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Abstract The design-led innovation framework enables organizations to
systematically develop the design capabilities they need to pursue their
innovation objectives. When a design researcher works in tandem with
organizational stakeholders to implement the framework, the dynamic
they create is complex. This article relates our efforts to apply narratives

as a tool to effectively drive this process forward, given their demonstrated
ability to sustain organizational innovation and frame new possibilities.
During an eighteen-month action research project, we implemented the
design-led innovation framework inside an Australian Airport Corporation.
Our research revealed that three narrative techniques —low-fidelity narra-
tives, realistic narratives, and strategy narratives — particularly supported
several key stages of this creative innovation process. Narratives enabled
us to surface internally-held assumptions and beliefs and test their validity
with external customers and stakeholders; they established common
ground among various stakeholders during the innovation process; they
served to convince managers to pursue design-led innovation outputs; and
they facilitated the co-creation and implementation of a company-wide
strategy. This article contributes new knowledge and practical guidance for

developing and applying narrative techniques during design-led innovation.
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Managers are no strangers to the idea that design can drive their efforts to inno-
vate.' Changes in customer preferences, technologies, and market trends have
exposed the pitfalls of existing business development methods and methodologies.>
As a result, the business community, policy creators, and governments have all
begun to harness design to shift away from existing methods of value creation.’
But organizations that seek to benefit from design can find it difficult to adopt and
integrate design as a viable mechanism for value creation.*

Design-led innovation is a framework developed by Sam Bucolo, Cara Wrigley,
and Judy Matthews to systematically develop design capability among organiza-
tional stakeholders as they pursue their innovation objectives.® Studies focusing on
its implementation inside various organizations have shown that it can successfully
impact innovation performance.® Wrigley has also identified the practices and
principles guiding what she terms the Design Innovation Catalyst (the “catalyst,” or
“innovation catalyst”) as expert implementer of design-led innovation.” However,
uncertainty still surrounds techniques that support framework implementation,
given its fluid nature and the catalyst’s shifting role across organizational domains.
Narratives can be useful tools for sustaining organizational innovation® and
framing new possibilities.’ Yet techniques to apply narratives during design-led
innovation remain an area for exploration.

In this article, we present findings from an action research project in which we
implemented the design-led innovation framework within an Australian Airport
Corporation over a period of eighteen months.'? The research question under-
pinning this inquiry was, “How can narrative techniques support the different
phases of design-led innovation implementation?,” a question that acknowledges
the organization’s pre-existing desire to build design capability through design-led
innovation. For the purpose of this study, the embedded action researcher becomes
an innovation catalyst —an agent of change within the organization.''

We begin this article by presenting the literature establishing design-led
innovation framework and the Design Innovation Catalyst, together with a
short critique of the framework. Next we review the literature on narratives and
storytelling. Thirdly, we present the present research design and methodology,
beginning with insight into the case study context before shifting to operational
aspects of the methodology. After this, we report and discuss our findings after
implementing three distinct narrative techniques intended to overcome tempo-
rality related challenges inherent to the framework of design-led innovation.'? The
article concludes with implications and directions for future research.

Design-Led Innovation and the Design Innovation Catalyst

In an increasingly competitive and uncertain world, an organization’s ability to
innovate has become a means not only for growth, but survival. The relationship
between design and innovation is well acknowledged as a beneficial one.'* Organi-
zations that previously considered design as an extra component now look to the
discipline as a source of innovation and leadership — the recent transformation of
IBM is but one example of this.' However, the journey towards increased design
capability inside organizations has proven to be a challenging one, as the case-
by-case nature of design —identified by Steven Kyffin and Paul Gardien'® — often
conflicts with standardization efforts that underpin operations at performance-
oriented organizations. These challenges often manifest in cultural resistance to
design as a new way of thinking and doing.'®

The design-led innovation framework (Figure 1) promotes the possibilities
of design beyond the organization’s operational domain toward the territory of
strategic design. The purpose of the framework is to help organizations develop
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organization-wide design capabilities by promoting a holistic perspective regarding
where and how design activities can occur. The framework incorporates the
external and internal spaces of an organization intersected by operational and
strategic activities. At a conceptual level, the framework enables a continuum
of cross-contextual, cross-departmental activity bolstered by the central aim to
build design capability that supports innovation at every level of the organiza-
tion. This inherent movement across areas prompts practical considerations,
such as how to manage temporality in context yet build rich relationships with
stakeholders; how to explore new perspectives while integrating insights from
each organizational context; and how to reflect on learning to date yet also
plan future actions to further develop design capability. Bucolo, Wrigley, and
Matthews'” define three key phases in the framework where managing this
movement requires particular support:
1. Gathering customer insights from customers and stakeholders that reveal
deeper latent needs;
2. Proposing future orientated solutions that capture value from customer and
stakeholder insights; and
3. Shaping strategy that leverages the value unlocked by future oriented prop-
ositions grounded in customer and stakeholder insights.

According to Wrigley, to overcome organizational barriers to adopting design

and integrating design capability, a design researcher embedded within the orga-
nization can become a catalyst who demonstrates, coaches, and facilitates the
implementation of design-led innovation, becoming the driver of change inside
the organization.'® Design capabilities are developed through prolonged collabora-
tive engagement between the organization and the innovation catalyst, who learn
about and apply design together.

Narratives

The philosophical foundations of narratives are deeply rooted in the human condi-
tion. Alasdair MacIntyre notes that “lhumans] in [their] actions and practice, as well
as fictions, are essentially story telling animals.”'? Donald Polkinghorne reinforces
this position, arguing that the narrative is the “primary form by which human
experience is made meaningful.”2? The typical archetypal narrative involves a
beginning that builds toward a dilemma before a resolution occurs. A fundamental
problem within the narrative is resolved to the benefit of a community — typically,
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protagonist overcomes antagonist. A narrative preserves cultural characteristics
through time while also permitting cultural plurality, a phenomenon described by
Roland Barthes.?' Barthes’ work on narratives is influential. He identified that both
the narrator (the deliverer of the story) and narratee (recipient of story) are empow-
ered through knowledge transferred during storytelling. A narratee receives a story
at first, but in future may also retell a story. Thus the narratee is much more than
an audience but part of the preservation and shaping of narratives overtime. In this
way, storytelling ensures narratives surpass time and contextually sensitive factors.
A narrative can still be relevant many years later and can be recounted in different
geographic locations with no loss of relevance. For example, Chinese proverbs from
antiquity are repurposed within contemporary management education.??

In the context of innovation, narratives and storytelling contribute to the real-
ization of novel solutions in a number of ways. Andrew Brown, Patrick Stacey and
Jo Nadhakumar argue that narratization (narrative-making) permits a collaborative
approach to sensemaking that coordinates teams and individuals in ways that
overcome occupational differences.?> And as Caroline Bartel and Raghu Garud note,
“innovation narratives are powerful mechanisms for translating ideas across the
organization so that they are comprehensible.”?* Bartel and Garud also highlight
that narratives support the growing social interaction required in organizations
that sustain innovation. Carl Rhodes and Andrew Brown argue that storytelling
frames ambiguity, complexity, and even paradoxical situations in an approachable
way by visualizing possibilities.?® Narratives remain open to ambiguous reading
and allow narrator and narratee to fill gaps in detail by drawing upon their own
imagination. These loose ends are part of what Roland Barthes describes as the
hermeneutic code, requiring the narrator and narratee’s further attention in order
to explicate answers.?¢ The hermeneutic code refers to unexplained elements of a
story that act as an enigma for the reader. The reader or recipient of a story must
imagine possibilities, thus intensifying engagement with the narrative itself.

In the design context, Francesco Zurlo and Cabirio Cautela?’ note that narra-
tives serve as innovation carriers and place the designer as the expert manipulator
of signs and texts in the design process, saying

“The narrative acts as a tool that the company uses to implement innovation

processes. In the current competitive context dominated by open innovation,

where the companies become permeable to spurs, ideas, technologies, and
relationships, the ability to structure the narrative becomes fundamental in
attracting the resources and relationships necessary for the company’s compet-
itive and innovative goals.”?®

Zurlo and Cautela developed four narrative frames that can help designers delimit
and drive innovation initiatives within organizations. These frames explore
subject matter in terms of user-centered preoccupations, company exploration and
exploitation, and new technologies. Each narrative frame has a set of processes
defined by the following features: design orientation, creative sources, knowledge
and tools, core capabilities, prototyping role, and stopping rule.?? An intersection
with the work of Guido Stompff and Frido Smulders is comparable.*? As Stompff
and Smulders identify, when a design artifact (prototype or sketch) has the
right visual quality for its intended audience, an acceleration of innovation
processes occurs. These qualities pertain to the fidelity, preoccupation, level of
abstraction, and function played by a design artifact in given scenarios. There-
fore, the tangible visual quality of an artifact and the intangible storytelling
qualities of narratives contribute to successful innovation. Consideration of
how design narratives support the implementation of design-led innovation
remains an area for further exploration.
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Action Research

Action research is a democratic and participatory approach to knowledge creation
that occurs in cycles of planning and action.?' Design and action research have

a conceptual affinity given their shared rationale to improve the situations they
encounter.?

The research team applied three cycles of action research to implement
design-led innovation in an Australian Airport Corporation over a period of eigh-
teen months. Each cycle of action research corresponds to the tasks set out by
Wrigley as crucial to the role of the Design Innovation Catalyst (visualized in Figure
2).33 Wrigley states the catalyst must dissect (understand the organization); coach
design-led innovation, enabling employees to learn design; and integrate design-led
innovation before concluding the embedded period within the organization. There-
fore, action research cycle one sought to dissect the Airport Corporation context;
action research cycle two sought to coach stakeholders and learn design-led inno-
vation with them; and action research cycle three sought to integrate design-led
innovation as an accepted way of working across the Airport Corporation.

Case Study Context

An Australian Airport Corporation provides a novel and worthy context for the
exploration of design-led innovation, as operational challenges can present consid-
erable threats and opportunities given the airport’s high-reliability status within
society.> The emerging opportunities and consequent challenges associated with
digital diversification,** globalization, capacity demands, and a progressive shift
toward an aerotropolis business model are testing current value creation method-
ologies at the Airport Corporation. The corporation also operates in a vast network
of stakeholders, which places pressure on governance structures and decision
making. During this research, the innovation catalyst observed that the Airport
Corporation undertook new product and service development through a stage gate
process. Participants within the Airport Corporation also described the approach
to innovation as one of “smartly following” industry leaders — drawing similarities
to the organizational paradigm for innovation described by Fariborz Damanpour
and Daniel Wischnevsky.*¢ This approach, while beneficial, meant that the Airport
Corporation relied heavily on external partners and outsourcing for creativity and
design capability. This is the context and rationale for implementing design-led
innovation within the organization.
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Industry Projects

Within contemporary business, projects are unique activities that bring together
the temporary organization of people in order to collectively execute a plan. Each
cycle of Action Research provided the platform to implement design-led innovation
through industry projects and interface with various stakeholders, and provided
the opportunity to deploy methods of design to diverge, converge, and shift from
problem to solution state with stakeholders. Each project shared a central focus
on both improving customer experience as part of the Airport Corporation’s
vision and supporting the core operation of the airport —the arrival and departure
of flights. The three industry projects are described as Action Research cycles in
greater detail in Table 1.

Table 1. Industry projects.

36 Fariborz Damanpour and ).
Daniel Wischnevsky, “Research
on Innovation in Organizations:
Distinguishing Innovation-Gener-
ating from Innovation-Adopting
Organization,” Journal of
Engineering and Technology Man-
agement 23, no. 4 (2006): 269-91,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
jengtecman.2006.08.002.

Project Name Action Research Project Aim Methods Stakeholders
Cycle and Duration and Outcome Applied Involved
Retail engagement 1 Aim: gather deep customer insights e Business model canvas e 3 internal AAC
6 months regarding retail behavior of passengers ¢ Persona design departments
¢ Touchpoint timeline ¢ Innovation Catalyst
Outcome: a new point of sales strategy, e Narratives e Retail partner
launched by a Retail Partner across e SWOT analysis
Australian airports e Shadowing
¢ Reframing
¢ Co-creation
Digital strategy 2 Aim: enrich passenger experience e Reframing ¢ 9internal AAC
14 months through digital channels e Persona design departments

e Narratives
Outcome: launch of two new mobile e Three horizons model
applications and a digital departure card; ¢ Shadowing
implementation of an organization wide e SWOT analysis

¢ Innovation catalyst
¢ Digital consultant

digital strategy ¢ Touchpoint timeline
Seamless transfers 3 Aim: design a smooth transfer process e Narratives ¢ 7internal AAC
8 months to improve passenger experience and e Customer-journey stakeholders
support efficiency mapping e Innovation catalyst
® Reframing ¢ Developer
Outcome: under construction. e Persona design

e Co-creation
¢ Shadowing

Data Generation and Collection

During action research, data are generated through action then collected and
reused in the following action research cycles. We collected qualitative data using
four research methods: semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, field
notes, and the catalyst’s reflective journal. Table 2 shows specific foci, duration,
and other details related to data collection. The innovation catalyst documented
the reflective journal and field notes entries. Semi-structured interviews and focus
group discussions were audio recorded with consent from participants present,
and the catalyst made a full transcription. Twenty-two participants, representing
nine internal departments at the Airport Corporation —from senior management
to operational coordinators — took part in interviews and focus groups. Participants
were involved in the implementation of design-led innovation to varying degrees,
from high involvement in design-led projects to little or no involvement. We
triangulated the four data collection methods, to strengthen the integrity of the
study.
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Table 2. Data collection.

Method Quantity Participants AR Cycle Time Foci Authorities
Semi-structured 40 P1-P22 1,2,and 3 11.5 hours  Gather data regarding outcomes Agostinone-
interviews and opportunities of methods of  Wilson, 2012*
design
Focus group 2 P2,P3,P4,P5, 1and3 1.5 hours Understand the impact of visual ~ Basch, 1987°
discussions P6, and P22 methods on innovation processes
as part of design-led innovation
Field notes captured 160 x A5 nja Continuous NA Observe and document internal ~ Zieman, 2012°¢
daily by design journal pages dynamics and reception of
innovation catalyst design-led innovation framework
during projects
Reflective journal Approx. nja Continuous NA Organize thoughts during Parker and
recorded by design 5000 words reflection; create greater Goodwin, 1987¢

innovation catalyst

awareness of project experiences;
articulate ideas about the
relationship between the design-
led innovation framework and
design methods

2 Faith Agostinone-Wilson, “Interviews,” in Action Research Methods: Plain and Simple, ed. Sheri Klein (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012),

21-48.
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Health Education & Behavior 14, no. 4 (1987): 411-48, DOIL: https://doi.org/10.1177/109019818701400404.
¢ Gail A. Zieman, “Participant Observation,” in Action Research Methods: Plain and Simple, ed. Sheri Klein (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012),
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Data Analysis

Julie Davis notes that action research demands a more fluid and continuous
approach to analysis in order to shape change. Of importance is the unique nature
of action research as an unfolding story of change.?’” We therefore applied the

first phase of data analysis during each action research cycle to build an increased
understanding of the outcomes and opportunities of design-led innovation.
Analysis occurred through open coding as a form of familiarization, given the
longitudinal nature of the research. This indicative analysis created learning that
informed actions that we undertook in the following action research cycles. At the
completion of every cycle, we applied the thematic analysis approach described by
Douglas Ezzy.3® This second analytical phase involved open coding, axial coding,
selective coding, and a final write up. The research team members also coded each
cycle separately using the analysis process. Treating each action research cycle
independently before identifying an underpinning story of change is an important
consideration in action research. We completed analyses using NVivo software to
aid the storage, management and security of the data.

Findings

Our findings reveal that narrative techniques supported the implementation of
design-led innovation in a number of ways. Described in the following sections
are three narrative techniques that supported specific phases of design-led innova-
tion:*? low-fidelity narratives, realistic narratives, and strategy narratives. Notably,
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these techniques supported the dynamic nature of design-led innovation, and
allowed the innovation catalyst to extend engagement across the Airport Corpo-
ration —interfacing with strategic and operational stakeholders and undertaking
activities in internal and external areas of the business.

Gathering Deep Customer Insights with Low-Fidelity Narratives

Low-fidelity, or low-fi, is a term appropriated from sound production to describe

an imperfect recording or sound prototype. Lo-fi recordings enable listeners to test
preconceived ideas and assumptions about possible future directions. Similarly,
these narrative visualizations were generated quickly, without a great deal of detail,
which led to their “low-fidelity” label.

To create the lo-fi narratives, the innovation catalyst began by exploring the
Airport Corporation stakeholders’ assumptions regarding the passenger experience.
The stakeholders tended to base their notions about customers’ needs and wants
on market research and suppositions they had derived from their own experiences;
for example, it was not uncommon to hear, “I travel like this ... and I think most
people do too.” Often, the subsequent remedies they proposed sought to address
these personal challenges.

Nevertheless, the catalyst used their ideas to create a set of personas and
a script for each —a “day in the life” of various airport customers —which also
included a contextual problem to be solved. To visualize the script, the catalyst
chose abstracted imagery gathered from public resources, and in some cases
created rough sketches to bring the narrative to life. The resulting low-fi narra-
tives — stakeholder-informed, scripted stories about the personas, illustrated with
simple imagery —were then presented to airport customers to explore how solving
that problem would create value for different actors across the Airport Corporation.

This total process of investigating, formulating personas, constructing the
narratives, and identifying the current pains and future gains for customers took
one to two weeks, from creation to testing and delivering feedback to the Airport
Corporation. Figure 3 provides an example of a narrative applied to gather deep
customer insights.

For example, the catalyst (as narrator) would verbally tell the story of a persona
to a passenger in the airport terminal, and ask probing questions to establish
dialogue about similar kinds of challenges the passenger had encountered when
travelling. The narrator would often start, “I’'m going to tell you a story, and along
the way, I will invite you to fill in the gaps with your own experiences and ideas.”
In this way, the relevance of preconceived assumptions and ideas generated by
Airport Corporation stakeholders’ could be evaluated in terms of customers’ and
external stakeholders’ feedback — thereby revealing imprecise or indeed accurate
assumptions held within the organization. The secondary role of the narratives was
to elicit customers’ and external stakeholders’ imaginations, and fill in the gaps
in each story —these exchanged formed an inclusive collaboration between narrator
and narratee where possibilities and opportunities could emerge. These short collabo-
rative engagements (lasting from fifteen to twenty minutes) enabled the participants
to shift well beyond identifying current problems with the Airport’s operations toward
discussing emotions, desires, hopes, and dreams. The Airport Corporation was then able
to absorb deeper customer insights as new possibilities and sources of innovation.

Feedback from Airport Corporation stakeholders noted the strength of this
technique. “I thought the tools were very clever in that they allowed us to approach
passengers in a new way that was less direct or personally intrusive, but still engage
them,” said one. Of the outcomes, one noted, “We were able on uncover so many
issues, emotions, reasons that we will be able to tap into.... It has given us so much
more direct insight from our passengers that we will be able to action accordingly.”
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Figure 3 (1) An example of a
low-fidelity narrative visualiza-
tion; (2) a tablet displaying the

narrative was shown to passen-

gers at the airport terminal.
Copyright © 2018 Rebecca
Price, Cara Wrigley, and Judy
Matthews.
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Another stakeholder explained how the corporation used the insights, saying “We
start from the customer and try to understand what they value or want to see in a
solution. We use that information to build up the scope of the project.” Some stake-
holders noted the novelty of the technique. One remarked, “It was [a] completely
new concept for me, using research to build reasons and detail, not straight up
solutions. It took me a little while to see that the link was the depth and amount
of reasons that then framed an answer.” Another said, “Passengers are very relaxed
when you talk to them this way.” Low-fidelity narratives allowed stakeholders
working within the internal and strategic areas of the business to gather insights
from the external world — to move thinking beyond the walls of headquarters.
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Low-fidelity narratives quickly engaged both customers and stakeholders in a
process of testing assumptions and communicating feedback to the organization.
Importantly, this narrative technique provided Airport Corporation stakeholders
with a positive experience of design leading to further interest in developing design
capability.

Building Proposals with Realistic Narratives

The second narrative technique supported the design-led innovation phase of
building and sharing propositions with key decision makers. While narratives
illustrated with basic imagery were suitable for quick cycles of gathering customer
insight, the prospect of a corporate audience of senior management prompted the
research team to reconsider the use of low-fi.

To spark interest among internal and strategically inclined Airport Corpora-
tion stakeholders, and create momentum for innovation, the catalyst used still
photographs to visualize new products and services. This narrative technique was
intentionally applied to support the critical task of gaining necessary financial and
legal approvals that would allow a project to proceed. Usually such approval would
require a white paper report or business case discussing viability and feasibility.
Instead, realistic narratives told the story of how future products and services would
be not only strategically viable and technically feasible, but also desirable for passen-
gers and other airport stakeholders. These narratives used the robust, persuasive
realism of the still photography to better withstand the scrutiny that innovation
proposals typically receive in risk sensitive environments such as that found at
Airport Corporation.

Recounting a realistic narrative often began with a verbal invitation: “Let me
tell you about a proposed change to our current operations that will vastly improve
how we do business...” or “I am going to propose a new service to you today that was
inspired by observing and hearing stories from our own passengers’ difficulties.” In
both cases, the narrator assigns shared ownership to the proposition by using the
possessive “our.” Internally at Airport Corporation, the design-led innovation catalyst
was often the narrator, and management the narratee. While the storyline concerned
how a new product or service benefitted a passenger’s journey, the Airport Corpo-
ration stakeholders would often reflect on what would be required of them or their
departments to achieve such proposed operational change. For example, “If we are
going to realize that solution, my department has to make these changes to the
way we do business...” External stakeholders in the airport value chain also held
audience during several realistic narrative presentations. The Airport Corporation,
through members of its management, then became the narrator and external stake-
holders became the narratees. The “day in the life” passenger storylines acted as the
shared focal point between the two parties.

In the case of Action Research Project 2, approval to prototype the solution
required sign off from the Australian Government agencies related to immigration
and security. Not only was approval achieved, the research team observed that
external stakeholders from the government agencies were already discussing their
roles and responsibilities in order to go “live” with the prototype. This synchro-
nizing of external stakeholders toward a collective goal was not expected in the
first meeting, but nevertheless it laid the foundation for the project to proceed.
More broadly, this occurrence demonstrates that narratives communicated with the
help of realistic techniques have the potential to accelerate innovation. Further, the
government agencies and external stakeholders involved acknowledged the lead-
ership of the Airport Corporation in prompting innovation in a highly regulated,
risk opposed industry. Figure 4 shows an extract of a realistic narrative presented to
external stakeholders during Project 2.
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Figure 4 (1) Images from a
realistic narrative presented to
Australian Government agen-
cies, and (2) the eventual design
prototype implemented once
approvals were granted. Copy-
right © 2018 Rebecca Price, Cara
Wrigley, and Judy Matthews.
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Feedback from the Airport Corporation regarding the outcomes generated by
the realistic narratives was positive. Participants noted, “If you apply that narrative
it becomes visual and powerful.” Further, “The Senior management team were like
‘wow — that’s fantastic.”” One participant described a realistic narrative presented
to the government during Project 2 as follows, “The departure card presentation to
the [Australian Government| in Canberra was attended by seven different agencies.
Yes, everyone understands the departure card and the process.... The passenger
narrative puts [our concept] into reality —it makes sense of it.” Overall, the research
team observed that the realistic narrative technique provided stakeholders with the
confidence needed to propose new products and services to strategically inclined
Airport Corporation management.

she ji The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation = Volume 4, Number 2, Summer 2018



Shaping Strategy with Strategy Narratives

The third narrative technique supported the design-led innovation phase of shaping
strategy. In this phase, propositions underpinned by deeper customer insights were
translated into company-wide strategies for growth. Previous strategy documents
within the Airport Corporation were lengthy reports with little visual representation
of information. These reports seemed to generate temporary impact before being
filed away. As one participant noted, “The narratives — they are really useful. Much
better than writing a detailed, ten-page scope. I think people understand it more.
Most people turn off after starting to read a report.” The strategy narrative technique
contrasts this static, textual format by visualizing the strategy’s core concept, in an
effort to avoid disengagement — the turning off. Instead, the aim when developing
the strategy narratives was to immediately inspire stakeholders into co-creating and
implementing company-wide strategies.

Shaping a company-wide strategy requires leadership to advocate for a specific
vision — for example how the Airport Corporation will embrace future digitization
challenges in a unified way. A company-wide strategy must also represent the inter-
ests of the entire company. In the case of Project 2, the innovation catalyst and an
internal Airport Corporation unit (Business Development) were the leading parties
assigned to develop a digital strategy. In order to understand the drivers for and inter-
ests of each department — for example how varying departments created digital prod-
ucts and services — the catalyst and Business Development unit needed to work across
the organization and enlist the efforts of several departments. They used verbal
storytelling to gather strategic insights during this process. Figure 5 provides insight
into the type of visual material included in a strategy narrative. These narratives were
often introduced with these words:

“In the past, our company has developed a variety of digital products and

services, but they all have a different look and feel.... In the future, we will

have a coherent digital strategy where digital and physical infrastructure will

weave together to support each other. What does that mean to you and your

department?”

Similar to the realistic narratives, the emergent strategy narratives also involved a
collective storyline — “we” and “our” figured prominently in these narratives to assign
shared ownership to the cause of shaping strategy. Time signals — “in the past,” and
“in the future” —served to flesh out a context that supported critical discussion.

Internal stakeholders from the Business Development unit acted as narrators,
and other internal departments were the narratees. The question (“What does that
mean to you and your department?”) signaled the point when the narrator handed
over the responsibility to “fill in the gaps” to the narratees. A reply would often
begin, “This means our department must do the following things...” or “Our depart-
ment has had success using digital services like this.... That can inform the digital
strategy.” Insights from across the organization were captured and funneled into the
final digital strategy narrative.

Once created, the Airport Corporation used the digital strategy narrative during
project briefing with external consultants. The corporation would narrate a vision for
a future to the external consultant while showing visual material during a presen-
tation: “In the future, we want our customers to be able to use digital services to
support problem-solving and task completion at specific touchpoints at our airport.
Conceptually, it looks like a weaving of physical and digital infrastructure.” After
one briefing supported by the narrative (see Figure 5), an external digital consultancy
representative noted the novelty of the approach, saying, “I have never been briefed
like this before. It is effective because I have a clear understanding of what you want
to achieve.”
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Figure 5 (1) Strategy Narrative
visualization; (2) a supporting
slide from the strategy narrative
presentation describing the
mindset change required to
achieve the outlined digital
strategy. Copyright © 2018
Rebecca Price, Cara Wrigley, and
Judy Matthews.

198

As narrative supported the Airport Corporation’s shift toward customer-centric
strategic outcomes. On company stakeholder noted how the previous phase of
design-led innovation had led to the formation of strategy, “A big thing at the core
the digital strategy is knowing about our customers. We need to start by collecting
data, and then building that understanding of [passengers| with [which] we can
innovate.” During a different project, another company stakeholder described a
vision for a strategic shift toward integrating customer experience as a core key
performance indicator alongside operational efficiency, “People talk about customer
experience, but they are really interested in operations. If something goes wrong
they need to fix it up. So they are not really focused on the customer so much, they
are more about measuring times and [key performance indicators]” and, “The more
we can do to push people out of that way of thinking, that is where I think that might
we might be valuable.”

Prior to formation of a unified digital strategy, several internal departments
at Airport Corporation had developed different varieties of digital innovation, and
each had a unique look and feel. There was uncertainty regarding what to “do” with
digital technologies until a competitor or leader in the industry took visible action.

she ji The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation = Volume 4, Number 2, Summer 2018



As one participant explained, “We like to smartly follow industry competitors —to see
their success then do things our own way.” Making a strategic shift of this scope was
described by a participant as “turning a big ship around.” The digital business strategy
now underpins daily value creation. In the eighteen months since the embedded
action research period ended, the Airport Corporation has launched multiple prod-
ucts and services that align with their digital business strategy, and has won several
industry awards, including the local City Council’s Digital Strategy Innovation Award
for digital strategy leadership (2015); Best Airport in Australia/Pacific at the Skytrax
World Airports Awards (2016); and Best in Class at the Global Interactive Media Awards
(2015).

Discussion

The purpose of this article has been to explore how narrative techniques can support
the implementation of design-led innovation. The design-led innovation framework
implies movement between organizational contexts during innovation activities
while sustaining engagement and action to build design capability.*® Although
Bucolo and his colleagues have clarified the key phases of the framework,*' and
Rebecca Price and her colleagues have identified a number of suitable methods for
its implementation,*? an underlying need to develop techniques that support the
dynamic nature of design-led innovation remains.

In the context of innovation, narratives and storytelling contribute to the real-
ization of novel solutions. Each of the three narrative techniques described within
the findings of this article supported a distinct phase of design-led innovation.
Low-fidelity narratives supported gathering deep customer insights by surfacing
and testing assumptions held within the Airport Corporation with customers and
external stakeholders. Realistic narratives provided a technique for proposing
and gaining necessary approval for new services and products. Strategy narratives
supported the process of co-creating and implementing company-wide strategy.

These three narrative techniques engaged stakeholders and prompted action.
Notably, they inspired and invited the narratee participants to fill the gaps in detail
with their own experiences, drivers, ideas, and beliefs — triggering what Roland
Barthes calls the hermeneutic code.** This finding was consistent, regardless of
structural variations in narrator and narratee. For example, during the eighteen
month period, the identity of the narrator for the design-led innovation narratives
shifted from the Design Innovation Catalyst to the business unit and, at times, the
entire Airport Corporation. The narratee shifted from passenger to internal stake-
holders, and eventually to external stakeholders such as government agencies and
digital consultancies. Regardless of these changes, the hermeneutic code could
be activated allowing experiences and ideas to surface that could contribute to
successful implementation of design-led innovation.

One factor contributing to the success of the project overall was managing
stakeholder engagement during design-led innovation activities. To achieve opera-
tional change in a complex network such as an airport requires the input of various
stakeholders. When a group of stakeholders were asked to fill the gaps together,
they synchronistically identified individual and collective critical tasks required to
allow a project to proceed — similar to the kind of coordination that Andrew Brown
and his colleagues and Bartel and Garud describe.** Yet as we identify, the speed
of this synchronization was an unexpected benefit. Stakeholders were activated
together with the shared pursuit of challenging and overcoming legacy operations

and government regulations preventing innovation. Some regulations and associated

airport operations had not been altered in over thirty years. The shared pursuit was
a function of the focal point of each narrative. Each narrative technique featured a
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passenger visualization as the focal point of the storyline to allow for what Barthes
describes as cultural plurality — a shared interpretation regardless of the particular
drivers or interests that any one stakeholder brought to the table.**

Assembling and conveying narratives during the implementation of design-led
innovation became a unique force, attracting the resources and building the neces-
sary relationships to progress projects from concept to realization.*® Highly descrip-
tive visual representations took the place of formal processes of report writing that
were the norm at Airport Corporation, demonstrating that visual representation
at an appropriate fidelity can accelerate communication and comprehension of
emerging ideas,’ and understanding of the complexities associated with imple-
menting them. The research team saw how this kind of momentum can contribute
to project progress during Project 2, where seven agencies of the Australian Govern-
ment united within a single meeting to support proposed operational changes to
legacy airport processes.

Table 3 contains a synthesis of the attributes*® of each narrative technique we
describe in this article. The three narrative techniques vary in terms of creative
source, level of abstraction, prototyping function, and stopping rule. The role of
these narrative techniques as a boundary object between parties is also defined.*’
Each narrative supports a particular phase of design-led innovation implementa-
tion,*? a pattern we observed across the period of eighteen months and during three
industry projects. The criteria within Table 3 provide practical guidance for devel-
oping and applying narrative techniques in research and practice.

Table 3. Summary of findings.

Criteria Low-Fidelity Narratives Realistic Narratives Strategy Narratives

Design-led
innovation phase

Gathering deep
customer insights

Building propositions Shaping strategy

Creative sources Persona design, Customer insights gath- Broader innovation

customer journey
mapping, technology or
trend developments

ered in the previous phase
of design-led innovation,
stated strategic ambitions
of the organization

agenda, horizon model,
stretch goals, technology
and trend developments;
customer or end user

needs
Level of abstraction Filtered Realistic Conceptual
Prototyping Diverging Converging Transforming
function
Stopping rule Dependent on depth of = Gauged by interest, agree-  Reliant on consensus
insights gathered ment, and approvals
attained
Boundary object Organization [ external  Organization [ external Among internal stake-
locus stakeholders and stakeholders allowing for holders during co-creation
customers synchronization during of strategy; external stake-
efforts to prototype and holders after the strategy
launch solutions has been implemented
Limitations

Developing and applying narratives during each stage of the design-led innovation
implementation process (across multiple projects), supported by the expertise of
an innovation catalyst, clearly offered a number of benefits in this context. We do

acknowledge, however, that further research regarding narratives in other research
contexts and processes would generate a clearer view of their potential to influence
organizational innovation.
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Conclusion

Design-led innovation provides a framework to systematically develop design capa-
bility. The purpose of this article has been to understand how narrative techniques
can support key phases of design-led innovation implementation. Our findings reveal
that narrative techniques stimulate engagement and action while overcoming the
challenges inherent to design-led innovation, a framework which requires dynamic
movement among stakeholders, between contexts, and along various project time-
lines. The three narrative techniques we tested in three separate stages of action
research supported key stages in the framework implementation process. The
narratives enabled the surfacing and testing of internally held assumptions and
beliefs with external customers and stakeholders; and the synchronizing of various
stakeholders (external and external) during innovation project development. Narra-
tives also helped in obtaining crucial permissions from external authorities that
eventually led to innovation implementation, and were a pivotal part of designing
and implementing a company-wide digital technology strategy. While this article
presents three narrative techniques that supported phases of design-led innovation,
future research should explore the application of these narrative techniques in
different design methodologies and organizational contexts.
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