptualization of new service offerings; Conceptualization of 

new organizational methods; Conceptualization of new marketing strategies; 

Identification of potential partners; Testing and scaling; Selection and training of 

specialized workforce; Protection of innovation assets; Accreditation/certification; 

Investment appraisal.  

 

ESSAY 2 

In this essay, there are three research questions: 

1) To what extent consultancies perceive [innovation in] service (companies) as 

different from [innovation in] manufacturing (companies)? 

2) How do consultancies support the innovation processes of the service industry?  

3) What is the added-value of consultancies to the innovation processes of the service 

industry? 

The answer to the first question is that consultancies claim that service and 

manufacturing companies are quite similar clients, hence, they do not segment offerings 

and customize structures, by industry. But, in a deeper analysis, consultancies point out 

the existence of several differences between these two industries (in terms of dimension, 

resources, innovation needs, innovation strategies, and interlocutors). Consultancies 
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favor relationships with manufacturing companies (traditional client, more 

“professional”, and more interesting in terms of revenues). 

The answer to the second question is that consultancies support service innovation 

mostly acting at diagnostic level, through a comprehensive analysis of the company, the 

technological options and consumer trends. The brokering function is considered critical 

only when technology is involved. The function associated with conceptualization of 

offerings is not provided by consultancies, since they associate innovation with new 

technologies (and at this level, they can act just like brokers, due to the absence of 

specialized knowledge). The support in the definition of new organizational and 

marketing strategies is provided by all the consultancies but is not understood as 

strategic. Consultancies envisage themselves as innovation facilitators or carriers, not 

co-producers of innovation, since they consider that they mainly support the 

transmission of specialized knowledge. But, in reality their role is more complex, as 

they act alongside their clients, in a symbiotic relationship, to design innovations. 

Concerning the third question, consultancies associate their value-added mainly with the 

provision of information, advice, and training. In this context, specialized knowledge (in 

specific industries or topics) as well as a networking with others critical players in the 

innovation system is perceived as crucial. Nevertheless, the provision of access to other 

players in the system is envisaged as critical only when technology is at stake.  

Consultancies stress the importance of their support in technological areas, especially to 

manufacturing clients, whose innovations processes are normally more structured. Their 

support in non-technological areas is perceived as secondary. 

 

ESSAY 3 

In this essay, the research questions are: 

1) Why do service companies engage consultancies (or what are consultancies main 

motivations & expectations when engaging consultancies)? 
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2) How do consultancies support the innovation processes of the service industry (types 

of project, models of engagement, roles & functions of consultancies)? 

3) How do innovation intermediaries add value to the innovation process of the service 

industry (main contributions; outputs; challenges)? 

The first question aims to clarify what are the service companies’ main motivations and 

expectations when engaging consultancies. Basically, companies are looking for 

information and advice. But, these motivations evolve along the lifetime of the 

companies and, in latter stages, they also are in pursuit of methodology (to apply 

directly to their innovation projects without needing the support of an external party) 

and credibility provided by a third reputable entity. They look for providers that possess 

the adequate level of knowledge, experience, reputation, creativity, and diagnostic, 

project management and problem-solving skills. 

Concerning the second question, service companies engage a wide variety of 

consultancies in different end areas (strategy, technology, marketing, economy,…), 

even though not all collaborations target innovation. Projects can be strategic or 

operational, and, usually, the engagement is one-to-one (nevertheless, other entities can 

be involved). The industry of the company can affect the nature of the project, and 

companies belonging to insurance and telecommunications industries reported the 

consultancy engagement to be of the utmost importance in highly innovative 

technological projects. Consultancies are perceived as co-producers of the solutions, 

and its brokering function is not considered critical. Consultancies’ main functions are 

related with diagnosis and market opportunities detection, and, simultaneously, 

innovation conceptualization. Training is also considered an important function. Service 

companies also mentioned the consultancies’ support in the evaluation of innovation 

outcomes. 

The answer to third question is that consultancies are envisaged as a fundamental 

partner when preparing the company for innovation, even though, in some situations, 

they can be a valuable support in implementing innovations. When evaluating results, 

service companies find it important to associate the consultancies' work with specific 

deliverables, due to the nature of the provision. Service companies highlighted that 
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consultancies helped them to improve the overall quality of their offerings and that, in 

some cases, they co-produced radical innovations with them, namely in technological 

projects. The quality of the engagement is perceived as being a result of significant 

interactions between the client and the provider, and service companies should be well 

equipped to engage as well as consultancies (in this case, market and industry 

knowledge). In this setting, even though long-term relationships are favored; yet, they 

can be a threat to innovation, since they can result in complacency.  

5.3. Main contributions 

This thesis explores and describes the contribution of innovation intermediaries, and 

more specifically of consultancies, in supporting the innovation processes of service 

companies. Hence, it provides a number of theoretical contributions, which are now 

discussed next. 

 

• Holistic framework for the service industry 

At the core of the research, it is defined a framework to analyze the functions of 

innovation intermediaries in service industry (essay 1), which includes 12 

functions, namely: Analysis and definition of innovation needs; Identification of 

user needs and major trends; Signalization of technological options; 

Conceptualization of new service offerings; Conceptualization of new 

organizational methods; Conceptualization of new marketing strategies; 

Identification of potential partners; Testing and scaling; Selection and training of 

specialized workforce; Protection of innovation assets; Accreditation/certification; 

Investment appraisal. In the second and third essays, using a multiple case 

approach, the framework is empirically validated and a new function is suggested 

(Evaluation of innovation outcomes).  

This is the first framework designed especially for service industry. It draws on 

existing frameworks, revising and complementing them. The analysis of 

innovation intermediation through the lens of services allows a much more 
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holistic and richer perspective of the intermediaries’ contribution to business 

innovation. The framework includes the non-technological side of innovation 

(marketing and organizational innovation), which has been overlooked by the 

innovation intermediaries’ literature, providing a broader view of the innovation 

concept. Furthermore, it enlarges the functions of innovation intermediaries and 

underpins its importance as vital agents in contemporaneous innovation systems. 

 

• Importance of consultancies as key innovation enablers 

The research highlights the critical role of consultancies in service industry 

innovation (essays 1, 2 and 3). Consultancies are perceived as a key partner in the 

innovation processes of service companies (more important that the university and 

private or public research organizations) and service companies pointed out that 

they mostly engage with consultancies (and not other types of intermediaries) to 

cope with their innovation challenges (essay 3).  

Service companies rely on consultancies’ support to implement a wide range of 

projects, in different areas of expertise. Their support is found critical in preparing 

the companies for innovation, acting in the identification of new opportunities and 

in staff training. Consultancies are considered efficient and reliable partners, with 

specialized knowledge, resulting from their staff expertise and partnerships 

established with external entities (essay 2). They have an external perspective of 

the company´s situation and help companies to rethink their problems, providing 

methodologies to manage the innovation quest (essays 2 and 3). 

 

• Consultancies leading role as co-producers 

Another key contribution focuses on providing understanding on consultancies’ 

leading role as co-producers of innovation. Literature has been emphasising the 

bridging role of intermediaries; yet, in service industry, the brokering role of 

intermediaries loses prominence (essays 1, 2 and 3). Since relationships 

established between consultancies and service companies are mainly one-to-one, 
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not involving third parties, consultancies are mostly perceived as co-producers 

partners supporting the development of innovations alongside with service 

companies. In this co-production process, consultancies and service companies 

learn and innovate, side-by-side, in a symbiotic collaboration (essay 3). 

Consultancies do not envisage themselves as co-producers of innovation, since 

their understanding of innovation is mostly associated new technologies. Their 

traditional clients are manufacturing industries and they consider not having the 

technical expertise to conceptualize technological innovations. They overlook the 

non-technological side of innovation, considering it as secondary. Using the same 

lens for service clients, they not envisaged themselves as innovation co-producers 

in the case of services’ non-technological innovation. But, in reality, when they 

design new marketing and organizational innovations, which usually does not 

require the intervention of third parties, they work in a co-production process with 

their clients (essay 2).  

Furthermore, consultancies are not envisaged as critical partners in getting access 

to other players in the innovation system, since service companies consider that 

innovation implementation should be directly done by the companies. Only in 

projects of technical nature, the brokering role of intermediaries gains some 

prominence (essay 3).  

 

• New concept of “innovation intermediary” 

Moreover, in this research the concept of “innovation intermediary” is reviewed 

and questioned (essays 1 and 2). An intermediary is usually understood as a 

middleman, working between two or more parties to support the innovation 

processes of companies. The brokering-based definition minimizes considerably 

the potential of this agent, especially when it comes to non-technological 

innovation. Consultancies, as innovation intermediaries, are often co-producers of 

innovation, working alongside with their clients (essay 3). In this sense, 

innovation intermediaries ought to be identified by their main purpose, to enable 
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innovation (technological and non-technological), and not by their brokering role 

(essay 2).  

In the existing literature, there is not a unique and generalized definition of what 

an intermediary is and none of the prevailing definitions views innovation 

accordingly to the original Schumpeterian notion. Thus, I suggest as a tentative 

definition of an intermediary, which unleashes the full potential of these players: 

“An agent which works to enable innovation, technological and/or non-

technological, acting as a broker and/or a co-producer of innovation alongside its 

clients”. 

 

• Collaboration between service companies and consultancies 

The thesis offers important insights on the collaboration process between service 

companies and consultancies, from the perspectives of consultancies as the 

provider (essay 2) and service companies as clients (essay 3). These different 

perspectives allow triangulation of findings and richer understandings. On one 

side, it specifically analyzes how consultancies envisage the client “services” by 

comparing it with the client “manufacturing”; what are the services provided by 

consultancies to the service industry; and what are the impacts and challenges 

when working with this client (essay 2). On the other side, it examines the 

motivations and expectations of service companies when engaging consultancies; 

the cooperation underlying processes and mechanisms; as wells as the results, 

opportunities and threats (essay 3).  

Consultancies claim that service and manufacturing companies are similar and, as 

a result of this, they do not adjust their organizational structures and offerings to 

this type of client (one size fits all). But, in reality, they perceived them as 

somewhat different in terms of needs, resources, innovation’ strategies and 

structures (essay 2).  

Consultancies offer specialized information and advice as well as access to other 

innovation players (in the case of technological innovation). Their training 
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services are considered of the utmost importance. They rely on strategic 

partnerships with other knowledge centers and their staff skills to fulfil their 

mission (essay 2). 

The analysis of service companies’ motivations to engage with consultancies 

revealed that the search for methodology to manage innovation processes is a 

critical motivation at later stages of the relationship, where companies are looking 

for the “tool box” to help them solve their problems (and not anymore for the 

solution itself). Also, consultancies are perceived as relevant partners since they 

are external independent voices that provide assurance in decision making and 

credibility. Service companies look for suppliers that have technical but also 

market knowledge, which are creative and problem solvers. The international 

dimension of consultancies is also valued. 

Service companies run different types of projects with consultancies in different 

areas of expertise, and not all projects target innovation. Most part of the 

collaboration projects is dyadic, involving the company and the consultancy. 

Nevertheless, sometimes third parties are involved. Some technological projects 

are of strategic nature, affecting radically the company´s organization and 

business. Long-term relationships with knowledge suppliers are favored, even 

though they can result in complacency.  

 

• New perspective on the contribution of innovation intermediaries 

Hence, and as a result, my research brings a new and revolutionary perspective of 

the innovation intermediaries’ contribution, drawing on a more enlarged concept 

of innovation as shown in Figure 3. This new perspective is a result of re-

examining the reality, the innovation intermediation thematic, from a different 

standing point, the one of the service industry. Reality is in some way an illusion, 

which demands an empathetic understanding, through the eyes of the leading 
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actors.

 

Figure 3 - A new services’ perspective on the innovation intermediary thematic 

 

This new perspective draws on the evidence that consultancies’ services are 

mostly focused on the support of manufacturing clients’ needs and their 

understanding of innovation is mostly concentrated on the technological side 

(essay 2). In this new perspective, motivations to engage consultancies’ services 

are reviewed and it is emphasized the importance of externally acquiring the 

Dimension

Target

Main motivations

Projects

Relationship

Main role

Main function

Main contribution

Intermediary concept

MANUFACTURING 
PERSPECTIVE

Technological innovation

Access, knowledge, and 
funding

Operational

Triadic or more complex

Broker role

Brokering

Innovation implementation

Brokering-based definition

SERVICE       
PERSPECTIVE

Technological and non-
technological innovation

Knowledge, methodology, 
and external voice

Strategical and operational

Dyadic

Co-producer role

Diagnostic

Innovation preparation

Purpose-based definition
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methodologies to run the company´s innovation projects as well as the 

significance of “external voices” to provide assurance in decision making and to 

inspire market trust. It is stressed that consultancies can be more than 

implementers of innovations and they play a more strategic role in the innovation 

preparation. 

 

Overall, I argue that my investigation contributes to a holistic approach of innovation, by 

highlighting innovation features that have been overlooked by the traditional 

manufacturing perspective, and addressing a literature gap in a research field of the 

utmost importance. 

Finally, by examining the engagements established by the consultancies and the service 

companies that participated in this study, the investigation also contributes to improve 

management practice. Both service organizations and consultancies can benefit from the 

study findings and conclusions to unleash the full potential of potential future 

collaborations.  Consultancies can reformulate their value propositions, processes and 

procedures, and thus provide more efficient solutions to their clients. Service 

organizations can better prepare to the challenges of the innovation collaboration, by 

better understanding the role and importance of consultancies in service innovation 

processes and by learning from other peers’ experiences.  

5.4. Limitations and suggestions for future research directions 

The research has an exploratory nature, drawing on qualitative methodologies to study a 

topic that has been under-explored. The use of qualitative methodologies does not allow 

results’ statistical generalization.  

The analysis focuses on the support of consultancies, which are key partners of service 

companies. Nevertheless, there is a large list of possible innovation intermediaries that 

was not possible to examine under this topic due to time and resources constraints.  

Simultaneously, it explores the role of consultancies in the development of 

technological and non-technological innovations, assuming that innovation is developed 
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within the company, with the support of consultancies, and then launched into the 

market. It does not examine the role of consultancies in defining new paths to the 

market, namely through the identification of innovations that are not interesting to be 

developed inside the company (out of company’s scope) and by marketing them in the 

market to allow its exploitation by other players in the innovation system. 

The thesis discloses several starting points to help deepen the understanding of 

innovation intermediaries’ roles in the business innovation processes. The conceptual 

framework can be used as a theoretical basis for the development of empirical research, 

of qualitative and quantitative natures. It would be interesting to re-examine the 

contribution of intermediaries in manufacturing industry using this new framework, 

which allows a more complete understanding of innovation. Also, it would be of interest 

to validate the tool with other types of intermediaries, besides consultancies, and to do 

the quantitative testing of the tool using a questionnaire-based mechanism. 

Furthermore, it would be relevant to investigate deeper into the nature of the 

relationship between consultancies and service companies to enrich the analysis. One of 

the possibilities is ethnographical approaches. This path of investigation makes use of 

participant observation, field work, and interviewing over a sufficiently long enough 

period of time, allowing the formulation of deep understandings of the collaboration. 

Other options are longitudinal approaches, which extend over a lengthy period of time, 

allowing interesting insights. 

5.5. Final remarks  

This investigation was born during troubled times. The research started on 2014 and, on 

August of that year, I relocated with my family to a new continent, Asia, and more 

specifically to Macau. Everything new to the four of us, and all of us had to restart and 

adjust and tune our “engines” to a quite different environment. 

Macau was the start of new professional challenges, which fortunately included a local 

university, where I became a “Visiting Lecturer”. Teaching marketing and innovation 

subjects was critical to enrich my theoretical and empirical knowledge as well as my 
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networking. Simultaneously, working at AICEP Macau provided me an overall 

perspective of business in Asia, what was crucial to open my horizons.  

Nevertheless, it was really hard to be away from my academic nest (FEP has been my 

home since 1989) and from other researchers, faculty friends and colleagues as well as 

mentors. In this sense, the path has been a bit lonely, and many times when difficulties 

appeared there was no one to turn to. But, it is during tough times, that the tough have to 

get going, and there is no way back. I had to take risks and get out my comfort zone. 

And, the compensation was I got more independent, autonomous and pragmatic. 

During this journey, I also became much familiarized with the mysterious force of 

“procrastination”. We know that we have to do something, but we always put other less 

important things ahead.  Happily, the feeling of accomplishing something is much more 

inebriating! 

After these intensively lived four years, I can definitely say that I became a researcher, 

whose main mission is to look for answers to important questions. I envisage research 

as a starting point, from a new and fresh perspective. As I see it, research is a path, a 

process, not an end in itself, aiming to originate new perspectives and new questions. In 

this sense, I think this investigation met its objective, the pointing out of new directions 

that hopefully will be taken and owned by others, to generate new insights concerning a 

theme of relevance and growing interest. 
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ESSAY 1 

Pinto, M.; Saur-Amaral, I.; Melo de Brito, C. (2016), “Innovation in services: Exploring 
the Role of Innovation Intermediaries”, Revista Portuguesa de Marketing, Vol. 18 (34), 
p. 53-64. 

 

Abstract:  

Innovation intermediaries play a direct and important role in firm’s innovation 

processes, facilitating the access to external knowledge of other players.  Yet, little is 

known about the role and importance of innovation intermediaries in service industry.  

Based on the analysis of the diverse and recent developments in the literature, this 

paper provides a conceptual tool for analyzing the role of intermediaries within service 

innovation, developing and extending existing theory on services innovation and 

innovation intermediaries and contributing to a synthesis approach.  

1. Introduction 

Due to the increasing competitiveness of markets, companies are forced to innovate1. 

Cooperation activities with other players allows them to access complementary 

technological resources, which may contribute to faster development of innovations, 

improved market access, scale and scope economies, cost and risk sharing (Faria et al., 

2010). 

Innovation intermediaries emerged so as to facilitate the access to external knowledge 

of other players, acting like agents or brokers in the innovation process. Howells (2006) 

emphasizes the systemic value that innovation intermediaries may play in policy terms 

in an innovation system, improving connectedness within a system and creating new 

opportunities. 

Regarding this topic, academic scholars have only recently started to analyze innovation 

intermediaries and further research is needed (Lichtenthaler and Ernest, 2008; Howells, 

2006; Chesbrough, 2006). The existing research lacks focus on the service industry, and 

                                                             
1 Innovation can be broadly defined as the commercial application of new knowledge and is considered 
one of the key drivers of growth and productivity (Love et al., 2011). 
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there is limited research concerning the role of intermediaries in services. This does not 

come as a surprise however, as much of our current understanding of innovation has 

been derived from manufacturing studies (Tether, 2005).  

Services represent around 62.5% of world GDP (source: World Factbook of CIA), 

contribute in a very significant way for employment creation, and are an important 

source of inputs in manufacturing. In the EU economy, services account for over 70% 

of the GDP and employment. Service innovation promotes directly services’ growth and 

productivity, and has indirect benefits in other industries and in the public sector (Love 

at al., 2011). 

As services do matter (Den Hertog, 2000) and service innovation has direct benefits and 

indirect benefits in all the economy (Love at al., 2011) and external partnerships are of 

fundamental importance in service innovation (Love at al., 2011; Wagner, 2013; Trigo 

and Vence, 2012), it is thus important to understand the role of intermediaries in service 

industry. We still know far less about services and their innovation activities than we do 

about manufacturing (Tether, 2005), and the studies of service innovation as distinctive 

activities have the potential of contributing to the development of such a synthesis 

approach to innovation by pointing to features of innovation that have been largely 

ignored in studies taking a traditional, technology-focused manufacturing approach to 

innovation (Drejer, 2004). 

The objective of this research is to understand the role of innovation intermediaries in 

service industry. To our knowledge, it is the first time that this topic has been studied. 

This is an exploratory study that aims to synthesize the main functions of 

intermediaries. Our argument is that service innovation has some particularities that 

have not been highlighted in intermediation literature and demands for a specific 

framework of analysis. To achieve our objective, we will draw on intermediation 

literature and service innovation literature and develop a theoretical framework to 

present the key insights.  
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2. Innovation intermediaries 

The role of intermediary in innovation can be traced back to “middlemen” in the 

agricultural, wool and textile industries of 16th, 17th and 18th century Britain. These 

middlemen, not only had commercial functions, but also disseminate technical 

knowledge (Howells, 2006). Intermediaries have gained dimension and importance and, 

currently, their functions are extensive and vary from one organization to another. 

Howells (2006) defines an intermediary “as an organization or body that acts an agent 

or broker in any aspect of the innovation process between two or more parties”, whose 

activities comprehend providing information about potential partners; brokering a 

transaction; acting as a mediator; finding advice, funding and support for the innovation 

outcomes of collaborations. Dalziel (2010) presents an alternative definition, stating that 

“innovation intermediaries as organizations or groups within organizations that work 

to enable innovation”. This definition emphasizes the organizational purpose of 

intermediaries. 

Arguably, intermediaries bridge the gap between internal and external know-how, 

reduce the time to market and the time to know-how, increase firm’s efficiency in 

product development and the efficiency of its external service providers (Gassman et 

al., 2011). They help to reinforce the innovative capacity of companies, industries, 

regions and nations (Dalziel, 2010).  

With the rise of the Open Innovation (OI) concept2, innovation intermediaries received 

a wider, recognized role. In an OI model, firms can and should use internal and external 

ideas/paths, and intermediaries, as specialist firms, emerge to provide information, 

access and funding to enable transactions to occur between parties (Chesbrough, 2006).  

In what concerns the functions of innovation intermediaries, Howells’s (2006) 

contribution, widely accepted, highlights the following functions: 

1. foresight and diagnostics;  

2. scanning and information processing;  

                                                             
2 Although there is a discussion about whether open innovation (OI) really is a new paradigm or simply 
the repackaging of older concepts and findings, open innovation is in line with previous research which 
shows that knowledge relevant for industrial innovation is distributed among actors and organizations 
such as suppliers, users, universities and consultants (Clausen et al., 2013). 
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3. knowledge processing and combination/recombination;  

4. gate keeping and brokering;  

5. testing and validation;  

6. accreditation;  

7. validation and regulation;  

8. protecting the results;  

9. commercialization;  

10. evaluation of outcomes.  

This framework, resulting from a synthesis of the existing literature and a case study 

focused on the UK reality, considers that the intermediaries provide a wide and holistic 

role for their clients in the innovation process. The intermediary functions are very 

diverse along the innovation value chain, going from foresight, forecasting and 

technology road mapping to gatekeeping and brokering to technology assessment and 

evaluation.  

A more detailed analysis of the proposed functions reveals that intermediaries are very 

focused on technological innovations, as their main tasks are helping clients in what 

concerns forecasting and technology road mapping; processing, generating and 

combining technical knowledge; testing, validation and accreditation standards; training 

companies´ collaborators in the use of new technologies or laboratory techniques; 

protecting the outcomes of collaboration through patent licensing; and technology 

assessment and evaluation.  

Furthermore, the intermediaries involved in the case study are mainly organizations that 

provide innovation services to manufacturing companies, with a strong focus on 

technological innovations. Most of these organizations help clients in traditional 

manufacturing industries, even though some of them have diversified into new 

industries or technologies such as defense, security, aerospace, nuclear and power 

generation, and healthcare (Howells, 2006).  

Howells (2006) points out the difficulty to construct a complete population list of 

innovation intermediaries in the UK, due to the lack of an accepted definition of an 

‘innovation intermediary’; the complexity of organizations providing intermediary 

services in innovation processes, whose primary role may often not be as an 
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intermediary; and the absence of a formal identification of the sector by government or 

statistical entities.  

In what concerns the main roles of intermediaries, Howell (2006) claims that the 

provision of intermediation functions may be less central to the intermediaries as they 

can offer services which involve no interaction with third-parties, even though the 

brokering role is central. Den Hertog (2000) differentiates the intermediaries that have a 

broker role, the innovation brokers, as their core function (facilitators of innovation), 

from those other intermediaries that also pursue traditional, non-third-party activities 

(sources or carriers of innovation). Likewise Winch and Courtney (2007) separate the 

knowledge-intensive business service firms and research and technology development 

organizations, which act as intermediaries as a by-product of their principal activities, 

apart from the innovation brokers, that are set up specifically to be the middlemen 

between the sources and users of new ideas in innovation networks.  

Regarding client-industries of innovation intermediaries, some authors, like Winch and 

Courtney (2007) and (Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2009), study the innovation brokers which 

perform a broker role in an industry-specific innovation. Other authors, like Gassmann 

et al. (2011), refer that intermediaries as technical service providers, consultants and 

universities do not focus on one industry. They investigate intermediaries that work in 

the cross-industry innovation processes and transfer existing solutions from one 

industry to another by using analogies, identifying three types of intermediaries (the 

innovation broadener, the innovation leverager, and the innovation multiplier). 

Furthermore, Hargadon (1998) analyzes the role of knowledge brokers bridging 

knowledge between disparate industries. Hargadon and Sutton (1997) present a 

technology brokering model, grounded on the argument that “ideas from one group 

might solve the problems of another, but only if connections between existing solutions 

and problems can be made across the boundaries between them”. 

Analysing intermediary-client(s) relationships, Howells (2006) points out that even 

though much of the analysis of intermediaries assumes that they operate in a simple 

triadic ‘one-to-one-to-one’ basis, intermediaries can supply services direct to their 

clients, on a one-to-one basis, that doesn´t involve any other organizations. They can 

also be involved in much more complex relationships, which functions at system or 
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network level. These systemic intermediaries play an important role in the formation 

and maintenance of innovation networks and systems (Van Lente et al, 2003; Klerkx 

and Leeuwis, 2009). Agogue et al. (2013) consider that they can act as architects which 

design prerequisites and offer leadership in cases of innovation in the fuzzy front end, 

where networks and brokered knowledge and ideas still have to be designed. 

 
Table 1– Innovation Intermediaries typologies 

Main Roles 1. Innovation broker, facilitator of innovation (intermediary 
with a specific liaison role) 

2. Knowledge broker, carrier or source of innovation 
(intermediation as a result of the main activities of the 
intermediary) 

Client-Industries 1. Single-industry  
2. Cross-industry 

Type of 
Relationships 

1. Basic (reduced number of actors, in dyadic or triadic 
relationships) 

2. Complex (collaborative innovation process, focused on 
innovation networks) 

Source: own formulation 

 
There are a significant number of studies about innovation intermediaries from different 

research fields. Nevertheless, there is not a consistent and integrated literature, due to 

the low level of cross-referencing between authors (Howells, 2006). There are only a 

few studies focused on the holistic role of intermediaries, namely the one from Howells 

(2006). The literature recognizes the need to develop more and better conceptual 

frameworks to gain in-depth knowledge about the wide and complex structures that 

operate as innovation intermediaries (Dalziel, 2010; Howells, 2006). 

Much of the existing studies are focused on manufacturing and also on agricultural 

industry, and little is known about the role of innovation intermediaries in service 

industry. The growing importance of the service industry, as well as its specificities 

differing from those found in manufacturing settings, emphasize the importance of 

contributions to the current understanding of service innovation (den Hertog et al, 2010, 

Tether, 2005; Tether and Tajar, 2008). 

A search made in September 2015 on Thomson ISI Current Contents database (Social 

and Behavioral Sciences sub database) on “innovation intermediaries” + “service firms” 

in Topic did not lead to any relevant results. Some of the papers obtained are focused on 
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service firms (knowledge intensive business services) that play the role of innovation 

intermediaries. We found no study examining the role of the innovation intermediaries 

in the case of the client “service industry”.  

3. Innovation in Services 

Traditionally, services have been defined in a rather negative sense; once manufacturing 

industries are defined, everything else is assigned to the service industries. The 

heterogeneity of services has increased the difficulty of understanding its innovative 

nature.  

Service innovation literature typically falls into one of the three main schools of thought 

(Coombs and Miles, 2000; Droege, H. et al., 2009): 

1. The technologist or assimilation approach that reduces innovation to the 

adoption and use of technology (services are supplier-dominated, not true 

innovator). This approach attempts to assimilate services within the 

consolidated framework used for manufacturing sectors. 

2. The service-oriented or differentiation approach that develops a specific 

framework for service innovation, highlighting their specificities (namely 

immateriality, perishability, heterogeneity and inseparability). 

3. The integrative or synthesizing approach, which proposes a common 

conceptual framework, in an enlarged view of innovation which is applicable 

to any tangible or intangible product. It proposes a new definition of product. 

 

The integrative approach is considered the most promising one, because the boundaries 

between goods and services become more blurred. As Tether (2005, pp. 182-183) states: 

“(…) these approaches to innovation are not peculiar to services. Although more 

prominent amongst services they are also found amongst manufacturers and other 

economic agents”. Castro at al. (2011) support that claim, when stating that innovation 
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ought to be defined in a broad sense3 and innovation typologies should include all types 

of innovation, in order to be applied in any business.  

The integrative approach brings together the analysis of innovation in services and 

manufacturing. This school of thought considers that studies on service innovation 

clarify important elements which have been neglected when researching product 

innovation in manufacturing. So it is central to investigate service peculiarities to have a 

more complete understanding of innovation:  

Continuous mode of innovation  

Services are more like to engage in a continuous mode of innovation, rather than a 

staircase mode, because of its intangible and interactive nature (Tether, 2005). A new 

service is more of a set of activities, not a well-defined service, which is difficult to 

replicate exactly with each performance. Furthermore, the firms ‘capabilities evolve 

over time, namely in response to customer needs, through internal ‘‘learning by doing’’ 

and recruitment of new personnel. In this context, the identification of particular 

innovations is difficult.   

 

Non-technological innovations 

Castro at al. (2011) point out that the manufacturing companies have a greater tendency 

to carry out technological innovations (product and process innovations), while service 

companies are more inclined to implement non-technological innovations 

(organizational and marketing innovations). According to Evangelista and Vezzani 

(2010), pure technological innovations (product or process) are more relevant in the 

manufacturing sector than they are in services, and the organizational innovations are 

more significant in services. 

 

Impact of innovation  

Innovation affects the economic performance of companies (measured by the rate of 

sales growth). In manufacturing firms the impact of pure product or process innovations 

                                                             
3 Castro at al. (2011), in line with Tether (2005), state that integrating models, irrespective of the sector of 
the firm, should include the three basic types of innovation: technological (product, process); 
organizational (innovation in management systems, work organization, relations with other companies) 
and commercial (significant product design and packaging modifications, and significant modifications in 
sales and distribution methods). 
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and of the organizational innovations is higher than in service firms (Evangelista and 

Vezzani, 2010). Services firms should adopt a more holistic approach to innovation, 

combining technological and non-technological innovations (Evangelista and Vezzani, 

2010). In this line, Mothe and Nguyen Thi (2012) emphasize that organizational and 

marketing innovation in service firms led to a higher propensity to introduce new or 

improved products. 

 

Soft sources and strengths at innovation 

Tether (2005) refers that manufacturers tend to place greater emphasis on ‘‘hard’’ 

sources of technology (R&D and the acquisition of advanced equipment) whereas 

services emphasize ‘‘soft’’ sources (cooperation with suppliers and customers). 

Strengths at innovation of service firms lie in ‘‘soft’’ attributes, namely the skills of 

their workforce and their cooperation practices with customers and suppliers. 

Leiponen (2005) emphasizes that external sourcing of knowledge, especially from 

customers and competitors, positively affects both the probability and extent of 

innovation, while in-house R&D intensity had no discernible effect. 

 

Innovation indicators 

A service innovation often involves the combination of one or more of four dimensions: 

the service concept, the client interface, the service delivery system and organization, 

and technological options (Den Hertog, 2000). It requires structurally new 

technological, organizational, or human capabilities of the service organization. Due to 

the multiple forms of the service innovations, and the “soft side” of services innovation 

(focus on non-technological innovations), it is easily overlooked by traditional 

indicators such as R&D expenditures, and patents (Gotsch and Hipp, 2012; Tether, 

2005; Djellal and Gallouj (2000)). The propensity to patent of a service company is one 

third of the likelihood of a manufacturing company (Blind et al., 2003). Miles (2003) 

highlights that R&D or R&D-like activities are not acknowledged as such by services 

managers as well as by statisticians and policymakers.  
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Partners 

In what concerns innovation service partnerships, the role of external “openness’” 

through partners and linkages is of particular importance in service sector innovation 

(Love at al., 2011). Trigo and Vence (2012) conclude that the relationship between 

cooperation behavior and innovation performance is directly linked - the higher the 

innovative level of a service firm, the higher cooperative level and vice versa.  

According to some authors, the preferred innovations partners in services are customers, 

suppliers, competitors (Tether, 2005; Leiponen, 2005; Love et al., 2013). Also, 

specialist knowledge providers (universities, public and private research organizations 

and consultants) can be valuable associates (Theter and Tajar, 2008; Trigo and Vence, 

2012; Love et al., 2011), especially the consultants. 

 

To sum up, service innovation is rather different than manufacturing innovation due 

namely to the significance of a “softer” mode of innovation among service firms. 

4. Towards a Theoretical Framework 

The functions of intermediaries in service innovation are constrained by the 

idiosyncratic nature of services. It is important to draw on service specificities (Tether, 

2005; Den Hertog, 2000) to propose a theoretical framework that enables the 

understanding of the role of innovation intermediaries in service industry.   

The nature of services demands a wide definition of innovation, which encompasses 

technological and non-technological innovations (Djellal and Gallouj, 2000). If we only 

focus on technological innovations, the brokering function of intermediaries is central in 

their activities, as Howell (2006) proposed. But, arguably, intermediaries are not 

necessarily brokers between two or more parties, and can be involved in bilateral and 

unilateral activities. The soft nature of services requires that intermediaries should be 

often involved in one-to-one relationships. The introduction of non-technological 

innovations, by instance the definition of a new organizational structure or a new 

distribution policy, does not require the intervention of a third party. In this context, an 

innovation intermediary in services is not only a facilitator (a broker) but a carrier, a 

source of innovation (Den Hertog, 2000). As so, service intermediaries should be 
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identified based on their purpose, as organizations that work to enable innovation as 

suggested by Dalziel (2010).  

Service companies favor organizational innovation (Howells et al., 2004) and demand 

the adoption of a more systemic approach to innovation as pure technological strategies 

do not have a clear impact in firms´ performance. The existing literature is focused on 

technological innovations, and in technological markets (Agogue et al., 2013; 

Gassmann et al., 2012; Lichtenthaler and Ernest, 2008; Howell, 2006). The framework 

suggested by Howells (2006) places centrally the technological innovations, and its 

impact on organizational performance, and can be applied in the manufacturing 

industry. But, in the case of service industry, where the non-technological innovations 

are fundamental and strengths at innovation lie in ‘‘soft’’ attributes, its application is 

arguably more limited.   

Our proposal highlights the role of intermediaries on both technological and non-

technological innovations. In what concerns technological innovation, we focus on 

product innovation because of the difficulty of distinguishing product from process 

innovation in service industry and process from organizational innovation in all 

industries (Tether, 2005; Mansury and Love, 2008). Product innovation is defined as the 

introduction of goods or services that are new or significantly improved with respect to 

their specifications or intended uses. This includes significant improvements in 

technical specifications, components and materials, incorporated software, user 

friendliness and/or other functional characteristics (OECD, 2005). 

Regarding non-technological innovations, we consider the two major types of non-

technological innovation, organizational and marketing innovations, according to 2005 

OECD Oslo Manual definition of innovation. An organizational innovation is “the 

implementation of a new organizational method in the firm’s business practices 

(including knowledge management), workplace organization or external relations that 

has not been previously used by the firm. It must be the result of strategic decisions 

taken by management” (OECD, 2005). Marketing innovation is defined as “the 

implementation of a new marketing concept or strategy that differs significantly from 

the enterprise’s existing marketing methods and which has not been used before. It 
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entails significant changes in product design or packaging, product placement, product 

promotion or pricing” (OECD, 2005). 

Service firms are more oriented to a continuous change mode of innovation, where there 

is an absence of definite step changes in terms of what is produced, and they can be 

perceived as a bag of capabilities whose evolution is conditioned by customer needs. 

Service innovations are often intangible, difficult to assess and to measure. They are 

interactive, resulting of employee-customer interaction. They have a conceptual nature, 

namely due to the services´ intangibility, and encompass the mixing of new and existing 

service elements into an integrated service. As a result, innovation intermediaries’ 

functions, regarding both tech and non-technological innovations, emphasize the 

conceptualization of new service offers as well as the definition of new organizational 

methods and of new marketing strategies (functions 4, 5 and 6). 

Service innovation can involve the combination of services from different providers, 

which can demand external support in network design and management (function 7). 

Accordingly to Agarwal and Selen (2009), innovations in services are increasingly 

brought to the market by networks of companies. 

Technology, and particular information technologies, is important for service industry, 

providing opportunities to reformulate service propositions (Den Hertog et al., 2010), 

namely in terms of interaction with clients, and service firms need to be informed of the 

latest technologies to ensure competitiveness (function 3). 

Services are also difficult to reproduce consistently and exactly, and, as a result, service 

innovations can be difficult to prototype and test in a laboratory setting and to scale it 

up. The protection of innovations gains also new specificities, as patents are not 

considered an interesting protection tool by service companies. Service companies favor 

other IPR tools, such as the trademarks and trade secrets. As result, some functions of 

intermediaries should be restructured (such as scaling, testing, accreditation, and 

protecting the results) to cope with these challenges (functions 8, 10, 11). 

Due to the high involvement of customers in service definition and production, it is of 

critical to gain knowledge on trends and customer needs (function 2). Also, human 

resources are critical in service industry due to its soft nature, so the selection and 

training gain a particular relevance (function 9). Employees are the ‘‘face of service 
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firms,’’ and enhance both innovation volume and radicalness, because of their 

proximity with customers and their knowledge gained through experience (Ordanini and 

Parasuraman, 2011). At the same time, the human component in services creates 

difficulties in the introduction of service innovations on a large-scale in a uniform way. 

The diagnostic of the innovation needs of the service company (which includes the 

measurement of innovation activities) as well as the assessment of investment needs, 

costs, and support schemes) are activities were the support of a third party such as an 

intermediary is very relevant (functions 1, 12).  

Table 2 synthesizes our proposition of the main functions of an intermediary in service 

industry, following (for pedagogic reasons) a linear and sequential perspective of the 

innovation process.   

 
Table 2 – Service intermediaries: main functions  

Functions Comments 

1. Analysis and definition of 
innovation needs  

The assessment of capabilities and needs 
in innovation can be a tool of large 
spectra (analyzing and measuring 
technological and non-technological 
dimensions), dynamism (forecasting 
future needs) and proactivity (proposing 
actions).  

2. Identification of user needs and 
major trends  

It is of major importance of understanding 
users and forecasting (potential) needs 
and trends. According to Nambisan 
(2002), customers act as a co-creator of 
innovative products and services, as a 
source of innovative ideas, and as a user 
for prototype testing or helping other 
users in learning about the product or 
service. Carbonell et al. (2009) emphasize 
that customer involvement in new service 
development affects operational outcomes 
(technical quality and innovation speed). 

3. Signalization of technological 
options 

Technology (namely ICT) has enabled 
numerous services innovations. New 
service concepts, client interfaces and 
service delivery are a result of new 
technological capabilities, mostly ICT 
(Den Hertog et al., 2003).  

4. Conceptualising new service A service innovation cannot be developed 
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Functions Comments 

offers in a similar way as physical goods, 
because of its conceptual nature which 
makes it difficult for a customer to assess 
previously what will be experienced and 
what will be delivered and because of its 
highly interactive or shared process 
character (Den Hertog et al., 2010). 

5. Conceptualizing new 
organizational methods 

Service companies tend to implement 
non-technological, organizational 
innovations (Howells et al., 2004; Castro 
et al., 2011). They include changes in the 
way in which provision is organized 
within the firm and changes to the 
relationships between the firm and its 
partners. 

6. Definition of new marketing 
strategies 

Marketing innovations are changes in 
design or packaging, changes in sales or 
distribution methods, advertising or 
permanent exhibitions, which aim to 
increase appeal for the firms’ products 
and/or to enter new markets (Mothe and 
Nguyen Thi, 2012). 

7. Identification of potential 
partners (suppliers, customers 
and/or competitors) 

Many service propositions are 
combinations of service elements from 
different providers (Den Hertog et al., 
2010). Cooperation practices with 
suppliers, competitors and customers are 
fundamental in services (Tether, 2005; 
Leiponen, 2005).  

8. Testing and scaling New service concepts, unlike 
manufacturing products, cannot be tested 
and prototyped in a laboratory, they have 
to be tried out in practice. It is a challenge 
to introduce service innovations on a 
large-scale in a uniform way (Den Hertog 
et al., 2010). 

9. Selection and training of 
specialized workforce 

The human element, namely staff 
qualification, skills and professionalism, 
is strategic in service sectors (Howells 
and Tether, 2004). The ICT skills and 
commercial/advisory skills are very 
valuable in service industry (Den Hertog 
et al., 2003). 

10. Protection of innovation assets The protection of innovations in service 
industries is important and there 
mechanisms of protection like secrecy, 
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Functions Comments 

market lead and the long-term 
commitment of personnel and also 
intellectual property rights (trademarks, 
copyright and patents). Nevertheless, 
transferring the patent system from the 
manufacturing sector to the service sector 
raises some issues, namely patents can be 
only applied for innovative technical 
solutions (Blind et al., 2003). 

11. Accreditation Several entities, private, non-profit or 
public, promote the development of 
innovation management (IM) capabilities 
of organizations for sustainable 
development. There are a lot of normative 
documents related to IM. 

12. Investment appraisal Definition of investments and related cost 
and also possible support schemes (loans, 
government incentives, venture capital). 

 
 

Figure 1 groups the different functions of innovation intermediaries in four main stages 

(diagnostic, design, implementation and support). 

 
Figure 1– Intermediaries Functions by Stages 
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5. Conclusion 

This paper provides a conceptual tool for analyzing the role of intermediaries within 

service innovation, developing and extending existing theory on services innovation and 

innovation intermediaries and contributing to a synthesis approach. It is, to our 

knowledge, the first time a conceptual framework is developed to approach the 

importance of innovation intermediaries in service industry. The paper attests the need 

for a conceptual strengthening of service innovation studies. By integrating several 

fields of research, our research provides a solid ground for academics, practitioners and 

consultants that seek to develop their work in this field. 

The analysis presented in our research extends current understanding regarding 

innovation intermediaries, by highlighting the role of intermediaries in service industry 

regarding non-technological innovations, which is a key area of success in service 

innovation. Intermediation in service industry has some peculiarities that result from 

services firms’ orientation to innovation, which somewhat differs from that of 

manufacturers: 

• Importance of non-technological innovations –A more complete view of 

innovation, including technological and non-technological dimensions, demands 

a revision on intermediaries’ roles in the different phases (especially in what is 

related to the conceptualization of innovations). 

• Intangibility and conceptual nature of services – Many new service concepts, 

unlike manufacturing products, cannot be prototyped and tested in a laboratory; 

they have to be tested in practice, in collaboration with clients and workforce. 

Likewise, service innovation is difficult to measure and protect. These factors 

demand a different approach and support of innovation intermediaries; 

• Importance of customer and of workforce involvement – A major part of 

services offers are co-created with the client (Den Hertog et al., 2010). Clients 

and front-employees are fundamental players in service innovation and 

innovation intermediaries have to integrate them in their service proposition. 

The scrutiny of the idiosyncrasies of intermediation in service industry can contribute to 

a deeper knowledge of the innovation process as a whole. The framework can be used 
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to clarify the concept of innovation intermediaries in service contexts and to get alert so 

as to the importance of such intermediaries for the success of integrated innovation in 

their organizations.  

This study, drawing on the existing literature, envisages a wider role for the innovation 

intermediaries, suggesting some new and renewed functions that result from a more 

enlarged understanding of the innovation concept. Likewise this research reinforces the 

importance of a purpose-based definition of innovation intermediaries by opposition of 

a brokering-based definition. 

Two key recommendations arise from our study, namely:  

• Importance of promoting the involvement of players from (management) 

universities – Universities have the capability to offer specific services in what 

concerns non-technological innovations (organizational and marketing innovations). 

Nevertheless, service firms have weaker direct links with the public science-base 

than do manufacturers. Tether and Tajar (2008) alert that the allocation of science 

funds favors manufacturing firms relative to services. This suggests that it is 

important to review the interface service firms-universities to boost service 

innovation. 

• Significance of consultants as innovation intermediaries – Service industry requires 

more complex strategies of innovation, a mix of technological and non-

technological innovations (Evangelista and Vezzani, 2010). Consultants are 

considered facilitators, carriers and sources of innovation in service industry (Den 

Hertog, 2000). In the growing group of intermediaries, Bessant and Rush (1995) 

emphasize the role of consultants, tough the diversity of their functions and their 

flexibility in modes of operation and interaction. 

One of the mains limitations of this framework it is that has never been tested 

empirically. We suggest that future research on the value and application of this tool 

should be undertaken, namely testing it among service innovation intermediaries and 

service companies. 

Another limitation of this study is that it did not take in account the wide variety of 

service activities. In the future it is necessary to analyze the role of innovation 
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intermediaries regarding the different types of services and distinct approaches to 

innovation.  

Furthermore, this theoretical tool was conceived to be applied in service industry, 

bringing to the fore some neglected aspects in innovation. Now the challenge is to draw 

on the existing frameworks related to manufacturing industry and propose a new tool, 

encompassing service and manufacturing innovation.  

 

References 

Agarwal, R. and Selen, W. (2009), “Dynamic capability building in service value 

networks for achieving service innovation”, Decision Sciences, Vol. 40, pp. 431-75. 

Agogué, M., Yström, A. and Le Masson, P. (2013), “Rethinking the role of 

intermediaries as an architect of collective exploration and creation of knowledge in 

open innovation”, International Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 17, pp. 1-24. 

Bessant, J. and Rush, H. (1995), “Building bridges for innovation: the role of 

consultants in technology transfer”, Research Policy, Vol. 24, pp. 97–114. 

Blind, K., Edler, J., Schmoch, U., Anderson, B., Howells, J., Miles, I., Roberts, J., 

Green, L., Evangelista, R., Hipp, C., Herstatt, C., (2003), Final Report, EC Contract No 

ERBHPV2-CT-1999-06, European Commission, Brussels. 

Bryson, J. and Monnoyer, M. (2004), “Understanding the relationship between services 

and innovation: the RESER review of the European service literature on innovation, 

2002”, The Service Industries Journal, Vol. 24, pp. 205-22. 

Castro, L. M., Montoro-Sanchez, A. and Ortiz-De-Urbina-Criado, M. (2011), 

“Innovation in services industries: current and future trends”, The Service Industries 

Journal, Vol. 31, pp. 7-20. 

Carbonell, P.,  Rodriguez-Escudero, A. I. and Pujari, D. (2009),  “Customer 

Involvement in New Service Development: An Examination of Antecedents and 

Outcomes”, Journal of Product Innovation Management, Vol. 26, pp. 536–550. 

Chesbrough, H. (2006), “Open Innovation: A New Paradigm for Understanding 

Industrial Innovation”, in Chesbrough, H., Vanhaverbeke, W. and West, J. (editors), 



Page 76  
 

From Open Innovation: Researching a New Paradigm Open Innovation, Chapter 1, pp. 

1-12, Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Clausen, T. and Rasmussen, E. (2011). "Open innovation policy through intermediaries: 

the industry incubator programme in Norway." Technology Analysis & Strategic 

Management, Vol. 23, pp. 75-85. 

Coombs, R. and Miles, I., (2000), “Innovation, measurement and services: the new 

problematic.” In: Metcalfe, J.S., Miles, I. (Eds.), Innovation Systems in the Service 

Economy - Measurement and Case Study Analysis. Kluwer Academic Publishers, 

Boston, pp. 85–103 

Czarnitski, D. and Spielkamp, A. (2003), “Business services in Germany: bridges for 

innovation”, Service Industries Journal, Vol.  23, pp. 1-30. 

Dalziel, M. and Parjanen, S. (2012), “Measuring the impact of innovation 

intermediaries: A case study of Tekes”, in Practice-Based Innovation: Insights, 

Applications and Policy Implications, pp.117-132. 

Dalziel, M. (2010), “Why do Innovation Intermediaries exist?”, Paper presented at the 

Summer Conference 2010 on "Opening Up Innovation: Strategy, Organization and 

Technology" at Imperial College London Business School, June 16 - 18. 

Den Hertog, P., Van Der AA, W., and Jong, M.W. (2010) Capabilities for managing 

service innovation: towards a conceptual framework”, Journal of Service Management, 

Vol. 21, pp. 490–514. 

Den Hertog, P., Ark, B. and Broersma, L. (2003), “On the soft side of innovation: 

services innovation and its policy implications”, De Economist, Vol. 151, pp. 433-452. 

Den Hertog, P. (2000), “Knowledge-intensive business services as co-producers of 

innovation”, International Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 4, pp. 491-528. 

Djellal, F., and Gallouj, F. (2000), “Innovation Surveys for Service Industries: A 

Review”. Paper presented at the DG Enterprise Conference on Innovation and 

Enterprise Creation: Statistics and Indicators, Sophia Antipolis, France. 

Drejer, I. (2004), “Identifying innovation in surveys of services: a Schumpeterian 

perspective”, Research Policy, Vol. 33, pp. 551-562. 

Droege, H., Hildebrand, D., and Forcada, M. A. H. (2009), “Innovation in services: 

present findings, and future pathways”, Journal of Service Management, Vol. 20 No. 2, 

pp. 131-155. 



Page 77  
 

Evangelista, R. and Vezzani, A. (2010), “The economic impact of technological and 

organizational innovations. A firm-level analysis”, Research Policy, Vol. 39, pp. 1253-

1263. 

Faria, P., Lima, F. and Santos, R. (2010), “Cooperation in innovation activities: The 

importance of partners”, Research Policy, Vol. 39, pp. 1082–1092. 

Gallouj, F. and Savona, M. (2009), “Innovation in services: a review of the debate and a 

research agenda”, Journal of Evolutionary Economics, Vol. 19; pp. 149–172. 

Gassmann, O., Daiber, M. and Enkel, E. (2011), "The role of intermediaries in cross-

industry innovation processes", R & D Management, Vol.  41, pp. 457-469. 

Gotsch, M., Hipp, C. (2012), “Measurement of Innovation Activities in the Knowledge 

Intensive Services Industry: A Trademark Approach”, The Service Industries Journal, 

Volume 32, Issue 13, pp. 2167-2184. 

Hargadon, A., “Firms as Knowledge Brokers: Lessons in Pursuing Continuous 

Innovation”, California Management Review, Vol. 40 No. 3, Spring 1998, pp. 209-227. 

Howells, J. (2006), "Intermediation and the role of intermediaries in innovation", 

Research Policy, Vol.  35, pp. 715-728. 

Howells, J., Tether, B. and Uyarra, E. (2004), “Innovation in Service: Issue at Stake and 

Trends”, Study for DG Enterprise, Commission of the European Communities, Brussels 

Klerkx, L. and C. Leeuwis (2009), "Establishment and embedding of innovation brokers 

at different innovation system levels: Insights from the Dutch agricultural sector", 

Technological Forecasting and Social Change, Vol. 76, pp. 849-860. 

Leiponen, A. (2005), “Organization of knowledge and innovation: The case of Finnish 

business services”, Industry and Innovation, Vol. 12, pp. 185–203. 

Lichtenthaler, U., and H. Ernst (2008), “Intermediary services in the markets for 

technology:  Organizational antecedents and performance consequences”, 

Organizational Studies, Vol. 29, pp. 1003–38. 

Love, J., Roper, S. and Bryson, J. R. (2011), “Openness, knowledge, innovation and 

growth in UK business services”, Research Policy, Vol. 40, pp. 1438– 1452. 

Mansury, M., Love, J. (2008), “Innovation, productivity and growth in US business 

services: A firm-level analysis”, Technovation, Vol. 28, pp. 52-62. 

Mothe, C. and Nguyen Thi, T. U. (2012), “Non-technological and technological 

innovations: do services differ from manufacturing? An empirical analysis of 



Page 78  
 

Luxembourg firms”, International Journal of Technology Management, Vol. 57, No. 4, 

pp. 227-244. 

Nambisan, S. (2002), “Designing Virtual Customer Environments for New Product 

Development: Toward a Theory”, Academy of Management Review, Vol. 27, pp. 392-

413. 

OECD (2005), The measurement of scientific and technological activities - Proposed 

guidelines for collecting and interpreting technological innovation data. Oslo Manual, 

3rd ed. Paris, France. 

Ordanini, A. and Parasuraman, A. (2011), “Service innovation viewed through a 

service-dominant logic lens: A conceptual framework and empirical analysis”, Journal 

of Service Research, Vol. 14, pp. 3-23. 

Schumpeter, J.A. (1934). The theory of economic development: An inquiry into profits, 

capital, credit, interest and the business cycle. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press. 

Tether, B. (2005), “Do services innovate (differently)? Insights from the European 

innobarometer survey”, Industry and Innovation, Vol. 12, pp. 153–184. 

Tether, B. and Tajar, A. (2008), “Beyond industry-university links: sourcing of 

specialist knowledge for innovation from consultants, private research organizations 

and the public science base”, Research Policy, Vol. 37, pp. 1079-95. 

Trigo, A. and Vence, X. (2012), “Scope and patterns of innovation cooperation in 

Spanish service enterprises”, Research Policy, Vol. 41, pp. 602– 613. 

Van Lente, H., Hekkert, M. Smits, R. Van Waveren, B. (2003),  “Roles of systemic 

intermediaries in transition processes”, International Journal of Innovation 

Management, 7 (3), pp. 1–33.  

Wagner, S. (2013), “Partners for Business-to-Business Service Innovation”, IEEE 

Transactions on Engineering Management, Vol. 60, pp. 113-123. 

Winch, G., and R. Courtney (2007), “The organization of innovation brokers: An 

international review”, Technology Analysis & Strategic Management, Vol. 19, pp. 747–

63. 

  



Page 79  
 

ESSAY 2 

Pinto, M.; Saur-Amaral, Irina; Melo de Brito, C. (2017), “Innovation Intermediaries in 

Service Industry: The Role of Consultancies”, Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 

5 (4), p. 74-102. 

 

Abstract: 

Much of the existing literature on innovation intermediaries is focused on 

manufacturing, and limited scientific knowledge has been developed about the role of 

intermediaries in services. This paper aims to expand and test an existing framework on 

the roles and functions of intermediaries in services, focusing specifically on 

consultancies. Furthermore, it is investigated to what extent services and manufacturing 

are perceived as different clients, and what represents the added-value of consultancies. 

Using a case study approach, consultancies´ activities are analyzed and compared 

within services and manufacturing contexts. Findings indicate that while consultancies 

do not consider manufacturing companies different from service companies, during the 

collaboration process several differences do exist in terms of their role in these two 

types of companies, mainly due to different degrees of development of the 

corresponding innovation strategies and to different perspectives regarding the use of 

technology.   

1. Introduction 

According to Howells (2006), intermediaries act as agents or brokers in innovation, 

which emphasizes their brokering role (brokering-based definition). Dalziel (2010) 

proposes an alternative definition, focusing on the intermediaries´ purpose, describing 

them as organizations or groups within organizations that work to enable innovation 

(purpose-based definition). 

There is a great diversity of innovation intermediaries, namely technology brokers, 

university liaison departments, regional technology centers, innovation agencies, cross-

national networks. Consultancies are included in this group, due to their extensive 
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services, and their flexibility in modes of operation and interaction (Bessant and Rush, 

1995). In an open innovation model, consultancies are considered to play an important 

role as source of ideas and knowledge (Tether and Tajar, 2008). 

Innovation intermediaries strengthen the innovative capacity of companies, industries, 

regions and nations. They reduce the gap between internal and external knowledge, 

decrease the time to access know-how and market, increasing the firm´s innovation 

efficiency (Dalziel, 2010; Gassman et al., 2011).  

Most of the existing studies on innovation intermediaries are focused on primary and 

secondary sectors (namely agriculture and manufacturing), yet little is known about the 

role and significance of innovation intermediaries in the service industry. The growing 

importance of the service industry as well as its specificities underpins the importance 

of contributions to the current understanding of service innovation (den Hertog et., 

2010; Tether, 2005; Tether and Tajar, 2008).  

Pinto et al. (2016) introduced a conceptual framework focused on the role of 

intermediaries within service innovation, which is a useful contribution to that literature 

gap. In that work, consultancies emerged as key innovation intermediaries in the service 

industry, together with universities, due to their flexibility in modes of operation and 

interaction.  

However, there were two key limitations of the conceptual framework developed by 

those authors. First, the framework had not been tested empirically. Second, the 

framework had been developed to be used in services, yet it was important to ensure 

that the specificities of services had been properly addressed.  

These limitations lead to a future research path that is followed in this paper, namely the 

empirical testing of the proposed framework, using consultancies whose clients belong 

to service and manufacturing sectors, in order to perform the comparison and 

specificities related to services included in the framework.  

Our main research questions are: 

• To what extent consultancies perceive [innovation in] service (companies) as 

different from [innovation in] manufacturing (companies)? 

• How do consultancies support the innovation processes of service industry? 

• What is the added-value of consultancies to the innovation processes of service 
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industry? 

 

In line with the research questions and knowing that the framework had not been tested 

empirically, a qualitative methodology was adopted, namely a multiple case study, 

where compared cases are consultancy companies acting in service and manufacturing 

sectors.  

In order to present the research undertaken, the paper is structured as follows. Section 

two includes a synthetic review of the existing literature on innovation intermediaries, 

with a specific focus on consultancies, which includes the framework proposed by Pinto 

et al. (2016). Section three is dedicated to the methodological planning of the case study 

research. In the fourth section, results are presented, drawing on six analysis 

dimensions. Section five concludes the work and highlights the research contributions 

and section six asserts limitations of the study and future research directions. 

 

2. Innovation Intermediaries 

2.1. Functions  

Innovation is critical to ensure the survival and growth of businesses. Knowledge is not 

consistently distributed among the market players, and companies have to move beyond 

their borders to manage innovation (Chesbrough, 2006). In an open innovation model, 

innovation intermediaries, as specialist entities, arise to provide information, access and 

funding to enable transactions to occur between parties (Chesbrough, 2006).  

Intermediaries in innovation can be traced back to the “middlemen” in the agricultural, 

wool and textile industries of 16th, 17th and 18th century Britain. These middlemen had 

commercial functions and disseminated technical knowledge (Howells, 2006). 

Intermediaries have gained importance ever since and, currently, their functions are 

extensive and vary from one organization to another. With the rise of the Open 

Innovation concept, innovation intermediaries received a wider, more recognized role. 

Intermediaries work directly with their clients on a one-to-one basis, seeking for lasting 

collaborations, but are increasingly involved in more complex relationships in the 

context of innovation networks (Howells, 2006).  
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Intermediaries may act as architects of collective exploration and creation of knowledge 

in the fuzzy front end of innovation, where technologies, knowledge, market and 

network of relevant actors are not known or do not yet exist (Agogué, 2013). 

In what concerns the functions of innovation intermediaries, Howells´ (2006) 

contribution highlights the following functions: Foresight and diagnostics; Scanning and 

information processing; Knowledge processing and combination/recombination; Gate 

keeping and brokering; Testing and validation; Accreditation; Validation and 

regulation; Protecting the results; Commercialization; and Evaluation of outcomes. 

In Howells’ (2006) perspective, innovation intermediaries support new technology 

development by their clients, working as a brokering agents between two or more 

parties (Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2008; Dalziel, 2010). 

Pinto et al. (2016) proposed a new tool for service industry, arguing that Howells´ 

(2006) framework was limited to technological innovations, and could not be directly 

applied to service industry, due to services peculiarities4. According to the OECD 

(2005), innovation in services can differ substantially from many manufacturing-

oriented sectors. It is often less formally organized, more incremental in nature and less 

technological.  

Therefore, in contrast with Howells’ (2006) framework, Pinto et al. (2016) identified 12 

functions of innovation intermediaries which may apply to service industries (see Table 

1). 

 
Table 1: Functions of innovation intermediaries proposed by Pinto et al. (2016): 
Critical analysis 
Function Comments 
1. Analysis and 

definition of innovation 
needs  

Pinto et al. (2016) ´s model, drawing on an enlarged 
view of innovation, proposes a more holistic diagnostic, 
beyond technology, as well as the identification of the 
user needs and trends alongside with the analysis of the 
technological options. In Howells´ model the foresight 
and diagnostic are essentially related with technology 
forecasting and technology road mapping. 

2. Identification of 
user needs and major 
trends  

3. Signalization of 
technological options 

                                                             
4 A service provision is about organizing a solution, placing a package of capabilities and competences 
(human, technological, organizational) at the disposal of a client (Gadrey et al., 1995), and services are 
often characterized by its intangibility, inseparability, variability, and perishability. 
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Function Comments 
4. Conceptualization 

of new service 
offerings 

This approach proposes a wider role for the 
intermediaries, as a result of an enlarged understanding 
of the innovation concept, which includes technological 
(product and process) and non-technological 
(organizational and marketing) innovations. The support 
of intermediaries in the development of marketing and 
organizational innovations is placed alongside with their 
support in the conceptualization of product (service or 
goods) innovations.  

5. Conceptualization 
of new organizational 
methods  

6. Conceptualization 
of new marketing 
strategies 

7. Identification of 
potential partners 

The brokering function, associated with matchmaking 
and brokering collaborative deals for the intermediary´s 
client, which is crucial in Howells´ proposal since 
innovation is mostly associated with new technologies, 
appears somewhat redefined in this new framework. An 
intermediary in services supports the identification of the 
client´s potential innovation partners, which can be 
suppliers and knowledge centers but also other players 
such as clients and competitors.  

8. Testing and 
scaling 

The testing and scaling of innovations gain new 
dimensions in this model, challenging the intermediary´s 
competences. Tangible products can be tried out in a 
laboratory while the peculiar nature of services makes 
almost impossible to test them there. Services are also 
difficult to reproduce consistently and exactly, what 
jeopardizes the introduction of standardized services on 
a large-scale.  

9. Selection and 
training of specialized 
workforce  

People are of utmost importance in services. 
Consequently, the selection and training of human 
resources is critical. Services are a result of co-
production, involving the provider and the client. The 
service staff, namely frontline staff, has a major role in 
“customer education”, drives customer satisfaction and 
loyalty, and influences the company´s productivity. 

10. Protection of 
innovation assets 

The protection of innovations in services is more 
challenging due to the difficulty of using tools such as 
patents. Service companies favor other forms of 
intellectual protection (IP), namely trademarks and trade 
secrets, what demands a wide approach to IP issues. 

11. Accreditation / 
certification 

Unlike product certification, the certification of services 
is a relatively recent activity and there are some 
problems in implementing it because there are still 
insufficient standards covering most services. Another 
difficulty faced in the implementation of service 
certification has to do with the fact that some standards 
do not establish measurable criteria from which quality 
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Function Comments 
of service should not be accepted. These standards are 
developed for a set of similar services and only establish 
guidelines on the indicators that should be evaluated.  

12. Investment appraisal The evaluation of innovation investments as well as the 
funding opportunities is an important function of 
intermediaries that can gains new specificities in 
services due to the soft nature of service innovations. 

 
This framework, drawing on Howells´ proposal, envisages a wider role for the 

innovation intermediaries, suggesting some new and renewed functions that result from 

a more enlarged understanding of the innovation concept (Pinto et al., 2016). In this 

sense, it advanced a synthesized approach to innovation in services, emphasizing 

features of innovation that have been overlooked in studies taking a technology-focused 

manufacturing approach to innovation.  

 

2.2. Consultancies  

Consultancies can be classified as KIBS - Knowledge-Intensive Business Services 

(Lemus-Aguilar et al., 2015). KIBS industries are private companies or organizations, 

relying heavily on professional knowledge i.e. knowledge or expertise related to a 

specific (technical) discipline or (technical) functional domain, and supplying 

intermediate products and services that are knowledge-based.  

KIBS are seen to act as facilitators - when supporting a client in its innovation process, 

but not creating nor transferring innovation from others; carriers - when transferring 

existing innovations; sources – when triggering and developing innovations in the 

client; and also as co-producers of innovation - working closely and interactively with 

the client, in a two-way learning process (Muller and Doloreux, 2009; Winch and 

Courtney, 2007; Den Hertog et al., 2010; Miles et al., 1995; Bilderbeek and Den 

Hertog, 1998). According to Klerkx and Leeuwis, (2008), the intermediaries that have a 

broker role as their core function are facilitators of innovation while those also develop 

non-third-party activities are either sources or carriers of innovation. 

KIBS are fundamental partners of SMEs, as their innovation capacities depend strongly 

on the access to external informational resources (Muller and Zenker, 2001). Among 
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external knowledge providers, KIBS, and specially consultancies, are service firms´ 

(with the exception of technical service firms) favored partners as they are more easily 

reached than other knowledge providers (Pinto et al., 2016; Tether and Tajar, 2008). 

Significant knowledge is produced in the science-base and spread to ‘end-user’ 

companies by consultancies (Tether and Tajar, 2008).  

3. Methodology 

We adopt an exploratory research design, more specifically a multiple case study 

approach (Yin, 2003, Eisenhardt, 1989), which allows a more profound understanding 

of consultancies´ involvement in the innovation processes of their clients, when their 

portfolio included both services and manufacturing companies. The geographical focus 

was Portugal, a country with many consultancy companies, which was also compatible 

with logistical and financial restraints of the research team. 

Case selection followed a specific procedure. There were a large number of 

consultancies operating in Portugal, yet only a small number of those companies had as 

main organizational purpose to enable innovation. We reached to Portuguese innovation 

experts in order to identify compatible cases and 20 companies were shortlisted.  

From this group, four companies were selected based on their relevance (type of 

services, type of clients, size) and accessibility (see Table 2). All offered a significant 

diversity of services to clients belonging to both manufacturing and service industries, 

and promoted themselves as “innovation enablers”. Note that the names of the 

consultancies have been withheld due to confidentiality reasons.  

Table 2.  Cases overview. 

Name 
Size 
(number of employees) 

Main Clients 
Age  
(years) 

Main Markets 

Case 1 89 Banking, Retail, 
Tourism, 
Manufacturing 
Industry 

6 Portugal, Spain, 
UK, Italy, and 
Angola 

Case 2 75 Biotechnology, 
Pharmaceutical, 
ICT, Molds, Food 

21 Portugal, Spain, 
P. R. China, 
Singapore, and 
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Name 
Size 
(number of employees) 

Main Clients 
Age  
(years) 

Main Markets 

& Beverages USA 

Case 3 40 ICT, 
Manufacturing 
Industry, Logistics 

22 Portugal and 
Mozambique 

Case 4   3 Retail, 
Manufacturing 
Industry 

 7 Portugal 

Source: Own formulation 
 
Empirical data sources were collected from interviews with CEOs or innovation 

department managers, as they were responsible for defining the mission and strategy of 

the company/department, and had a broader perspective over company activities.  

The data collection took place between January and March of 2016. The four 

interviews, of about 90 minutes each, followed semi-structured, open-ended guidelines 

and were oriented around three main blocks: Business Model, Collaboration Process 

and Value Added (see Fig.1 and Appendix 1).  

 
 

Fig. 1. Components analyzed in the interviews  
 
We asked managers to describe their business model (namely their services, types of 

clients, main resources, and partnerships5), the collaboration process with clients (main 

roles and functions), and immediate impacts on clients and challenges faced, concerning 

                                                             
5 In order to further detail the Business Model component, Canvas model is used (Osterwalder and 
Pigneur, 2010) for three areas which are key to consultants´ intermediation activities (offerings, 
customers and infrastructure). 
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services and manufacturing clients.  

Other sources of evidence were explored such as internal documents provided by the 

consultancies, information from websites and media (press and social media) as well as 

direct observation. 

Data analysis followed a content analysis approach, with initial coding developed based 

on the components analyzed in the interview, allowing, as well, the identification of 

new categories (Yin, 2003). After the initial coding all categories were double-checked 

for consistency and categories have been reviewed.  

 

4. Multiple Case Studies: Results 

4.1. Cases Presentation 

 

Case 1  

Case 1 is a company focused on consulting and management training, more specifically 

on scientific methodologies widely accepted to boost clients´ competitiveness. It has a 

research center that develops scientific knowledge, relying on academic partnerships, 

and has a training academy. 

Its team has high academic qualifications (PhD and post-graduate courses in 

management, professional and international certifications of reference) and specific 

expertise in the fields of construction, energy, health, telecommunications, retail, and 

services industry. 

Initially, the company was focused on project management services. Nowadays, the 

company is organized in five main service areas: Innovation management (innovation 

assessments, and opportunities identification); Benefits management (evaluation of 

projects); Business analysis (identification of gaps, development of strategies and 

management tools); Project management; Dynamic capabilities (identification of gaps, 

advisory, and development and implementation of leadership and talent management 

programs) 
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Case 2  

Case 2 is part of a wider group with subsidiaries in other markets. Its consultancies are 

from different nationalities and have different professional and academic backgrounds. 

It provides services in three areas: consulting, R&D, and training. The company focuses 

its activities in the area of innovation (innovation management, competence 

development, internationalization), science and technology (technology transfer, R&D), 

and territorial development (regional and sustainable development). The market 

differentiation relies on its specific expertise in the areas of science and technology. 

Its main clients are private companies, professional and business associations, scientific 

and technological institutions, public administration entities, and international 

organizations (e.g. European Commission, World Bank). 

 

Case 3 

Case 3 offers consultancy services to business companies and business associations. Its 

main clients are companies from the information technologies industry and from the 

manufacturing industry. It has a subsidiary located in Africa. 

It presents a technological profile, due to professional and academic background of its 

CEO. At the time of the research, it was diversifying its services to non-technological 

areas to satisfy clients´ increasing needs, in areas such as internationalization and 

marketing. 

The company differentiation lies in technological areas. It identifies the source of a 

specific technology which satisfies a customer need, and supports its transfer to the 

client.  

Its team is separated into two distinct groups: the first one is composed by a group of 

engineers (fields of physics, industrial management, information technologies and 

biotechnology); the second one, a much more eclectic group, has academic background 

in economy, management, marketing, accounting, international relations. 

Case 3 services are in the fields of Business management – services regarding projects 

of expansion, investment and fiscal optimization; Strategy and development – services 

to support company strategic decision making; Research & technological development 

– technical consultancy in the areas of information technologies, electronic, health, 
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manufacturing and new materials; Certifications (quality, environment innovation, 

social responsibility); Project management – technical, administrative and financial 

management of ongoing investment projects. 

 

Case 4 

Case 4 is a consulting and training company in the areas of business strategy and 

innovation management. It works alongside its clients to provide tailor made solutions 

for each organization, fostering the development of its clients´ innovative capacities. 

The company relies on a net of external consultancies, for consulting or training 

services, with specific expertise in different fields. Its clients´ portfolio is composed 

mainly by local companies, which belong to manufacturing industry (namely fashion) 

and retail industries. Around half of its clients belong to service industry.  

Case 4 supports the company’s innovation processes through consulting services. Under 

this remit, it offers business diagnosis and specific audits (marketing area), marketing 

strategic plans and studies. It typically acts at strategic level, focusing in the diagnostic 

and strategy definition. It provides information regarding market trends and best 

practices as well as technological options and main players in the industry (companies, 

research centers, universities, suppliers …). It also can offer strategic advice regarding 

the definition of new products and processes. The operationalization of the strategic 

plan can be done by the company, eventually with the support of other players, which 

can be recommended by Case 4.  

Additionally, Case 4 promotes customized training programs and also thematic 

workshops, emphasizing the development of new competencies that will allow 

participants to respond in a creative and quick manner to the changing business 

environment. It positions as the link between academia and business, focusing on the 

transmission of state of the art knowledge along with evidence of best practices.  

 

4.2. Results 

Business Model: Offerings  

The consultancies provide services in the areas of information and access to other 
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players in the innovation system independently of the clients´ industries. None of the 

four consultancies considers being a specialist in innovation funding, even though one 

of the companies of the Case 2´s Group provides business support in the area of venture 

capital. Case 2 and Case 3 prepare companies´ applications to EU funded programs in 

the area of innovation, R&D and fiscal incentives. 

Case 1´s value proposition is based on the transmission of scientific knowledge to 

enhance its clients´ innovation process.  Its expertise is supported by best practices and 

procedures, namely the ROI Methodology, BABOK Guide, PMBOK Guide and HCI 

(Human Capital Institute). It has a research center and a training academy, to foster 

knowledge creation and transmission. 

Case 2 CEO highlights: “We are a knowledge management company, with an emphasis 

on science and technology areas, which aims to manage projects that foster innovation. 

We boost the connectedness of the innovation system, functioning as an interface 

between private companies, universities and other knowledge centers, and national and 

international public organizations”. It has a large network of contacts, which 

continually and proactively increases. Case 2 also helps private companies to 

structuring their innovations activities, identifying and defining processes and 

procedures, and creating innovation centers or groups, in order to enhance their 

innovation outputs. 

Case 3’s value proposition relies on providing information and access to players 

(namely the universities) on the innovation system. Depending on the type/dimension of 

client, Case 3 can help clients to articulate its innovation needs and search for the 

technology among the possible sources and make the matchmaking or, instead, Case 3 

can just locate the technology and do the matchmaking. Case 3 CEO states: “We are 

perceived as a trustworthy intermediary in ICT industries”. 

Case 4 provides services in the areas of consultancy and training. It supports the client 

innovation processes acting at diagnostic and strategic reflection level as wells as at the 

innovation implementation level. The consultancy works closely with the universities 

and research centres, to keep track regarding the state-of-the-art research, which “(…) 

allows us to have a strong reputation as a reliable information provider”, states Case 4 

CEO. Case 4 is specialized in non-technological innovation, especially in the areas of 

marketing.  
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Business Model: Customers  

All four consultancies provide services to manufacturing and service companies. They 

claim they do not do market segmentation according to the client´s industry (services or 

manufacturing) as they consider service and manufacturing companies’ needs to be 

similar. 

Case 1 points out that traditionally innovation services were requested essentially by 

manufacturing companies, as a result of the (reduced) dimension and (not complex) 

organizational structure of service companies. Nowadays, things are different, and 

service industry gained significant importance. Case 1 manager refers that “service 

companies became interested in innovation topics more recently and, today, both 

service and manufacturing companies are key clients”. Likewise, Case 2 refers that 

both type of clients are equally important. Its CEO comments “We do not target any 

special industry. Our clients belong to different industries, such as agro-food, 

pharmaceuticals, biotechnology, (…)”.  

There is some industry specialization in the case of Case 3 and Case 4. Case 3’s main 

targets are ICT and manufacturing companies, mainly as a result of its CEO’s academic 

and professional background. Case 3 acknowledges that these industries offer (more) 

cross-selling opportunities, what makes them more interesting clients. The consultancy 

is specialized in technological innovation. The main clients of Case 4 belong to retail 

and fashion industries, even though the consultancy mentions that all industries have 

innovation needs, and are potential clients. Case 4 considers that its location influences 

the type of clients, as companies usually look for local suppliers. “Our headquarters are 

located in the North of Portugal; our main clients are companies from the local clusters, 

namely from fashion cluster”. 

The consultancies point out that the main interlocutors of service and manufacturing 

companies are usually different. Due to its dimension and structure, typically service 

companies do not have an R&D department, and usually marketing departments lead 

the innovation process. In the case of manufacturing, some companies have an R&D 

department or the interaction is done with production department. 

Most part of the consultancies considers the needs of service companies to be somewhat 

different from manufacturing. For Case 1, “Manufacturing companies are concentrated 

on the obsolescence of their products, efficiency of their production processes and on 
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their next products while service companies’ main concern is market differentiation”. 

Case 2 enhances that the manufacturing companies, when compared to service 

companies, have larger dimensions and resources. They define specific innovation 

strategies, with dedicated resources, and are more concerned with internationalization 

issues. Collaboration with manufacturing companies endures longer. Nevertheless, Case 

2 CEO points out “The needs of manufacturing and services are quite similar”. 

Case 3 claims that manufacturing companies have a larger spectrum of needs than 

service companies. They need a holistic support, including several areas such as product 

development, products and processes accreditation, definition and implementation of 

organizational and marketing strategies. This allows Case 3 to have long-term 

relationships with manufacturing clients. From this perspective, services are not 

considered an interesting client, since they only ensure occasional sales, from time to 

time. Case 3 CEO highlights: “We seek to select industries where we can do effective 

cross-selling, to sell different products to satisfy diverse needs. And this is not possible 

in service industry”.  

For Case 4, usually, manufacturing companies have a “technological strategy” and 

define a technological roadmap, namely regarding the sources of technology (internal or 

external); whereas service industry strategy values non-technological areas.  

Regarding technology, Case 4 states that, on one hand, the needs of manufacturing 

companies are usually quite distinct, as they have a wide range of distinct products. On 

the other hand, Case 4 CEO points out: “Services do not consider technology so 

strategically, and their technological needs are mainly related with service delivery and 

client interface. Moreover, the technological solutions that these companies look for are 

very identical”. 

The four consultancies typically provide services directly to their clients on a one-to-

one basis (dyadic relationships), and on a ‘one-to-one-to-one’ basis (triadic 

relationships). Services such as diagnosis, definition of marketing and organizational 

strategies, and investment appraisal are provided without the intervention of third 

parties; the identification of trends and technologies, and the definition of new products 

can combine the intervention of other entities. Case 2 and Case 3 highlight that 

consultancies can also be involved in more complex relationships, namely in the case of 

mobilizing projects, aiming to develop new technologies. In this particular case, 
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consultancies support the creation and management of innovation networks composed 

by companies and knowledge centers.  

 

Business Model: Resources & Partners 

All consultancies agree that their staff and organizational knowledge are their most 

valuable assets. Partnerships, namely with universities and other knowledge centers, are 

also considered fundamental to fulfil the consultancies´ mission.  

Case 1 created its own research unit that develops knowledge and science, namely 

through academic partnerships, and it has a training academy. Case 1 managers have a 

strong liaison to universities, and they combine professional experience with academic 

experience.  

Case 2 establishes partnerships with entities in science and technology system in 

different markets, namely with knowledge centers and business innovation centers 

(living labs, incubators, clusters) as well as with public organizations in the areas of 

innovation support and funding. 

Case 3 has a partnership with a global network of internationalization consultancies, 

which provides business support services in accessing international markets to Case 3´s 

clients. The consulting work in the target market is carried out by local consultancies. 

They also have other partnerships with consultancies specialized in venture capital, 

financial issues accountings, and management software. As regards technological 

issues, they have strong liaisons with knowledge and research centers. 

Case 4 pursues a close connection with knowledge centers, especially the universities. 

The universities develop state-of-the-art research, and Case 4 aims to diffuse this 

important knowledge through businesses to boost their innovation processes.   

Consultancies value human resources with different academic and professional 

backgrounds to ensure a high-quality service. The staff recruitment and training is 

considered critical to increase the organizational knowledge.  

The organizational structure of the four consultancies is not aligned with their clients´ 

industry (services or manufacturing). Collaborators´ expertise in specific industries is 

welcomed by the consultancies.  

Case 1 is internally organized in five main areas along the innovation value-chain, 
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namely: innovation management, benefits management, business analysis, project 

management and dynamic capabilities. Each area has its own specific group of 

collaborators, and there are consultancies with specific industry expertise. Case 1 CEO 

comments “Our innovation services are industry agnostic, even though it we consider 

important to create teams with collaborators with specific expertise within the client´s 

industry”. And he adds “We do not have an organizational structure aligned by clients´ 

industry; there are only departments with complementary activities, who satisfy clients´ 

needs independently of the industry”.  

The Case 2 team is composed by highly qualified professionals, with valuable 

knowledge in various fields, namely agro-industrial industry, environment & energies, 

biotechnology, health, ITC, industrial technology, transport & mobility and tourism. 

Case 2 CEO comments: “Our team is made of individuals from various nationalities, 

with different backgrounds, skills and expertise, which collaborate in different offices 

nationally and internationally, and allow us to maintain a stable presence in strategic 

locations”. The collaborators are involved in different projects, according to their 

expertise. 

Case 3 is structured in two differentiated teams: there is a team working the R&D, 

composed mainly by engineers, working at product or process engineering level; there 

is another team, which integrates collaborators with diverse qualifications, that acts in 

the areas of business management strategy and development, certifications and project 

management.  

Case 4´s structure is much reduced and it relies, when necessary, on external specialists. 

The CEO clarifies “We do not consider important to have dedicated teams to 

manufacturing and services, however, when working with a client, we seek for involving 

external partners with specific industry expertise”.  

 

Collaboration Process: Roles & Functions 

All consultancies see themselves as innovation facilitators, providing support to their 

clients in order to improve their innovation outputs. They identify knowledge gaps, 

search for information and knowledge, and identify opportunities. Case 3 CEO points 

out “Consultancies are mostly carriers of knowledge; they are not producers”. 
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Two of the consultancies stress its brokering role, acting as a bridge between the users 

and the sources of knowledge, such as other private companies, universities and other 

entities from the S&T system, and international organizations. They also consider being 

carriers of innovation, supporting the knowledge transfer. Case 2 claims to be a unique 

catalyst for connections among scientific and technological institutions, companies, 

business associations and clusters, public and private national organizations, and 

international institutions. Case 3 points out its bridging role between ICT companies 

and centers of knowledge what, according to its CEO “(…) makes us a unique provider 

in this area (…)”. Case 3 offers integrated and customized services: defining clients´ 

needs, identifying possible sources of technologies, and supporting the technology 

transfer process. Case 3 considers that the universities are important sources of 

knowledge regarding technological innovation. In the case of small clients, Case 3 acts 

as a carrier of innovation, identifying the source of knowledge and being responsible for 

the technology transfer; in the case of medium-large companies, Case 3 just identifies 

the source of the technology (broker function), following the client´s requirements.  

The two other consultancies (Case 1 and Case 4) do not emphasize the brokering role, 

pointing out that they just act as bridges when specifically requested by clients. Case 4 

manager points out that “When it is possible, if the target player makes part of our 

network, we facilitate the contact”. 

The majority of the consultancies’ do not see themselves as sources or co-producers of 

innovation, as they mainly operate as interfaces, providing information and/or access to 

relevant players in the market. Case 2 CEO states “We do not produce innovation 

together with our clients. We mostly work as an interface between private and public 

companies, universities, research centers and international organizations”. The 

exception is Case 4, which claims to be a co-producer of innovation, as it works 

together with the client, searching and defining innovative solutions in partnership. It 

helps its clients to design and implement (new) services, to (re)adjust organizational 

structure and to (re)design market strategy. Also, Case 3 points out its role as innovation 

co-producer specifically in the case of mobilizing projects, focused on technological 

innovations. The CEO refers: “These projects, which are subsidized by public funding, 

aim to create new technological products”. Case 3 takes a leading role in these projects, 

selecting the participating companies and coordinating all the works. In the case of non-
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technological innovation, Case 3 CEO claims that the company is an innovation 

transporter, as “We only apply existing theoretical models, defined by other players”.  

The functions developed by the four consultancies are more or less identical (please see 

Appendix 2). Among the consultancies, Case 4 has the wider spectrum of functions. 

The functions provided in services and in manufacturing are not perceived as different. 

All consultancies provide services in the areas of innovation diagnostic, identification of 

market trends and technology road mapping, as an important part of their corporate 

mission. The innovation manager of Case 1 states “(…) Our work with a client typically 

starts by a diagnostic. It is critical to evaluate well all departments´ needs to do a 

holistic and detailed analysis (…)”. 

Only half of the consultancies interviewed support their clients in the definition of new 

products/services: Case 1 gives support in the general definition of the new offering; 

Case 4 supports specifically the conceptualization and design of new services, applying 

tools such as the blueprinting.  CEO of Case 4 gives an example “A big retailer 

contacted us to create a new service, and we sought to involve international specialists 

to help us defining how to operationalize a service with these characteristics. The 

retailer benefited from our and our partners state-of-the-art know-how. And it was 

designed a totally customized solution”. All consultancies work alongside with their 

clients to define new marketing and organizational strategies. They help customers to 

enter new markets, providing them marketing information regarding the market 

environment (customers, competitors, distribution and communication channels, 

business laws and procedures) as well as analyzing and selecting entry modes. They 

support their clients in the definition and implementation of new processes and 

procedures, namely related with quality or innovation topics. 

The function of identification of potential partners as well as the partners´ matchmaking 

is critical for the consultancies that work mostly in technological areas (Case 2 and Case 

3). Only one of the consultancies (Case 4) can provide services in area of testing and 

scaling. The majority of the consultancies are involved in the training of the company´s 

staff, even though they don´t act at recruitment level. None of the consultancies works 

directly in the area of innovation protection due to the knowledge requirements, even 

though they consider it a fundamental issue. Most consultancies also give support in the 

certification processes of companies according to quality standards. The identification 
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of investment needs also makes part of the consultancies services, and two of the 

consultancies prepare applications to UE funding.  

 

Value-added: Impacts   

All consultancies consider that their main contributions as innovations intermediaries 

are information and advice, assets that are equally important to service and 

manufacturing industries. The CEO of Case 4 stresses “We function as a decipherer for 

businesses, with a helicopter vision. We are aware of what is happening in certain 

industries in several countries, through studies that are published and that give a 

reliable picture of reality. We actively collect business data, engaging with other 

international players. We share information about industries and trends”. 

Some consultancies highlight their industry specialization, what makes their 

contribution more valuable in some industries/areas: Case 3 concentrates on ICT and 

electronics industries; Case 4 is focused in the fashion and retail industries. Also two 

consultancies emphasize its expertise in specific knowledge areas: Case 4 considers 

being a specialist in marketing domain; Case 2 stresses its expertise in the areas of 

science and technology. Case 2 and Case 3 point out the importance of their information 

and advice regarding the entrance in new markets. Both companies have dedicated 

structures or partnerships with local consultancies in target markets that allow them to 

participate actively in the definition of its clients´ internationalization strategies. Case 2 

and Case 3 also highlight their contributions in terms of advice concerning the 

innovation funding. 

Another impact of the consultancies´ support can be the access to other players in the 

innovation system. Case 2 positions itself as a “unique catalyst for links among 

companies, scientific and technological institutions, public administration, and other 

international organizations”. Case 3 points out its added-value in IT industries: “We 

are an interface, connecting the users and sources of technology”. These two 

consultancies also mention the importance of their contribution in facilitating the access 

to funding sources. Case 4 and Case 1 refer that they can facilitate it customers´ access 

to other players if necessary, even though this is not envisaged as a core service.  

Case 1 and Case 4 consider that impacts at executive education level are also of utmost 
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importance for companies. Case 4 offers tailor made training services as well as 

workshops of short duration. Due to its linkages to the academic world, Case 4 proposes 

to offer a superior training service, drawing on state-of-art knowledge and best 

practices. Case 1 manager refers: “We have our own training academy, highly 

specialized in management training, with a special focus on business cases, business 

analysis, project management and high-performance competencies”. 

Regarding innovation outputs, Case 3 stresses the importance of its support regarding 

technological innovation. For this consultancy, the support in non-technological 

innovation is envisaged as secondary and they just recently introduced services in this 

area. The CEO clarifies: “We have been working in the non-technological areas more 

recently. Initially, our team only used to prepare applications for financial support, and 

then there was an evolution to less technological areas due to customers´ needs”. Case 

2 highlights its expertise in technological areas, helping the clients to structure its 

innovation processes, to identify, design and manage external partners in the areas of 

technology. Nevertheless, it also provides support regarding the clients´ 

internationalization strategy. For Case 2 CEO the projects that involve manufacturing 

clients are “(…) more complex, including several areas of intervention, and endure 

longer. As a consequence, the results obtained can be more interesting and the value-

added is more significant. Services, due to their dimension and absence of innovation 

strategy, require less involvement from the service provider and, although the results 

appear faster, they are not so visible”. Case 1 gives support to companies´ 

technological and non-technological innovation needs. It highlights that manufacturing 

companies usually look for support in technological areas while service companies have 

a more enlarged view of innovation. Case 4´s contribution is more centered in non-

technological innovation, specifically in the definition of new marketing strategies. 

 

Value-added: Challenges 

Case 1, Case 2 and Case 3 point out that manufacturing companies, when compared to 

service companies, are more professional, with clearly identified and verbalized needs 

and expectations. Projects that involve manufacturing are more challenging, including 

several areas of intervention, while service projects tend to be less complex.  

Furthermore, Case 4 considers that a consultancy when fulfilling the needs of 
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manufacturing companies “(…) needs to deal with an array of technologies and 

products”. In the case of services, “(…)  the technology innovation is mainly related 

with information technologies, and the needs of companies are usually similar, so the 

solutions are identical. Technologies in services aim essentially to manage the clients´ 

interaction and the service delivery”. 

Case 2 highlights that usually manufacturing companies have an innovation or R&D 

department, or are taking in consideration to develop one. Their innovation processes 

are normally more structured, when comparing to service companies, what facilitates 

the consultant-client collaboration. 

Case 4 considers services´ unique characteristics (intangibility, inseparability, 

heterogeneity and perishability) makes working with services “more demanding” than 

with manufacturing, since in service innovation “(…) it is necessary to manage more 

variables, not only the service offering itself but also the clients, employees, as well as 

the physical environment.  The moments of truth, when client and provider meet, ought 

to be carefully designed and managed. As a result, human resources´ training and 

clients´ management and education are of utmost importance. Similarly the 

management of the physical environment surrounding the service provision is a key 

element in services”. 

A synthesis of main empirical findings is provided in Appendix 3. 

5. Discussion and conclusions  

Compared to manufacturing companies, service companies are more recent consultancy 

clients. Nevertheless, the value proposition of consultancies is not specifically directed 

to service industry, as these innovation intermediaries do not customize their offerings 

and organizational structures to adapt to this type of client. For consultancies, service 

clients and manufacturing clients are similar, so one may conclude that they have is a 

broad perspective of innovation. But, in reality, service innovation is analyzed using the 

same lenses of manufacturing innovation, and innovation is mostly understood as new 

technologies.  

The technological facet of innovation is considered of utmost importance and the 
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consultancies that are specialized in technological innovation offer services along the 

innovation value chain, from diagnosis to searching for funding opportunities (namely 

through the preparation of applications to EU funding). This is not necessarily 

unexplained, as innovation in manufacturing industry was given focus for more years, 

in an explicit way, and it was only recently that service industry gained importance and 

started to focus on innovation. Naturally, and as a consequence, consultancies´ business 

models have been developed to target manufacturing industry.  

Additionally, even though the majority of the consultancies claim that service clients are 

not distinct from manufacturing clients, in reality they perceived them different to some 

extent.  

Firstly, service companies compared to manufacturing companies are perceived as 

being smaller, with fewer resources and innovation processes less structured. Secondly, 

according to the consultancies, services needs are focused in non-technological areas 

and market issues and the main interlocutor in service companies is typically the 

marketing department, while manufacturing needs are centered in technologies and the 

key interlocutor of manufacturing is the R&D or the innovation department. Thirdly, 

technology is not understood as so strategic in services as in manufacturing, as services 

technologies seem quite similar, and mostly focused in ICT. Fourthly, manufacturing 

projects are perceived as more ambitious, sophisticated, integrated along the innovation 

value chain and more challenging than services projects. Nevertheless, service projects 

are considered complex due to the services unique characteristics and the large number 

of variables to manage in a service provision. 

Overall, while supporting the innovation processes of their clients, consultancies see 

themselves as innovation facilitators, offering valuable information and advice to their 

clients. Consultancies who are specialized in technological areas envisage themselves as 

innovation brokers or carriers, providing access to sources of ideas and knowledge, yet 

not being involved in the process of new product development alongside with their 

clients. They do not feel they have the necessary expertise. The (only) consultancy that 

was specialized in non-technological innovation highlighted its role as a co-producer of 

innovation, either when designing new products or when defining new strategies 

(marketing or organizational ones).  

This raises two new research questions.  
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Firstly, are consultancies mostly innovation facilitators or is their supporting role as 

innovation intermediaries more complex than anticipated? Contrary to consultancies´ 

perspective, the evidence points out that consultancies support can go beyond the role of 

facilitator since they design new strategies alongside with is clients. In the case of new 

technologies, consultancies act as brokers or carriers, facilitating the processes of 

technology identification and transfer. They work mostly as interfaces between their 

clients and the knowledge sources (such as research centers, universities, and other 

players of the innovation system). But, when they design new internationalization 

strategies or new organizational processes and procedures together with their clients, 

they seem to act as co-producers of innovation. Then, even though they can help to 

identify non-technological innovation and good practices, organizational and marketing 

innovations are designed alongside with the clients and customized to their needs and 

characteristics.  

Secondly, why do consultancies not envisage themselves as co-creators of innovation? 

It seems that consultancies when (auto) evaluating their role as innovation 

intermediaries they only take as reference the technological side of innovation. It may 

be that the non-technological dimension of their support is not associated with 

innovation or is less important. Even though they are involved in the design of non-

technological innovations, they see themselves as facilitators because they act mostly as 

brokers for technological innovation. This supports the understanding of innovation has 

resulted from studies of manufacturing and that service innovation has been neglected 

(Tether, 2005). 

Regarding the framework proposed by Pinto et al. (2016), consultancies highlighted the 

relevance of the functions of diagnostic and search for information and knowledge. This 

is explainable since consultancies have been perceived as “company´s physicians”, 

assisting companies to articulate and define their needs. The functions of 

conceptualization of new offerings, and of testing and scaling of innovation are not 

provided by most of the consultancies, which associate innovation with new 

technologies. Since they are not experts in technology development, they cannot 

develop, test and scale new technological offerings. Intriguingly however, only one of 

the consultancies, specialized in non-technological innovation and service industry, 

offers all those functions. Concerning service offerings, they can support their clients in 
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the definition of new or improved services, as well as in their testing and scaling. The 

functions of conceptualization of new marketing and organizational strategies are 

provided by all consultancies, even though the majority does not envisage them as 

strategic. This may indicate that consultancies´ functions could be enriched if they 

enlarge their perspective of the innovation concept to provide customized services to 

manufacturing and service companies. Non-technological innovation can be a 

competitive mechanism for service and manufacturing companies.  

Because of the type of support provided, all consultancies highlighted that information 

and advice are their most significant contribution to the innovation processes of 

companies, independently of their industry (services or manufacturing). Allowing 

access to other players in the innovation system is considered critical but only by the 

consultancies specialized in technological areas, who act as bridges between users and 

sources of knowledge. The brokering function is of paramount importance in the 

manufacturing industry but seems to lose some relevance in service context. Another 

area where their contribution is perceived as important is training, since learning helps 

to configure the right environment for the innovation. The education and training of 

company´s workers is provided by most consultancies, relying either on dedicated 

structures, or on online channels or external partners. 

Arguably, consultancies roles as innovation intermediaries may go beyond the role of 

facilitator. In this context, a brokering-based definition of innovation intermediaries 

(Howells, 2006) might undermine their potential concerning non-technological 

innovation. Taking in account that service innovation comparatively to manufacturing 

focuses more strongly on non-technological innovation (Tether, 2005), it seems 

important to review the concept of innovation intermediary. In this context, the use of a 

definition of an innovation intermediary that is purpose-based, describing an 

intermediary as an entity that acts to boost innovation, and that considers an enlarged 

view of innovation, could be more appropriate. 

The research reinforces the importance of a synthesis approach to innovation and of a 

more enlarged vision of innovation, which includes both technological and non-

technological features, extending the innovation intermediaries and service innovation 

literatures by addressing a literature gap.  It tests an existing theoretical framework on 

the functions of intermediaries in services and provides insights into the business 
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models, roles and functions of consultancies as innovation intermediaries. Drawing on 

this study, consultancies can profit from other experiences and adjust their business 

models to provide more efficient solutions to their clients.  

6. Limitations and future research directions 

Our research provided insights on consultancies business models, roles and functions in 

services and manufacturing and contrasted them, supporting the recognition that studies 

of services have the potential to highlight aspects of the innovation process that have 

been neglected in manufacturing studies (Drejer, 2004).  

Nevertheless, as a qualitative study, this research does not allow generalization of 

findings. It brings new insights and more detailed information about innovation 

intermediation performed by consultancies in service industry. 

Our sample included only Portuguese consultancies, whose main clients were local 

companies, and therefore reflects the specificities of the local consultancy market. The 

analysis of this phenomenon in other realities could certainly enrich our knowledge. 

In this study, only one consultancy was specialized in non-technological innovation, and 

half of its clients are from service industry. All the others have clients from both sectors, 

and are more focused on technological innovation. A future study including other 

consultancies, especially those involved in organizational and marketing issues, may be 

desirable.  

The analysis was based on the perspective of the service provider. The findings should 

be complemented by the viewpoint of the service companies regarding consultancies´ 

engagement to support their innovation efforts.  

The research concluded that the framework proposed by Pinto et al. (2016) is adequate 

to deal with intermediation in services and in manufacturing, contributing to the 

synthesis approach of innovation. It may be interesting to validate it empirically, 

developing an adequate scale for questionnaire-based survey.  
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Appendix 1: Main dimensions of the analysis: Definitions 
 
Dimension Description 
Business 
Model: 
Offerings  

The offerings/value proposition is about the company´s 
products/services that meet the needs of its customers. Chesbrough 
(2005) classifies intermediaries´ offerings in three main areas: 
information, access, and funding. 

Business 
Model: 
Customers 

Business customers can be macro-segmented according to their 
industry (manufacturing or service industry). Different customer 
segments require specific products, channels, and relationships. 

Business 
Model: 
Resources & 
Partners 

Resources can be categorized as human, financial, physical and 
intellectual. Due to the nature of the intermediaries´ activities, people 
and knowledge constitute key resources. 
Key partnerships include the network of suppliers and other partners 
who help the intermediary creating its value proposition.  

Collaboration 
process: 
Roles & 
Functions 

The companies´ activities support the production of its value 
proposition (Osterwalder and Pigneur, 2010). According to the 
literature (Howells, 2006; Den Hertog, 2000; Miles et al., 1995), 
intermediaries can act as facilitators of innovation, carriers, sources or 
co-producers of innovation. Pinto et al. (2016) made an analysis of 
the main functions of intermediaries, which comprises 12 functions. 
This tool provides an enlarged view of innovation, strengthening the 
synthesis approach.  

Value-added: 
Impacts  

Dalziel and Parjanen (2012) present a general-purpose methodology 
for measuring the impact of innovation intermediaries. The 
immediate impact can be analyzed at three levels: information and 
advice (strategic information and advice, feedback on products and 
services, and information and advice on selling in new markets, 
operating in new markets, and on raising capital), business linkages 
(linkages with service providers), and business services (business 
planning services and executive education). The intermediate impact 
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Dimension Description 
on firm performance can be measured at four levels: revenues 
(change in revenues, export sales), employment (change in 
employment, market share - new customers, and investment - 
financing). The measurement of the immediate impact was found 
more interesting to our analysis as it is straightforward. The 
measurement of the intermediate impact was not used in our analysis, 
since requires isolating the impact of intermediary activities from the 
other factors that may affect firm´s performance (Dalziel and 
Parjanen, 2012). 
The Oslo Manual (2005) adopts an enlarged view of the innovation 
activities outputs, considering four types of innovations: product (new 
or significantly improved good or service), process (new or 
significantly improved process), marketing (new marketing strategy) 
and organizational innovations (new organizational strategy).  

Value-added: 
Challenges 

The unique nature of services, characterized by perishability, 
variability, intangibility, and inseparability, affects its management. 
Services tend to have an orientation to innovation that differs from 
that of manufacturers: manufacturers tend to place greater emphasis 
on ‘‘hard’’ strengths and sources of technology, such as R&D, 
acquisition of equipment, and collaborations with universities and 
research institutes, whereas services emphasize ‘‘soft’’ advantages 
and attributes, such as staff skills and inter-organizational cooperation 
practices (Tether, 2005). The “soft side” of service innovation (non-
technological innovations) is easily overlooked by traditional 
indicators such as R&D expenditures and patents. The “continuous 
change” mode of innovation (by opposition to the “staircase 
innovation”) is more common in services than in manufacturing.  

Source: Own formulation. 

 
 
 

Appendix 2.  Consultancies functions. 

 
Functions Case 1 Case 2 

1. Analysis and 
definition of 
innovation needs 

It provides a holistic 
innovation diagnosis, 
including all the 
company´s departments, to 
understand the company´s 
approach to innovation and 
its needs and expectations.  

It offers a great diversity of services 
to private companies, including the 
diagnosis of R&D and innovation 
activities, identification of trends, 
technology surveillance and the 
definition of strategic and innovation 
plans. 

2. Identification of 
user needs and 
major trends  
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Functions Case 1 Case 2 

3. Signalization of 
technological 
options 

Complementarily, it does 
its own market research 
(analyzes the technological 
options, market needs and 
trends, and best practices), 
relying on its own research 
unit. 
It organizes idea 
generation workshops in 
the company, to identify 
and rank the several 
opportunities. A very small 
number of opportunities 
are selected and a strategic 
plan is defined.  

4. Conceptualizing 
new service offers 

It can assist its clients 
doing a general definition 
of the new 
products/services. 
It supports the clients´ 
introduction of new and 
scientific organizational 
models, as well as and new 
marketing strategies, to 
boost the client´s 
competitiveness.  

Not provided. 

5. Conceptualizing 
new organizational 
methods 

It helps in the process of creation of 
development of R&D and innovation 
structures. 

6. Definition of new 
marketing strategies 

It assists companies in the definition 
and implementation of 
internationalization strategies (to the 
markets of Brazil, USA, China, and 
Southeast Asia).  

7. Identification of 
potential partners  

It can collaborate on the 
identification and (if 
necessary) contact with 
company´s innovation 
potential partners. 

It is specialized in the design and 
implementation of partnerships 
between companies, science and 
technology institutions, and 
international institutions. It is a 
privileged interface between private 
companies, universities and other 
knowledge centers, and national and 
international public organizations. 

8. Testing and 
scaling 

Not provided Not provided. 

9. Selection and 
training of 
specialized 
workforce 

It 1 has its own training 
academy, which provides 
training in the areas of 
innovation and business 
management. 

It acts at training level, identifying 
needs and structuring the training 
plan. It applies pedagogical tools such 
as e-Learning. 
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Functions Case 1 Case 2 

10. Protection of 
innovation assets 

Not provided Not provided. 

11.Accreditation/cer
tification 

It supports the 
implementation and 
certification of innovation 
standards and frameworks, 
such as NP 4457:2007; 
IMBOK; ISO/TC 279. 

It offers support in the 
implementation and certification of 
RDI Management Systems according 
to NP 4457: 2007. 

12. Investment 
appraisal 

It can help the clients to 
assess their innovation 
investments, even though 
it does not work in the 
areas of funding and 
preparation of applications 
to EU funding 

It identifies funding opportunities and 
prepares and makes the follow-up of 
funding applications. It promotes 
companies´ participation in national 
and international projects of R&D 
(UE funding). 

 

Functions Case 3 Case 4 

1. Analysis and 
definition of 
innovation needs 

It does the company 
diagnosis, with a special 
focus in technological 
areas. Some companies, 
due to their dimension, do 
their own diagnosis and 
look for consulting 
support to define the 
possible solutions.  
It searches for information 
about market needs and 
new technologies.  
It helps clients to define 
the overall innovation 
strategy. 

Its services include an innovation 
diagnosis, analysis of emerging trends 
and customer needs as well 
technological options, and the 
definition of the client overall 
strategy.  

2. Identification of 
user needs and 
major trends  

3. Signalization of 
technological 
options 

4. Conceptualizing 
new service offers 

Not provided. It helps clients defining new offerings 
(core and supplementary services, 
using tools such as blueprinting and 
flowcharting).  
Its support in marketing areas is 
regarded as very important. The 
company prepares marketing plans as 
well as studies and does specific 
marketing audits. 

5. Conceptualizing 
new organizational 
methods 

It supports companies in 
the identification and 
implementation of new 
management tools. 

6. Definition of new The company supports its 
clients in their 
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Functions Case 3 Case 4 

marketing strategies internationalization 
processes, acting mostly at 
strategic level. Typically, 
they do not prepare 
marketing plans. 

 

The support to its clients regarding 
organizational strategies is done too, 
usually grouped with the support 
provided in developing new services 
and new marketing strategies 
(complex innovations).  

7. Identification of 
potential partners  

It helps to define and 
establish (technological) 
partnerships between 
companies and entities of 
the S&T system. In some 
technological projects that 
involve an array of 
players, it acts as 
architects in the fuzzy 
front of innovation. 

It can also identify possible partners 
and, in some cases, to provide access.  
It urges its clients´ to identify their 
main innovation partners at 4 levels 
(clients, collaborators, suppliers and 
investors) and to incorporate their 
contributions in company´s 
innovation. 

8. Testing and 
scaling 

Not provided. It also is prepared to help its clients 
testing and scaling service 
innovations. 

9. Selection and 
training of 
specialized 
workforce 

Not provided. The company´s training services, 
especially in the areas of marketing, 
are considered strategic.   

10. Protection of 
innovation assets 

Not provided. Not provided. 

11.Accreditation It offers services regarding 
management systems 
accreditation. 

Not provided. 

12. Investment 
appraisal 

It can help in the 
identification of necessary 
investments and, often, 
prepares and manages the 
applications for EU funds. 

Concerning investment appraisal, it 
helps clients to identify the necessary 
investments, costs and possible capital 
sources. 

Source: Own formulation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Page 111  
 

Appendix 3. Empirical perspective over consultancies as innovation intermediaries. 

 
Dimension Characterization Comments 

Business 
Model: 
Offerings 

Information and 
access to other 
players 
 

The consultancies act mostly at information 
levels.  
The provision of access to other players is 
mostly done by consultancies specialized in 
technological innovation. 
The funding level is essentially focused on 
the elaboration of companies´ applications to 
EU funded programs. 

Business 
Model: 
Customers 

Inexistent market 
segmentation 
according to industry  
 
Services and 
manufacturing have 
different 
dimensions/resources 
 
 
 
Service and 
manufacturing 
interlocutors are 
different 
Service and 
manufacturing needs 
are distinct 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consultancies do not perceive manufacturing 
companies different from service companies. 
 
 
Manufacturing is a traditional and more 
important client. 
Typically, service companies vis-à-vis to 
manufacturing companies are smaller, with 
fewer resources, and don’t have a well-
defined innovation strategy. 
 
In services, marketing department is the main 
company interface regarding innovation 
issues; in manufacturing, the interlocutor is 
the R&D or the production department. 
 
 
Manufacturing companies are concentrated 
on production matters, while services focus 
on market differentiation.  
Manufacturing innovation needs are more 
clearly defined, comparing to services. 
Typically, only manufacturing companies 
have a “technological strategy”, and their 
spectra of technological innovations can be 
very diverse. 
Manufacturing needs a more holistic support 
(technological and non-technological), 
allowing cross-selling. 
Service industry relies largely on non-
technological innovation, even though 
technological innovation can be a concern. 
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Dimension Characterization Comments 
 
Relationships with 
manufacturing can 
last longer 
 
 
 
Dyadic and triadic 
relationships 

 
The relation with manufacturing companies 
can endure longer, due to the 
dimension/complexity of these companies. 
Normally, they require a wide range of the 
consultancies´ services. 
 
Typically, consultancies provide services 
directly to their clients (in the case of non-
technological innovations) or involve a third 
party or more players (in the case of 
technological innovations). 
Mobilizing projects usually involve more 
complex relationships. 

Business 
Model: 
Resources & 
Partners 

Importance of 
partnerships  
 
 
 
 
Staff is a critical 
resource 
 
Organizational 
structure is not 
aligned by client´s 
industry 

The universities and other knowledge centers 
are considered fundamental sources of 
scientific knowledge. 
Partnerships with other consultancies are also 
important to ensure a better quality service. 
 
Consultancies with different academic and 
professional backgrounds are strategic assets. 
 
Innovation services are industry agnostic, 
even though collaborators with specific 
industry expertise are very valuable. 

Collaboration 
Process: Role 
& Functions 

Innovation 
facilitators and 
carriers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Innovation co-
producers 
 
 
 

All consultancies work to identify knowledge 
gaps and search for information and 
knowledge to facilitate clients´ innovation. 
Two of the consultancies, specialized in 
technological issues, stress the importance of 
its brokering role, where they act proactively 
as bridges between the users and the sources 
of technology. They also support the 
technology transfer, acting as carriers. 
 
The co-production role is emphasized by one 
of the consultancies, specialized in marketing 
areas. The design of new offerings and of 
new marketing strategies involves co-
production. 



Page 113  
 

Dimension Characterization Comments 
 
 
 
 
Similar functions  
 
 
 
 
 
Focus on diagnostic, 
identification of user 
needs/trends and 
technological 
options, and strategy 
definition 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Specificities of 
support at non-
technological level 

In the case of projects aiming to develop 
state-of-art technology and involving several 
actors, the consultant envisages itself as a co-
producer (Agogué, 2013).  
 
Consultants’ main functions as innovation 
intermediaries are more or less similar. The 
functions provided in services and in 
manufacturing industries are not perceived as 
different.  
 
The most important functions are related with 
the company´s diagnostic, the search for 
information, and the definition of the clients´ 
overall strategy. 
The conceptualization of new services 
offerings is not the domain of consultancies 
specialized in technological innovation. 
None of the consultancies provides support in 
the protection of innovation assets.  
The testing and scaling is only offered by one 
consultancy and it is specifically related with 
service offerings. 
Consultancies are less present in the 
innovation implementation phase, due to the 
specificities of the tasks.  
 
The support given by the majority of the 
consultancies in terms of marketing strategy 
is much related with the internationalization 
process of the clients. 
The assistance regarding organizational 
innovation is mostly concentrated in the 
definition of internal innovation structures 
and procedures as well as the implementation 
of quality standards in several areas.  
The provision of training services, in the 
areas of innovation, marketing and business 
management, is considered of utmost 
importance. It is perceived as a trigger of 
future innovations. 

Value-added: 
Impacts 

Importance of 
information/advice 

The immediate results are mostly information 
and advice, assets that are equally important 
to service and manufacturing industries. 
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Dimension Characterization Comments 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Priority of 
technological 
innovation and 
manufacturing 
projects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Consultancies are warehouses of knowledge 
(scientific knowledge, best practices), with 
guidance function. 
The access to other players (business 
linkages) is two-fold: access to sources of 
knowledge and access to funding sources. 
The access to knowledge sources is mostly 
associated with technological innovation and 
manufacturing companies. Clients want 
access to possible technology suppliers 
(universities, research centers, …). 
The provision of business services (executive 
education) is mostly connected with non-
technological innovation. Training increases 
organizational knowledge, facilitating 
innovation. 
 
The support in technological areas is 
considered of utmost importance by two 
consultancies, focused. The support in non-
technological areas is seen as a complement 
and a way to potentiate the support given in 
technological areas. The services provided 
regarding non-technological innovations are 
considered in a second level, less interesting 
as a source of profit, having a punctual nature 
and always related to the main support 
provided regarding technological issues. 
As a consequence, manufacturing projects 
comparing to service projects are more 
complex, of greater dimension, usually apply 
to external funding, and the results are more 
impressive and tangible. 

Value-added: 
Challenges 

Consultant-client 
interaction in 
manufacturing is 
easier 
 
 
Manufacturing 
projects are more 
complex 
 
 

Manufacturing companies, due to its 
dimension and dedicated resources to 
innovation, have well-defined expectations, 
and seek for a precise and focused 
intervention, while service companies are 
constrained by their dimension/size.  
 
Manufacturing companies deal with an array 
of technologies and products. Services 
technological innovation is mainly related 
with information technologies, and the 
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Dimension Characterization Comments 
 
 
Service innovation is 
more challenging to 
deal with 

solutions adopted by companies are quite 
similar. 
 
Innovation in services, due to services 
peculiar characteristics, can be more difficult 
to manage, measure and protect as it involves 
more variables/players (clients, employees, 
suppliers) and it is intangible. 

Source: Own formulation. 
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Abstract:  

This paper seeks to make a particular contribution in what are the roles of 

consultancies as key innovation intermediaries in service industry. In line with previous 

literature, the research purposes to test the application of Pinto et al. (2016) framework 

within service companies, triangulating the findings of Pinto et al. (2017). Four in-

depth case studies of service companies were developed, resulting on detailed 

descriptions of the phenomenon using constructs to order the data and relate to earlier 

literature. Key findings highlight changes in motivations for consultancy engagement, 

from an initial focus on knowledge (output) to a focus on methodology (process). The 

adequacy of the framework proposed by Pinto et al. (2016) is confirmed, highlighting 

the role of consultancies as innovation co-production partners in service industry. A 

new possible function of intermediaries arises from this study, related with “evaluation 

of innovation outcomes”. In terms of results, even though consultancies support their 

clients in the innovation conceptualization, acting on both technological and non-

technological facet of the innovation, their most valued contribution is preparing 

companies to innovate. 

1. Introduction  

Innovating is complex, and partnerships with other players in the innovation system are 

critical to boost companies´ innovation activities. Innovation intermediaries play a 

critical role in an innovation system, helping to reinforce the innovative capacity of 
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companies, industries, regions and nations (Dalziel, 2010). They facilitate the access to 

external knowledge of other players in the innovation system, providing information, 

access and funding (Chesbrough, 2006). 

There is a growing literature investigating the roles of innovation intermediaries in 

manufacturing industry, focused on technological facet of innovation. Yet, in service 

industry context, this topic is still under explored. Services are of paramount importance 

in world economies and there is growing literature investigating service innovation. 

Even though there is not a unique service innovation mode, service companies innovate 

somewhat differently from manufacturers, focusing on the soft side of innovation and 

on non-technological innovations (Castro et al., 2011; Tether, 2005).  Furthermore, the 

studies of service innovation have the potential of highlighting features of innovation 

that have been largely ignored in manufacturing studies (Castro et al., 2011; Drejer, 

2004), contributing to a synthesis approach. 

To address the literature gap, Pinto et al. (2016) proposed a conceptual tool for 

analyzing the role of intermediaries within service innovation, highlighting the 

importance of consultancies and universities as innovation intermediaries in the service 

industry. This tool presents an enlarged view of innovation (technological and non-

technological). In a subsequent empirical study, Pinto et al. (2017) confirmed the 

applicability of the framework within consultancies, using a case study approach.  

In line with those studies and to complement and triangulate those findings, our 

research aims to test the application of Pinto et al. (2016) framework within service 

companies. Drawing on a multiple case study approach, the study intends to answer the 

following questions: 

1. Why service companies engage consultancies (motivations & expectations)? 

2. How do consultancies support the innovation processes of service industry 

(types of projects, models of engagement, roles & functions of consultancies)? 

3. How do innovation intermediaries add value to the innovation process of service 

industry (main contributions; outputs; challenges)? 

The paper is organized as follows. Section two includes a brief review of existing 

literature on innovation intermediaries, with a specific focus on consultants, and on 
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service innovation. Section three is dedicated to methodological issues. In the fourth 

section, findings are analyzed and discussed. Section five concludes and section six 

presents the study limitations and future research propositions. 

2. Innovation Intermediaries 

Importance and functions 

Innovation intermediaries are organizations or groups within organizations that work to 

enable innovation (Dalziel, 2010). They can provide an array of functions, namely: 

Foresight and diagnostics; Scanning and information processing; Knowledge processing 

and combination/recombination; Gate keeping and brokering; Testing and validation; 

Accreditation; Validation and regulation; Protecting the results; Commercialization; and 

Evaluation of outcomes (Howells, 2006). 

There are a growing number of studies on innovation intermediaries, with a 

pragmatic focus. The intermediaries´ functions are extensively analyzed, yet, the 

emphasis is on their contribution concerning technological innovation. Although a key 

function of intermediaries is brokering the technology transfer process, the literature 

addresses other functions, namely at diagnostic level, definition of business and 

innovation strategies, knowledge processing, standard setting, innovation testing and 

protection (Howells, 2006).  

The innovation intermediaries´ literature mostly focuses on the technological side of 

innovation, often discussing the processes of technology acquisition and transfer, on 

manufacturing context. This bias towards technological innovations limits its 

application in service industry (Pinto et al., 2016).  Service innovation comprehends a 

lot more than a change in the characteristics of the product itself (Den Hertog et al., 

2010), and favors the introduction of organizational and marketing innovations. Besides 

technological capabilities, human and organizational capabilities are also central for 

delivering services (Den Hertog et al., 2010). The brokering function of intermediaries 

arguably loses significance in services since the introduction of non-technological 

innovations (example, a new distribution or pricing system, a new promotion strategy) 

do not necessarily involve the intervention of third parties and non-technological 
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innovations are usually developed in close interaction with the service provider, in a 

co/production process. 

As service innovation demands for a more enlarged approach to innovation, Pinto et 

al. (2016) proposed a new tool for analyzing innovation intermediaries‘ functions in 

service industry, which encompasses 12 functions of intermediaries (see Table 1). 

 
Table  1  Innovation intermediaries functions in service industry 

Function 

1. Analysis and definition of innovation needs  
2. Identification of user needs and major trends  
3. Signalization of technological options 
4. Conceptualization of new service offerings 
5. Conceptualization of new organizational methods  
6. Conceptualization of new marketing strategies 
7. Identification of potential partners 
8. Testing and scaling 
9. Selection and training of specialized workforce  
10. Protection of innovation assets 
11. Accreditation/certification 
12. Investment appraisal 
Source: Pinto et al. (2016) 

 
This framework considers new and renewed functions of intermediaries, due to its 

larger understanding of the concept innovation. 

Consultancies 

There is a large and increasing number and forms of intermediaries (Dalziel, 2010; 

Howells, 2006), what makes difficult to enumerate all of them. Consultancies integrate 

this group, and are a privileged service industry partner due to their ease of access, 

flexibility and diversity of services (Tether and Tajar, 2008; Pinto et al., 2016). Tether 

and Tajar (2008) highlight that service companies are more likely than manufacturers to 

involve consultants than other specialist knowledge providers, while their links to 

public science-base are weaker. Sánchez-González (2014) concludes that cooperation 

with consultancies favors the development of both organizational and marketing 

innovations in service companies. 

Consultancies are part of KIBS - Knowledge-Intensive Business Services, helping 

other companies to be innovative (Lemus-Aguilar et al., 2015). KIBS industries are 
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private companies or organizations, relying heavily on professional knowledge i.e. 

knowledge or expertise related to a specific (technical) discipline or (technical) 

functional domain, and supplying intermediate products and services that are 

knowledge-based (Den Hertog, 2000). KIBS are seen to act as facilitators - when 

supporting a client in its innovation process, but not creating nor transferring innovation 

from others; carriers - when transferring existing innovations; sources – when triggering 

and developing innovations in the client; and also as co-producers of innovation - 

working closely and interactively with the client, in a two-way learning process (Muller 

and Doloreux, 2009; Winch and Courtney, 2007; Den Hertog, 2000; Miles et al., 1995; 

Den Hertog and Bilderbeek, 1998). According to Muller and Doloreux (2009), there 

were changes in how scholars perceive and analyze the knowledge content of KIBS 

activities since. KIBS are perceived not only as knowledge suppliers but as knowledge 

co-producers since the appropriation of knowledge by KIBS clients is the result of a re-

engineering process performed by KIBS in cooperation with the clients. 

3. Methodology 

The research aims to understand how consultancies support service companies´ 

innovations processes based on the perspectives of the service companies. It is adopted 

a multiple case study design which allows to analyze the phenomenon in its natural 

context and from the perspective of the participants involved in the phenomenon (Yin, 

2003; Gall et al., 1996). This research design allows testing a framework that assesses 

innovation intermediaries' functions in service industry (Pinto et al., 2016) and, 

simultaneously, to provide a detailed description of the phenomenon in analysis.  

Four in-depth case studies of service companies were developed, resulting on 

detailed descriptions of the innovation intermediation in services phenomenon using 

constructs to order the data and relate to earlier literature.  

It was selected organizations with prior and considerable experience in consultancy 

engagement, belonging to private and public spheres, and operating in different and 

important service industries, to include a diverse set of organizational contexts (see 

Table 2). The names of the companies have been withheld due to confidentiality 

reasons. 
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Table  2  Cases overview 

Name Headquarters Industry Number of  

workers 

Case 1 Europe Insurance 200 

Case 2 Europe 
 

Public 
Administration 
(General 
activities) 

1,500 
 

Case 3 Asia Public 
Administration 
(Tourism 
activities) 

400 

Case 4 Asia Information and 
Communication 

1,100 

Source: Own formulation. 
 

Previously to data collection, researchers had a preliminary briefing with a key 

informant nominated by each company, to understand companies´ models of 

engagement with consultants. They were informed that normally each company has 

different projects with consultants, and each project is lead and managed by a specific 

department or division. Consequently, head of departments or divisions were 

purposefully selected based on their involvement in the companies´ projects with 

consultancies and due to their broader perspective over company´s projects and 

challenges (see Table 3). Main data sources are interviews with heads of departments or 

divisions of different companies and top management (executive directors and vice-

presidents). In Case 1, the director of Corporate Communications & PR is also one of 

the executive directors of the company, what allowed a richer testimony. In Case 2, the 

head of Procurement and Financing Management has a transversal knowledge regarding 

the usage of consultancies by the other departments, since his department is responsible 

for the organization's procurement. In Case 3, it was interviewed the company´s former 

executive director due to his extensive experience in the industry. The interviewee 

managed the company for more than two decades and still works in public 

administration, in tourism industry. Also in Case 3, the testimony of the senior 
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executive focuses on the activities of two departments (department of organizational 

planning & development; department of events). In Case 4, the interviews to VPs 

provided a broader picture of the company engagements with consultants, not restricted 

to their departments.  

 
Table  3  Data collection overview 

Company Industry Departments Collaborators 
interviewed 

Case 1 Insurance Information Technologies 
– Business Applications 
(BA) 
 
Finance – Accounting & 
Treasury (AT) 
 
Digital  
 
Corporate 
Communications & PR 
 
Human Resources 

Head of BA  
 
 
 
Head of AT  
 
Director  
 
 
Director/ Executive 
Director 
 
Director 

Case 2 Public 
Administration 
(General 
activities) 
 

Finance - Public 
Procurement & Financing 
Management (PP&FM) 
 
Urban Planning & 
Development Promotion  
 
Municipal Works - Studies 
& Projects (S&P) 

Head of PP&FM 
 
 
Director 
 
 
Head of S&P  

Case 3 Public 
Administration 
(Tourism 
activities) 

Organizational Planning 
and Development 
 
- 

Senior Executive 
 
 
(former) Executive 
Director 
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Company Industry Departments Collaborators 
interviewed 

Case 4 Information and 
Communication 

Strategy & Business 
Performance 
Business 
QualityAssurance  
 
Legal & Regulatory 

VP Strategy & 
Business 
Performance 
 
Director 
 
VP Legal & 
Regulatory / 
Executive Director 

Source: Own formulation. 
 
Data collection took place between July of 2017 and January of 2018. It was performed 

13 interviews. The interviews were of about 60 to 90 minutes each, and followed semi-

structured, open-ended guidelines. Due to time constraints, Case 1 director of human 

resources requested to present his testimony by writing. It was prepared a questionnaire 

drawing on the interview guide. Interviews were oriented around three main blocks: 

Motivations & Expectations, Collaboration Process and Results (see Fig.1).  

 

 
Figure 1 Components analyzed in the interviews.  
 
Interviewees were asked to identify major projects developed with consultancies and, 

with reference to those, to describe their motivations and requirements when engaging 

with consultancies; to characterize the collaboration process (projects characteristics 

such as duration, stages, teams involved from both parties, main roles and functions 

provided by consultancies), and to evaluate the results (consultancies´ contributions and 

difficulties felts along the process). All interviews were recorded and transcribed 

verbatim. 

Motivations

• Motivations & Needs
• Expectations & 

Requirements

Collaboration Process

• Projects 
characteristics

• Consultancy roles & 
functions

Results

• Main contributions
• Main difficulties
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Other sources of evidence were explored such as internal documents provided by 

companies, information from websites and media (press and social media) as well as 

direct observation. 

Data analysis was performed using qualitative content analysis, which allows the 

analysis of texts within their context of communication, following analytical rules and 

procedures, without rash quantification (Mayring, 2000). which allows triangulation to 

occur on two levels: by integrating different data sources; by applying a method of data 

analysis that has not been mainly developed for case study research (Kohlbacher, 2006). 

The categories and sub-categories were developed deductively from the research 

questions and literature review and some new categories sub-categories emerged 

inductively from the data analysis.  

Firstly, the four cases were analyzed separately and then compared, looking for 

similarities and differences.   

4. Case findings 

Cases presentation 

Case 1 

The company was founded over 30 years ago, being part of a multinational group 

specializing in insurance and risk consulting. It is one of few brokers that work with 

Lloyd's of London worldwide, having direct access to the world’s largest specialized 

insurance market. The group has direct presence in European, African and South 

America markets. 

Key projects with consultancies  

• Internal management platform integrating insurance information from customers 

and other partners  

• Web portal for customer´s online management of insurance portfolio 

• Introduction of a new ERP system (financial areas) 

• Project focused on the creation of a positive corporate culture and sense of 

belonging 
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• Training project focused on managing media interlocutors 

• Ongoing support (communication issues and events) 

• Ongoing support (legislation, human resources matters) 

• Training (several areas) 

 

Case 2  

The organization is the municipal council of a county and its mission is to define and 

execute policies to defend the interests and satisfy the needs of the local population. It 

aims to promote the development of the municipality in all areas of life, such as health, 

education, social action and housing, environment and basic sanitation, land use and 

urban planning, transport and communications, public supply, sport and culture, 

consumer protection and civil protection. 

Key projects with consultancies  

• Economic viability studies (to integrate municipal projects eligible for external 

funding) 

• Urban planning studies (eligible for external funding) 

• Technical support (such as the support regarding effective communication, through 

design, in architectural projects; engineering and legal advice) 

• Training 

 

Case 3  

The organization is a public entity responsible for implementing, analyzing and 

assisting in formulating market tourism policies. It promotes local tourism products, 

playing a significant role in fostering the improvement and diversification of tourism 

products as well as promoting, coordinating or facilitating a variety of tourism projects 

and mega events. To fulfil its mission, it has representatives and delegations worldwide 

that tailor make promotion schemes and activities according to each market’s needs. As 

the supervising entity for the local tourism industry, it ensures the sector’s operations 

are under legal framework by licensing and inspecting the establishments, venues and 
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activities. Additionally, it promotes training opportunities for local sectors through 

collaboration with training institutes and tourism entities.  

Key projects with consultancies  

• Tourism industry development master plan 

• Implementation of local tourism events 

• Organizational development studies (preparatory studies about the creation of new 

entities, new models of partnerships)  

• Events´ impact studies 

• Market studies 

 

Case 4 

The company is a leading telecom service provider, offering mobile, fixed telephony, 

fiber broadband and integrated telecom solutions, in consumer and business markets. In 

activity for more than 35 years, it employs around 1,100 staff. It has introduced in its 

local market several major service innovations, such as the first mobile prepaid service, 

first multi-number SIM service, first 3G service, first and most extensive online service 

portal.  

Key projects with consultancies  

• Scenarios´ analysis and strategy definition 

• Integrated billing system 

• Customer satisfaction surveys 

• Tender bids preparation 

• Training 

 

Results 

Drawing on a hybrid approach, the research started with predefined categories and sub-

categories, intended to help guide analysis, and some new categories and sub-categories 

emerged from the data. Table 4 depicts data´s categories and sub-categories and the 

companies in which they have been observed. 
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Table  4  Categories and sub-categories observed by case  

Category Sub-category 
Case  

1 

Case 

2 

Case 

 3 

Case 

 4 

Motivations & 
Needs 

 
 

   

 Information/advice x x x x 
 Access   x  
 Funding  x   
 Methodology x x x x 
 External voice   x x x 
Expectations & 
Selection Criteria 

     

 Knowledge x x x x 
 Experience x x x x 
 Reputation  x x x 
 Creativity  x x x 
 Diagnostic skills x x x x 
 Project management skills x x x x 
 Problem solving skills x x x x 
Type of projects      
 Strategical x x x x 
 Operational x x x x 
Model of 
engagement 

     

 Dyadic x x x x 
 Triadic or multiple partners x  x x 
Consultancy roles      
 Facilitators of innovation     
 Carriers of innovation    x 
 Sources of innovation     
 Co-producers of innovation x x x x 
Consultancy 
functions 

     

 Analysis and definition of 
innovation needs  

x x x x 

 Identification of user needs and 
major trends  

x x x x 

 Signalization of technological 
options 
 

x   x 
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Category Sub-category 
Case  

1 

Case 

2 

Case 

 3 

Case 

 4 

 Conceptualization of new service 
offerings 

x x x x 

 Conceptualization of new 
organizational methods  

x  x x 

 Conceptualization of new 
marketing strategies 

x  x x 

 Identification of potential partners   x  
 Testing and scaling x   x 
 Selection and training of 

specialized workforce  
x x  x 

 Protection of innovation assets x    
 Accreditation/certification     
 Investment appraisal  x   
 Evaluation of innovation outcomes   x x 
Results      
 Main contributions (innovation 

preparation) 
x x x x 

 Main outputs (improved solutions; 
some radical innovations) 

x x x x 

 Deficit areas (market and industry 
knowledge, interactivity) 

x  x x 
 

Key critical factor (deliverables) x x  x 

Source: Own formulation. 

 
 

Motivations & Needs 

As innovation becomes a more open process, innovation intermediaries arise, providing 

information, access to other players in the innovation system as well as funding 

(Chesbrough, 2006). All companies reported engaging consultants because they needed 

external specialized knowledge or advice, as illustrated in the following quotes: 

“This was a major step. We did not have at the time, and we still not have, expertise 

regarding ERP, so we had to engage consultancies to help us developing our own 

system.” (Case 1- Head of A&T) 

“We need to outsource consultancies to do some technical tasks when we do not 

have the right competence within the company (…) Technological issues are gaining 
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more relevance in innovation… and an insurance broker is not a start-up, which 

develops new technologies.” (Case 1 – Digital Director) 

“I was given the challenge of developing the local tourism industry, particularly 

through event creation, and I felt the need to engage consultancies, as specialized 

entities that provided us advice (…) The more unique the event is, the higher is the need 

for qualified staff. And we were not ready… we were aware that if we would have 

wanted to innovate, we needed specialized advice.” (Case 3 – (former) Executive 

Director) 

 Additionally, the access to other players was evaluated as important by Case 3 when 

implementing new types of events: 

“Consultancies supported us in the organization of new events and helped us to get 

in touch with everyone that mattered. It was a lot of work and we were so small... The 

value of the consultancy to the development of such a project is enormous, because it 

allows saving time and money and it is very effective" (Case 3 – (former) Executive 

Director) 

 “When organizing a specific type of event (…) the consultancy he ensures all 

contacts with external partners from other countries (…)” (Case 3 - Senior Executive)  

Case 2 Head of S&P rejected partially that point of view:  

“Consultancies provide us advice which can open new horizons to us and indicate 

shortcuts. But they usually do not establish bridges between us and other partners. That 

can happen few times, by instance, when the consultancy has is very well-recognized in 

the market in which he operates and, as natural process, the contacts are facilitated.”  

Also, Case 4 reported that they did not engage consultancies to get access to other 

players, even though consultancies can act as important bridges in technological 

projects, when implementing of a new technology developed by a technological 

supplier.  

Consultancies' support was found of major importance by Case 2, due to their role in 

preparing organizational applications for external funding. 

Furthermore, service organizations reported that their motivations have changed in 

some way along the life cycle of the relationship and that, nowadays, go beyond 

information and advice, focusing on methodology:  
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“I think that in initial stages we were very much about extracting information and 

understanding from the consultancy. (…) We initially looked for answers: what should 

we do. But then you wanted to get to plans and implementation and the questions were: 

how can we do this? how can we avoid this? Definitely, nowadays we look for 

methodology. And there is a thin line: consultants will guide you but they will not give 

you the tool box” (Case 4 - VP of Strategy and Business Performance) 

 “We have learnt a lot from them and based on their survey skills, and on how they 

ask those questions, we built our own.  We learn from them on how they do the data 

analysis, on how they collect the data (…) and now we are doing more than them (…) 

because they don´t have our IT data, they don’t have our network data, so they cannot 

do more" (Case 4 - Director of Business Quality Assurance) 

"Often we have the feeling that we are doing all the work. What the consultancy does 

is to give some structure to our work, creating some focus, providing methodology" 

(Case 4 - VP Legal & Regulatory) 

“More important than bringing other experiences, consultancies bring methodology. 

Many times, what is missing in the company is the methodology to manage different 

topics. And often methodologies can help to share some vision at the executive level, a 

way to manage doubts, problems, opportunities, risks, ... Often what is lacking is 

methodology and the consultant can bring methodology to greater effectiveness.” Case 

1 - Digital Director 

"They have given us guidance, recommendations, and inputs about which 

information we should collect, and how to adjust our documents to be well succeeded in 

our application to external funding" (Case 2 - Director of Urban Planning) 

Companies also reported other motivations related with the need to have an external 

independent voice over companies' activities. This external voice provides assurance in 

decision making, contributing to service quality, and, simultaneously, inspires (market) 

trust. Such view is illustrated in the following quotes: 

"(…) you have to be a third party to appreciate things. It's like external audits. I have 

to have the comfort of an independent voice on a certain matter" (Case 4 - VP Legal 

and Regulatory).  
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 “It is such a big company, and we need a third-party voice. If we just put out our 

own results, nobody will trust them (…) But, if it is coming out from a third party, that is 

different” (Case 4 - Director of Business Quality Assurance) 

"it is important to have international experts to support us, they provide credibility" 

(Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

Expectations & Selection Criteria 

Consultancies are expected to support their clients at various levels: diagnosing and 

articulating needs, transferring specialized expert knowledge, experience sharing, and 

acting as middlemen (Bessant and Rush, 1995). All service companies highlighted that 

their expectations when engaging consultancies were focused on the service provider 

know-how. The provider knowledge is perceived from different perspectives: technical 

knowledge but also industry and market knowledge. Furthermore, companies looked up 

for consultancies well-known worldwide, with an international dimension, that supply 

information they could trust and gave confidence to the market. The following quotes 

illustrate these expectations: 

“It is important that they know about and industry, and in fact they have that 

knowledge, but the biggest input they give us is their technical knowledge, their specific 

expertise” (Case 1 - Executive Director) 

“They gave us the report of the knowledge and experiences that they acquire about 

other places and that they consider useful to us. It was a mixture, on the one hand an 

attempt to lead us, not let us get off the rails, but, at the same time, to add information 

and knowledge to the enrichment of the proposal” (Case 2 - Director of Urban 

Planning) 

“The work we do with consultancies is a very technical and specific work, which we 

cannot do internally since we are not technicians in this area (…) We selected a 

company with international experience, even though they were not profoundly involved 

in the tourism industry and they did not know well our market (…) but here we do not 

have international consultancies, large consultancies" (Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

“Our market representatives worked as consultancies and they were selected due to 

their industry knowledge, social networks and reputation. They were respected in the 
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markets hey operated” (Case 3 - (former) Executive Director) 

Additionally, service companies remarked that consultancies should be sources of 

new ideas and insights and should combine strong diagnostic, project management and 

problem-solving skills. The following comments highlight this: 

“It helps us to make diagnoses and confirm and identifies new approaches, new 

directions, new ideas. It identifies opportunities, and brings a distinct perspective, 

external, bringing to the arena less usual doubts. We are always working together 

within the company, we have a chip, a software to imagine, and it often makes sense to 

work with an outside consultant who poses new, and sometimes interesting, doubts, 

from a unique perspective” (Case 1 - Digital Director) 

“They were actually adding some value, they asked us why we would not do it in a 

certain way; they were asking us some questions to clarify our line of thinking, and 

those enquiries led us to question some of our options. (Case 2 - Director of Urban 

Planning) 

“We have to look at innovation from different angles. Innovation could be doing the 

same thing but differently. I do think that is one of the areas where consultancies are. 

They are actually a very good source of rethinking things. Tendency on the operational 

side is for repetitiveness, process. It is always worthwhile to sit back and listen to other 

people. But it may be not how you do it but it may spark creative thought on yourself.” 

(Case 4 - VP of Strategy and Business Performance) 

"The consultancy does not tell us what we already know. What it will do is to 

assemble the organizational knowledge that we already have and then apply it to a 

particular project" (Case 4 - VP Legal & Regulatory) 

Type of projects 

According to the testimonies, the collaboration processes between the consultancy and 

the service company can be typified in strategical projects and tactical projects. 

Strategical projects are long-term projects, related with the exploration of new 

opportunities and ideas, mostly focused on definition of strategies and actions, and that 

impact significantly organization´s activities; tactical projects are short term-projects, 

mainly related with the implementation of specific actions or events, aiming to cope 
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with companies´ lack of resources and expertise, and where deliverables are clearly 

identified a priori. The following comments convey this idea: 

“The company had to present a comprehensive report with the analysis of the 

current situation as well as the definition of strategies, action plans on the short, 

medium and long term” (Case 3 - Senior Executive)  

“The consultancy was focused both on strategy and project implementation, 

probably 50/50. At the beginning (consultancies work) was mostly about operations and 

network building. But, the political situation obviously changed (…) we used to operate 

on a concession basis and there was always the possibility (relatively small) that your 

operations would cease due to government review, and that had to be part of the 

planning. There was a greater amount of scenario planning in all bases because we 

were dealing with a license " (Case 4 - VP of Strategy and Business Performance) 

“Several consultancies advised us on how to create and manage specific tourism 

events. When we thought that it was interesting to create a new type of festival (…) we 

invited the consultancy that was responsible for the implementation of the best world-

festival of that type, to come and help us” (Case 3 – (former) Executive Director) 

"We need consultancies to outsource some technical tasks when we do not have the 

right competence within the company. For example, regarding ESO (Engine Search 

Optimization) marketing, to do the optimization of keywords and development of some 

landing pages" (Case 1 - Digital Director) 

 “In my division, there is not much consulting as a definition of a strategy because 

the inputs we receive (from consultancies) are already very concrete, focused on an 

object (…) but while I was working in planning department, I found that much of this 

consulting took place “previously” and was not about an object, but on a perspective of 

evolution of the city, a prospect of development that is intended.” (Case 2 - Head of 

S&P)  

The importance of consultancies in the implementation of strategical projects in 

technological areas was highlighted by some of the companies:  

“At a given time point, due to our size and geographical presence, we decided it was 

time to have our own software to manage our clients´ portfolio that met our needs and 

was house branded. We started a project with a foreign consultant to create an 
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exclusive management platform which integrates all insurance information from our 

customers, enabling efficient and effective management processes. (…) we also had a 

similar technological project, we wanted to create a web portal for online management 

and consultation of all insurance exclusive to our customers.” (Case 1 - Head of BA)  

"This is a big project and it lasts for a few years already. We are replacing all our 

four billing systems (…) putting everything into one billing system" (Case 4 - Director 

of Business Quality Assurance)  

“(It) will benefit us with significant cost efficiencies, even more important is that it 

will enable us to deliver a greatly enhanced customer experience, giving our 

subscribers greater choice and control through accelerated introduction of innovative 

services and applications, cross-product synergies, unified billing for personalized 

plans and creative bundling (…)” (Case 4 - Press release about the new billing system) 

Model of engagement 

Innovation intermediaries act in a triadic basis or in more complex relationships, which 

can include several organizations, such as clients, suppliers, and other intermediaries 

(Howells, 2006). Nevertheless, they can be involved in dyadic relationships, providing 

services directly to their clients and not involving interactions with third parties. 

Relationships between intermediaries and their clients tend to be longer, to allow 

reinforcing mutual knowledge and trust. 

According to the service companies, mostly of the collaboration projects developed 

with the consultancies were dyadic, involving direct interaction between the company 

and the consultancy. Often projects involved not only the department that engaged the 

consultancy but also other company´s departments, especially in the case of strategical 

projects. In some projects, consultancies serve as an interface between the company and 

other players (clients, suppliers, associations, public institutions, private companies, 

public, …), collecting information considered relevant to those projects. 

Case 4 emphasized a collaboration project that involved the company (the client), the 

consultancy as a middleman, and a third-party (the technology supplier): 

"The consultancy is responsible for working in-between the product provider and our 

company and do all sorts of coordinating work and project work for us (…) They are 

working as a consultancy at the same time because they try to understand our 
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requirements and try to use those systems to cope with our requirements (…) They have 

to work with the technology provider to get the results for us" (Case 4 - Director of 

Business Quality Assurance) 

Two companies also reported other models of engagement, in which other type of 

players actively participated, namely other consultancies. These other consultancies 

where engaged by the service company or by the main consultancy:  

“In fact, there were two external entities, in practice, one more oriented to the 

consultancy and another to the development of the technological solution” (Case 1 - 

Head of BA) 

“We engaged another consultancy, a local small-sized company, with scholars from 

the academic side. The purpose of this engagement was to give us support along the 

whole process. It was not possible for us as technicians to do all this extra-work, 

monitoring and supervising, since we have other daily tasks to perform (…) That second 

consultancy analyzed the work and reports of the main consultancy, made 

recommendations, participated in the meetings" (Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

Most part of collaboration processes lasted for an extended period, typically more 

than 6 months or even more than one year, and some of the companies pointed out that 

after the project completion the consultancy continued to provide support, what tended 

to happen in technological projects. Service companies declare to favor long lasting 

relationships, which allow the increasing of mutual knowledge and trust, critical 

elements to ensure the quality of service provisions. Yet, they felt it can result in 

complacency, jeopardizing the ultimate output, innovation:  

"They have been working for us for quite a long time (…) But, personally I am not 

satisfied with their performance. I want to get ideas from them as an expert. But I 

usually do not get that from them (…) They just work on my requirements and tell me if 

the new system can cope with them or not. And I don ́t need this answer. The answer I 

need from them is how they can make it work, how can we adjust our requirements to 

make it work? And I haven’t heard anything like this from them. It is a one-way 

conversation" (Case 4 - Director of Business Quality Assurance) 
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Consultancy roles 

KIBS are seen to act as facilitators, when supporting a client in its innovation process, 

but not creating nor transferring innovation from others); carriers, when transferring 

existing innovations); sources, when triggering and developing innovations in the 

client); and also as co-producers of innovation, when working closely and interactively 

with the client in a two-way learning process (Muller and Doloreux, 2009; Winch and 

Courtney, 2007; Den Hertog, 2000; Miles et al., 1995; Den Hertog and Bilderbeek, 

1998). 

All four service companies perceived consultancies mostly as co-partners in 

innovation, since they worked alongside with the company to develop shared solutions, 

in a win-win partnership. The following quotes express this perspective: 

"There is always a time to learn from someone who is outside. Whether in my case, 

or in the consultant's own case, these are always bi-directional processes of learning" 

(Case 2 - Head of S&P) 

“This was the first market-oriented development of insurance and mediation in terms 

of technology. The consultants already had some know-how but not related to this 

industry. Neither they nor other consulting companies had innovated in this type of 

technology in this market. They innovated while developing the solution but also 

learned (…) their know-how became greater” (Case 1 - Head of BA) 

“The design (of the tourism plan) was done by the consultant but always supervised 

by this department (..) In fact, we did not have to be the ones giving the ideas but this 

consulting company that has to do the study and inform us of the options (...) but we 

were always making corrections, adjusting their contributions, since they did not have 

enough knowledge” (Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

Case 4 highlighted the role of the consultancies as innovation carriers in 

technological projects: 

"The system is bought from a third party, a billing system provider. This company 

has a standard billing system but if we use that standard system, we might not be able to 

adapt it. So, the consultancy is in the middle, they have to think how to build that in the 

standard system, how to develop a system that meets our requirements" (Case 4 - 

Director of Business Quality Assurance) 
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Consultancy functions 

Pinto et al. (2016) made a proposal of the possible intermediaries functions in service 

industry context, which considers 12 main functions: Analysis and definition of 

innovation needs; Identification of user needs and major trends; Signalization of 

technological options; Conceptualization of new service offerings; Conceptualization of 

new organizational methods; Conceptualization of new marketing strategies; 

Identification of potential partners; Testing and scaling; Selection and training of 

specialized workforce; Protection of innovation assets; Accreditation/certification; 

Investment appraisal 

All four service companies acknowledge the critical importance of consultancies in 

the diagnosis and articulation of innovation needs as well as in the analysis of the user 

needs and market trends.  

“The consultancy interviewed various tourism industry companies as well as 

companies from other industries, other public services, associations as well as the 

general public to collect the different perspectives (…) It was also done an analysis of 

the city's urban planning, traffic, local capacity to receive tourists, touristic attractions, 

quality of the local offerings (…)” (Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

“To create the new application, it was made a thorough examination of the existing 

processes and needs. Different departments were involved, and some elements of the 

departments of operations, quality, management control and finances were 100% 

dedicated to this project” (Case 1 - Head of BA)  

Two of the companies, Case 1 and Case 4, pointed out consultancies´ functions in the 

identification of possible technological trajectories. For both companies the 

technological innovation has a strategic importance.  

In all four cases, companies described the consultancy´s support in the innovation´s 

design. Case 2 remarked its support mostly in the definition of new services, such as the 

design of a new urbanistic plan. The other service companies considered that 

consultancies also helped them in the definition of organizational and marketing 

innovations. Case 1 pointed out the contribution of consultancies in redesigning the 

companies´ organizational processes, what resulted from the introduction of new 
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management software, and in the conceptualization of company´s new promotion 

strategies. Case 3 highlighted the role of consultancies in the redesign of its external 

network, in the reformulation of internal departments (such as the documentation 

center) as well as in the definition of new ways of positioning the brand in different 

target markets. Case 4 remarked the consultancies´ support at various levels - market 

research level, concept stores design and definition of customer e-channels. 

Case 3 also reported the consultancy support in the identification of relevant partners 

in the implementation of some new events. 

Case 1 and Case 4 focused the consultancies´ support in testing innovations. In both 

companies created technological innovations alongside with consultancies and it was 

mandatory to test the new platforms before launching them. 

Most part of service companies mentioned that human resources training is critical to 

service quality and that consultancies have an extensive contribution at this level. 

Training is focused on technical areas but also on behavioral areas. Case 1 human 

resources director pointed out an innovative project developed with a consultancy, 

aiming to create moments of sharing and experience of corporate values in order to 

reinforce the culture and individual and collective commitment. 

The companies did not get consultancies´ support at innovation protection level. In 

Case 1, head of BA reported some involvement of the consultancy in the protection of 

the new management platform. Nevertheless, specialized players in legal and innovation 

protection areas had to be involved. 

Case 3 and Case 4 also described the consultancies´ support in concerning the 

evaluation of innovation outputs. The evaluation of company's performance and 

innovation outputs by a consultancy is strategic to redesign services or design new 

services or new strategies (namely in terms of policies of pricing, promotion, people…). 

Simultaneously, it provides assurance on company's decision making and gives 

credibility to the market.   This is a new function, which is not included in Pinto et al. 

(2016) framework. The following comments highlight this idea: 

“Sometimes demonstrating the obvious to outsiders in a scientific way is not simple. 

Many years ago, we designed and implemented a tourism event of major importance 

and it brought us large awareness worldwide. Nevertheless, there were enquiries 
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regarding the event´s profitability (…) at that time, I felt we should make a 

comprehensive and independent assessment of its economic benefits and I engaged an 

independent company, specialized in impact analyzes. And it was positive, since using 

scientific methodologies they concluded of the significant impact of this event in our 

economy.” (Case 3 – (former) Executive Director) 

"Consultancies are important to our innovation process, helping us to design or 

redesign services, or our strategies (…) By instance, looking at the results of client's 

surveys we detect failures which help us to improve certain areas" (Case 4 - VP Legal 

and Regulatory)  

Results 

In general terms, service companies perceived consultancies' engagement as important 

partners to support the improvement of their innovation processes and outputs. 

Consultancies support was found rather important to prepare the company for 

innovation. Consultancies support is perceived as more critical in the identification of 

opportunities than in the innovation implementation, even though they can act as project 

managers. The following quotes convey this point of view: 

“Consultancies gave suggestions and recommendations of what could be some new 

products (…) Some innovations can be implemented, by instance at maritime tourism 

level (…) But the plan does not specify exactly what. This has to be implemented and 

defined by private initiative.” (Case 3 - Senior Executive)  

"The consultant works more at the diagnostic level, identifying opportunities, but less 

on the creation of innovation. It can help in the creation of innovation but as head of 

project to organize the development of the response" (Case 1 - Digital Director) 

 “I think that in the end the creation of innovation has to come from the company. 

The spark or idea may be originated from the consultant. But it has to be taken on, 

absolutely owned by the company. If that doesn’t happen, you are not past to failure" 

(Case 4 - VP of Strategy & Business Performance)  

Consultancies were considered important partners to improve the quality of the 

companies' service provision, what can sometimes result in the co-development of 

highly innovative technological solutions: 
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"The consultancy is always an added value beyond the installed capacity. It is about 

advice and information that adds value to what we are doing. We are not expecting it 

to change radically our perceptions but to adjust them slightly" (Case 2 - Head of 

S&P) 

"We e are incredibly innovative, it is our DNA, we are restless, we are always 

looking for new and different things (...) Having the right partners we greatly enhance 

our ability to innovate" (Case 1 - Executive Director) 

“It was something really innovative produced in-house (…) until then, there was no 

other broker in Portugal with its own software. This stirred our pride indoors." (Case 1 

- Head of BA) 

Constant interaction between the client and the consultancy was perceived as a key 

factor to boost collaboration results. In this context, the company should be adequately 

prepared to manage and get the best of the interactions. This idea is present in the 

following quotes: 

“Our department was responsible for the interaction with the consultancy team, and 

there was a department member assigned as project manager. (...) We always had to be 

supportive, altering, adjusting the contributions because they did not know well our 

reality” (Case 3 - Senior Executive)  

"We have to have the ability to dialogue at a certain specialized level with the 

consultancies; otherwise, they lead and we do not have control and be drifting from our 

objectives" (Case 3 – (former Executive Director)  

“I am always looking for something more interactive in the beginning so that I can 

have a better result at the end. Otherwise they will do it the same way and tell us the 

same things. For me interaction with consultancies is really important otherwise I don’t 

get anything from them” (Case 4 - Director of Business Quality Assurance) 

"It should be a dynamic process of inputs and outputs between us and the 

consultancy. The information comes in, I analyze it critically and then I react to it, 

demanding the consultancy feedback. I believe there is such care, at least in my area" 

(Case 2 - Head of S&P) 

Additionally, service companies felt that consultancies should know well the 
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specificities of the (clients') industry and of local market, to foster the collaboration 

results: 

"The difficulty of working with consultancies is that sometimes they fail to respond to 

our needs since they are not aware of our local reality, especially the international 

consultants (..) They do not understand the local legislation (...) They think they can 

change things from one day to another but it is not so" (Case 3 - Senior Executive) 

"The consultancy should have good knowledge of the client's business: 50% of 

consultancies knowledge should be about the client's business knowledge, 50% about 

technical knowledge. However, our experience of contact is not quite that. There is a 

gap in the market. There are many technical savvy people but they know little about 

client's industry" (Case 1 - Head of AT) 

Some companies remarked the importance of defining precisely the boundaries of 

consultancies´ support and setting concrete deliverables associated with consultancies´ 

work. This "tangibilization of outcomes" is considered important due to the significant 

costs of the consultancy work. Companies find important to clearly understand for what 

they are paying for and what will be the ratio benefit/cost. Simultaneously, this 

clarification is critical to get internal support essential to the project´ success and, in this 

context, it is of the utmost importance to explain to staff the expected results of 

consultancy engagement to get their support. The following comments convey this point 

of view:    

“Nowadays, we are using consultancy less and differently. The days that we were 

using it as a big bang project, that you took a fleet of consultants, this tends not to 

happen so much (…) People want to see, literally, deliverables. Ad I think that 

previously although strategy and reviews and stuff like that were all viewed as useful, in 

the end there was a feeling of “oh, we have done that, but what did we actually 

achieve?”" (Case 4 - VP of Strategy and Business Performance) 

"For a long time, we used consultancies as advisors and, simultaneously, as 

producers of an overall study, and that did not work well. More recently, we are 

detailing and separating their tasks from ours. We are responsible for the study 

execution, counting on their input; their task is to provide us guidance, advice, and 
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specific information. This new model works fine." (Case 2 - Director of Urban 

Planning) 

"It is truly important to set the project's aims and expected results (what should be 

the deliverables)" (Case 1 – Director of Human Resources) 

5. Discussion and conclusions  

Service companies perceived consultancies as important innovation partners. Due to 

their small-sized dimension and lack of qualified human resources, they look for the 

consultancies' support. These service companies engaged a wide variety of 

consultancies in areas such as strategy, technology, marketing, economy, 

internationalization, organizational and human resources, engineering, and law. They 

reported a large diversity of collaboration projects with consultancies. However, not all 

collaboration projects targeted innovations, i.e. only part of them aimed to create or 

improve products or processes or to design new marketing or organizational strategies. 

It seems rather important to separate the consulting work from services provided by 

consultancies. The companies interviewed shared consulting experiences provided by 

consultancies but also by other players, namely the university and suppliers. Consulting 

work is mostly associated with guidance and advice, and this role can and is developed 

by other players besides consultancies. Nevertheless, service companies pointed out that 

consultancies are strategical innovation partners, due to the quality of outputs and 

prompt response. 

According to the testimonies, the company's industry seems to affect the nature of 

projects developed with consultancies. Companies belonging to insurance and 

telecommunications industries reported the importance of consultancy engagement in 

highly innovative technological projects, strategic for the business’ competitiveness, 

usually related information and communication technologies. The other companies did 

not emphasized collaboration projects of technological nature. This finding is also 

aligned with previous research (Tether, 2005; Gallouj and Savona, 2009) which 

highlights that service industry includes a wide diversity of activities with different 
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approaches to innovation, reinforcing the idea that there is not a ‘‘manufacturing mode’’ 

and a separate ‘‘service mode’’ of innovation. 

Service companies highlighted as main motives to engage consultancies the need for 

specialized information and advice. Companies look for providers that congregate 

technical, industry and market knowledge. The access to other players is not considered 

a key motivation to collaborate with consultancies, unless when a new specific type 

event is being implemented. In this situation, due to previous experiences and 

participation in relevant networks, consultancies are an important partner. Furthermore, 

consultancies are not perceived as relevant actors in innovation funding; however, they 

can provide support in the completion of the service company's funding application.  

A key finding is that motivations for consultancy engagement might change along 

the relationship life cycle. In later stages of the relationship, a critical motivation for 

consultancy's engagement by service companies is related with search for methodology.  

A consulting methodology provides a frame of reference, structure and a prescribed set 

of activities and tasks that will be undertaken in a particular and logical order. This type 

of motivation could be explained by the peculiar nature of services. Service companies´ 

provision is characterized by its intangibility and variability, and service companies rely 

on softer strengths at innovation, such as staff’s skills and capabilities. In this setting, 

process management is critical for companies. In this sense, consultancies are a valuable 

ally, which can help them help to organize their projects into structured, streamlined 

processes. 

Additionally, companies' motives to engage consultancies are related with the need 

for an external, credible voice. Service intangibility underlines the significance of 

physical cues in service promotion. Therefore, the reputation of the service provider is 

considered critical to ensure market trustworthiness and companies look for high-

reputable providers, namely with international dimension. 

The relationships established between service companies and consultancies are 

usually one-to-one, not involving third parties. The consultancy is not envisaged a 

broker, that facilitates the company's access to third parties, but mainly as a co-producer 

of knowledge alongside with the company.  
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Service companies reported that consultancies main functions are mostly related with 

diagnosis and market opportunities detection, and, simultaneously, they help to define 

and conceptualize innovations. Often, they provide extensive training to company's 

staff, to increase their skills in technical and non-technical subjects. The formal 

evaluation of innovation outcomes by consultancies is also found important to trigger 

new innovations. This a new function of innovation intermediaries in service industry 

which was not covered by Pinto et al. (2016), even though it was considered in Howell's 

(2006) framework. 

Projects established with consultancies can be of strategical or more operational 

nature. Service companies pointed out the strategic role of consultancies in preparing 

the company for innovation. As an external expert, they take a broader perspective and 

look at the big picture, helping to spot new opportunities, which many times are not 

obvious to the company. And, even though companies consider that the innovation 

implementation needs to be done directly by themselves, consultancies are perceived as 

a valuable partner at project management level, due to their past experiences, valuable 

expertise and extensive network. 

When evaluating results, service companies find important to associate the 

consultancies' work with specific deliverables, due to the nature of the provision. The 

consultancy work is perceived as a provision that essentially involves guidance and 

advice, and where clients do not ask for a final product. In this sense, the 

"tangibilization of outcomes", through its association to a clear deliverable, is 

considered essential by service companies.  

Service companies considered that consultancies helped them to improve the overall 

quality of their offerings and that, in some cases, namely in technological projects, they 

co-produced radical innovations. 

The quality of the engagement is perceived as being a result of significant 

interactions between the client and the service provider, and service companies pointed 

out the criticality of being well prepared to engage. In this setting, even though long-

term relationships are favored, they are also envisaged as a threat to innovation, since 
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they can result in complacency. Simultaneously, the lack of specific market and 

industry knowledge by consultancies can jeopardize the engagement success. 

 

To conclude, we point out as mains contributions of this study: 

We tested the framework of Pinto el al (2016), which covers the functions of 

innovation intermediaries in services, using a multiple case study approach. It was 

investigated the role of consultancies as intermediaries, through the lens of service 

companies as consultancies' clients. Furthermore, our study allows triangulating and 

complementing findings of a previous study of Pinto et al. (2017) as well as 

complements and extends the existing research on innovation intermediaries.  

Regarding the roles and functions of intermediaries in services, firstly, and aligned 

with previous research (Pinto et al., 2016, 2017), we conclude that consultancies 

functions at diagnostic level are of critical importance. Secondly, we point out that 

consultancies, as innovation intermediaries in services, act mostly as a co-producer 

of innovation, technological or non-technological, and their brokering role seems 

to lose importance. Thirdly, a new function of innovation intermediaries is 

suggested, related with the evaluation of innovation outcomes. This function was not 

considered in the two previous studies (Pinto et al., 2016, 2017), even though it was 

included in Howell’s framework (2006).  

The analysis of the collaboration relationships and projects established between 

consultancies and service companies allows a better understanding of services 

approaches to innovation. New types of motivations for consultancy engagement are 

uncovered, namely related with the search for methodology and credibility.  

The research also concludes that consultancies' main contribution to their 

clients is to prepare them to innovate, and less to support the innovation 

implementation. Nevertheless, consultancies are envisaged as a valuable partner 

managing very specific projects, from top to bottom, to cope with companies´ lack of 

resources and expertise.  
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Another important finding is that service companies favor collaboration 

projects where deliverables are clearly identified. Radical innovations are not 

perceived as a frequent output of consultancies' engagement, occurring mostly on 

technological projects. 

Finally, we conclude there is not a unique service innovation mode and these 

approaches to innovation are certainly not unique to services, and can also be found 

amongst manufacturers (Castro et al., 2011; Tether, 2005). Consequently, it is 

important to draw on these findings to ensure the development of a synthesis 

approach to innovation by emphasizing innovation features which are overlooked 

in studies taking a technology-focused manufacturing approach to innovation 

(Castro et al., 2011; Drejer, 2004). 

6. Limitations and future research directions 

Our study deepens the understanding of innovation intermediaries’ roles, and more 

specifically the role of consultancies, in service industry innovation, contributing to the 

synthesis approach of innovation. However, it is a qualitative study, not allowing 

generalization of findings. It may be interesting to validate our findings empirically, 

developing an adequate scale for questionnaire-based survey. 

Our analysis focuses on four service organizations belonging to different sub-sectors 

of services industry. Due to the diversity of the services industry, it is extremely 

important to extend the analysis to other service sub-sectors. Furthermore, it could be 

interesting to scrutinize the relationship established between the service organization 

and the consultancy, using a longitudinal study. Future research could also investigate 

the role of other types of innovation intermediaries in services. 

A big challenge remains in the horizon that is creating a unique framework to 

analyze innovation intermediaries’ functions, which can encompass innovation in 

service and in manufacturing industries. 

This study provides insights into how consultancies and services companies can 

maximize the outputs of their engagement. Consultancies can look into services 

companies' key motivations to engage with consultancies, models of engagement, 
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consultancies' functions perceived as strategic, as well as critical factors, to improve 

their offerings. Service companies can learn from other peer experiences. 
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