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about the project

• explore and formulate an analytical framework for 
facilitating collaborative work-located (often project 
based) learning that leads to innovation in firms

• key words around learning to innovate, strategic & 
dynamic learning in firms, absorptive capacity

• drawing, but not exclusively on systematic reviews

• spread across 12 months, with three phases of
• marking the research terrain
• framework formulation
• synthesis and dissemination
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introduction, definitions & orienting quotes

• the European Commission (1995) defines innovation as ‘the renewal 
and enlargement of the range of products and services and the 
associated markets; the establishment of new methods of production, 
supply and distribution; the introduction of changes in management, 
work organization, and the working conditions and skills of the work 
force’ (various definitions: links to Joseph Schumpeter’s classic work)

• ‘absorptive capacity’ was first coined by Cohen & Levinthal (1989, 
1990) initially defining it as (1989, p. 569-570): ‘the firm’s ability to 
identify, assimilate and exploit knowledge from the environment’. Their 
refined definition in a subsequent paper (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990:128) 
referred to a firm’s absorptive capacity as: ‘… an ability to recognize the 
value of new information, assimilate it, and apply it to commercial ends.’

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Innovation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Schumpeter


• Ahonen, Engeström and Virkkunen (2000) state “Knowledge 
management is in transition. The first theories of knowledge 
management used the knowledge-carrying individual as the unit of 
analysis and defined knowledge in terms of discrete skills that can be 
codified and measured. The key idea of the second-generation theories 
is that knowledge is embedded in and becomes constructed in 
collective practices.”

• Barley and Kunda (2001) add “that the prevailing theories of 
organising are based primarily on detailed observations of bureaucratic 
work, but the nature of work today is sufficiently different to bring the 
applicability of these theories into question. […] Without a substantive 
understanding of the historically changing character of work done in a 
given organization, theories of organizational and work-based are likely 
to remain too general and abstract to capture the emerging possibilities 
and new forms of learning.”



• on innovation studies, Fagerberg, Mowery and Nelson (2005) 
summarise by stating

“Research on the role of innovation in economic and social change has 
proliferated in recent years, particularly within the social sciences, and 
with a bent towards cross-disciplinarity. […] Hence, to get a 
comprehensive overview, it is necessary to combine insights from
several disciplines. […]

Two decades ago, it was still possible for a hard-working student to get 
a fairly good overview of scholarly work on innovation by devoting a 
few years of intensive study to the subject. Not any more. Today, the 
literature on innovation is so large and diverse that even keeping up-to-
date with one specific field of research is very challenging.”



• recent theorisation on workplace learning as an approach of “learning 
in, through and for the workplace” (Evans et al. 2006) is useful while 
revealing the gap between organisational theories and business 
realities (ibid):

“Over the last decade, the discourses of HRM, the “learning 
organisation” and “knowledge management” would seem to suggest 
that learning is a central concern in the workplace. Yet the harsh reality 
of the operating environments of many public- and private-sector 
organizations means that the rhetoric is not even aspiration let alone a 
reflection of practice. Indeed, research evidence suggests that there are 
often significant organizational and cultural barriers to the promotion of 
individual and organizational learning.”



provisional framework

learning→
innovation↓

socio-cognitive socio-cultural

examples of approaches

re-situation and
re-development
of practice and/or 

artefacts

learning-loop 
approach

Argyris & Schon

social practice approach
Lave & Wenger
Brown & Duguid

creation of a 
new practice 

and/or artefact

SECI cycle approach
Nonaka & Takeuchi

activity approach
Engeström et al



Implications

• implications for practice
• boundary crossing as a risky but essential leap
• alignment in learning (type & style) and the project/ 

organisational task/objective
• organisations strategic acuity (agility and responsiveness) 

• implications for methods and unit of analysis in case studies
• implication for further theoretical focus and refinement



appendix: SECI Model


