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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 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 addressing 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 service industry. To our best knowledge, this was the
first framework describing the functions of intermediaries in services context, and it drew on
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 to analyze the engagement between service companies and consultancies,
from the point of view of the later ones.

Our study aims to contribute to the existing knowledge on the role and importance of innovation
intermediaries, more specifically consultancies, in service industry innovation. Using a multiple
case study design, and focusing on the perspective of service companies, the research 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 consultancies add value to the innovation process of service industry (main contribu-
tions; 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 consultancies, and on 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.
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2 Innovation Intermediaries

2.1 Importance and functions

Innovation intermediaries are organizations or groups within organizations that work to enable
innovation (Dalziel, 2010). As innovation becomes a more open process, intermediaries provide
services in three critical areas: information, access to other players and funding (Chesbrough et
al., 2006). They bridge the gap between internal and external know-how, reducing 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 (Gassman et al., 2011). They connect different players
in the innovation system in order to facilitate the outsourcing of innovation, by reducing the
associated costs and by helping to overcome barriers to innovation technologies commercialization
(Chu, 2013).

Innovation intermediaries provide many value-adding functions of innovation supporting links,
in the areas of IP or technologies trade (Chu, 2013). Their functions may include: 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).

Intermediaries can operate has a mediator, in simple or more complex triadic relationships, or
they can supply services directly to their clients, without the interference of other parties (Klerkx
and Leeuwis, 2009; Howells, 2006). Relationships between intermediaries and their clients tend
to be longer, to allow reinforcing mutual knowledge and trust (Howells, 2006).

There is a growing number of studies on innovation intermediaries, with a pragmatic focus.
The intermediaries´ functions have been extensively analyzed, yet, the emphasis is on their
contribution to the processes of technology acquisition and transfer, on manufacturing context.
The literature mostly focuses on brokering role of intermediaries and they are understood as
facilitators or mediators in the process of innovation diffusion across organizations and industries
(Howells, 2006; Caiazza e Volpe, 2016; Lin et al, 2016; Battistella et al, 2016; Cantú et al. 2015).

A search on the database Current Contents Connect of Web of Science covering the late 20
years (from 1998 to 2017), under the topics “innovation intermediaries” and “service innovation”,
revealed that only 3 articles (from a total of 102 articles) were published on journals focusing on
service innovation. Furthermore, these three articles address specifically the role of intermediaries
as service providers, not analyzing their contribution to service industry innovation. Another
search, combining the keywords “innovation intermediaries” and “non-technological innovation”,
did not exhibited results.

The intermediation literature bias towards technological innovations limits its application in ser-
vice 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 introduc-
tion of organizational and marketing innovations. Besides technological capabilities, human and
organizational capabilities are also central for delivering services (Den Hertog, 2010). The bro-
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kering 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 inno-
vations 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 ( Source: Pinto et al (2016))
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 specialised workforce
10. Protection of innovation assets
11. Accreditation/certification
12. Investment appraisal

This framework considers new and renewed functions of intermediaries, due to its larger unders-
tanding of the concept innovation (technological and non-technological).

2.2 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 private companies or organiza-
tions, 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).
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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 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 their clients.

Pinto et al. (2017) analyzed the role of consultancies as innovation intermediaries in service in-
dustry, through the lens of consultancies. They pointed out that service companies are perceived
as somewhat distinct clients when compared with manufacturing clients, namely due to their fo-
cus on non-technological innovation and reduced dimension and resources. They also concluded
that the brokering role of intermediaries loses importance in service context when the focus is
non-technological innovation - when consultancies are working on non-technological innovation,
they act as co-creators of innovation, working alongside with its clients.

3 Methodology

The research aims to understand how consultancies support service companies´ innovations pro-
cesses 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). Case study rese-
arch design plays an important role in advancing a field’s body of knowledge (Merriam, 2009).
According to Eisenhardt (1989), case studies are helpful in providing description as well as in
testing theory or generating theory. They are considered of particular importance for theory
building in areas where existing theoretical and conceptual frameworks are inadequate (Chetty,
1996). In our investigation, due to the emerging nature of the topic in analysis, the case study
design allows to provide a rich understanding of the phenomenon of innovation intermediation
in service industry, through the lens of service companies.

Purposive sampling was used to select the cases, in line with Eisenhardt (1989)’s argument
that building theory from case studies relies on theoretical, not statistical, sampling. Using
professional contacts in industry and academia, different cases were identified based on the the
criterium that the topic under study was clearly observable and information-rich with respect to
the phenomenon under examination. Four organizations were chosen, 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 no-
minated 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 compa-
nies´ 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 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 organizations’s procurement. In Case 3, it was interviewed
the company´s former 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 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.

The data collection took place between July of 2017 and January of 2018. It was performed
13 interviews, with an average duration of 60 to 90 minutes. 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.

The interview guide was designed taking in account the existing literature on innovation interme-
diaries and on service innovation. The literature was critical to gain insight to the phenomenon
under investigation, and to drive and refine questioning. Due to the exploratory nature of the
enquiry, it was built a semi-structured guide, with open-ended questioning, allowing respon-
dents’ slack. The guide was oriented around three main blocks: Motivations & Expectations,
Collaboration Process and Results (see Fig.1).
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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) Director

Case 4 Information
and Communi-
cation

Strategy & Business Performance

Business Quality Assurance
Legal & Regulatory

VP Strategy &
Business
Performance
Director
VP Legal &
Regulatory /
Executive Director

Source: Own formulation
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Fig. 1. Components analyzed in the interviews

Interviewees were asked to identify major innovation projects developed with consultancies and,
with reference to those, to describe their motivations and requirements when engaging with
consultancies; to characterise 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 along the process). All
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

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 text
within their context of communication, following analytical rules and procedures, without rash
quantification (Mayring, 2000). This type of analysis 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 new categories
and sub-categories emerged inductively from the data analysis (see Table 4).

The four cases were analyzed separately and then compared, looking for similarities and diffe-
rences.

4 Multiple Case Studies: Results

4.1 Cases presentation

Case 1

The company was founded over 30 years ago, being part of a multinational group, and specialising
in insurance and risk consulting. It is one of few brokers that works 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 American markets.
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Key projects with consultancies

• Internal management platform integrating insurance information from customers and other
partners

• Web portal for customers’ 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

• 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 organizations 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 protec-
tion.

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 (several areas)

Case 2 The organizations 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 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)
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• Events´ impact studies

• Market studies

Case 4 The company is a leading telecom service provider, offering mobile, fixed telephony,
fibre 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 a
number of 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 (several areas)

4.2 Results

Drawing on a hybrid approach, the research started with predefined categories and sub-categories,
intended to help guide analysis, and 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.

Table 4. Categories and subcategories.

Category Sub-category Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4

Motivations & Needs1

Information/advice1 x x x x

Access1 x

Funding1 x

Methodology2 x x x x

External voice
(accuracy, credibility) 2

x x x

Expectations & Selection Criteria2

Knowledge2 x x x x

Experience2 x x x x

Reputation2 x x x

Creativity2 x x x

Diagnostic skills2 x x x x
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Category Sub-category Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4

Project management
skills2

x x x x

Problem solving skills2 x x x x

Type of projects2

Strategical2 x x x x

Operational2 x x x x

Model of engagement1

Dyadic1 x x x x

Triadic or multiple
partners1

x x x

Consultancy roles1

Facilitators of
innovation1

Carriers of innovation1 x

Sources of innovation1

Co-producers of
innovation1

x x x x

Consultancy functions1

Analysis and definition
of innovation needs1

x x x x

Identification of user
needs and major
trends1

x x x x

Signalization of
technological options1

x x

Conceptualization of
new service offerings1

x x x x

Conceptualization of
new organizational
methods1

x x x

Conceptualization of
new marketing
strategies1

x x x

Identification of
potential partners1

x

Testing and scaling1 x x
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Category Sub-category Case 1 Case 2 Case 3 Case 4

Selection and training
of specialised
workforce1

x x x

Protection of
innovation assets1

x

Accreditation/certification1

Investment appraisal1 x

Evaluation of
innovation outcomes2

x x

Results2

Main contributions
(innovation
preparation) 2

x x x x

Main outputs
(improved solutions;
some radical
innovations) 2

x x x x

Deficit areas (market
and industry
knowledge,
interactivity) 2

x x x

Key critical factor
(deliverables) 2

x x x

1 Pre-defined categories and subcategories 2 New categories

Source: Own formulation.

We now discuss each one in more detail.

Motivations & Needs

All companies reported engaging consultants because they needed external specialised 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 ae gaining more relevance in innova-
tion. . . and an insurance broker is not a start-up, which develops new technologies.” (Case 1 –
Digital Director)
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“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 specialised
advice.” (Case 3 – (former) 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 organizations 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) 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-recognised in the market in which it 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:

“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)
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“More important than bringing other experiences, consultancies bring methodology. Many ti-
mes, 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, pro-
blems, 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, con-
tributing 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).

“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

All service companies highlighted that their expectations when engaging consultancies were fo-
cused on the service provider know-how. The provider knowledge is perceived from different
perspectives: technical knowledge but also industry and market knowledge. Furthermore, com-
panies 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)
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“Our market representatives worked as consultancies and they were selected due to their industry
knowledge, social networks and reputation. They were respected in the markets hey operated”
(Case 3 - (former)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 different 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 different 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
will 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, new ideas, mostly focused
on definition of strategies and actions, and that impact significantly organizations´s activities;
tactical projects are short term-projects, mainly related with the implementation of specific
actions or events, aiming to cope 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
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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)Director)

"We need consultancies to outsource some technical tasks when we do not have the right compe-
tence 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 bran-
ded. We started a project with a foreign consultant to create an 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

According to the service companies, mostly of the collaboration projects developed with the
consultancies were dyadic, involving direct interaction between the company and the consul-
tancy. 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, as-
sociations, public institutions, private companies, public, . . . ), collecting information considered
relevant to those projects.
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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 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 a long 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, jeopardising 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)

Consultancy roles

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 techno-
logy. The consultants already had some know-how but not related to this industry. Neither they
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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 de-
partment (..) 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 correcti-
ons, 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 pro-
jects:

"The system is bought from a third party, a billing system provider. This company has a stan-
dard 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)

Consultancy functions

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 analyze 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 identifica-
tion 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, as a result
of the introduction of new management software, and in the conceptualisation 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 centre) as
well as in the definition of new ways of positioning the brand in different target markets. Case
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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.

Most part of 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, specialised players in legal and innovation protection areas
had to be involved.

Case 3 and Case 4 also reported the consultancies´ support concerning the evaluation of in-
novation outputs. The assessment of the 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 e al at (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 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, specialised 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)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 implemen-
tation, even though they can act as project managers. The following quotes convey this point of
view:
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“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’ ser-
vice provision, what can sometimes result in the co-development of highly innovative technological
solutions:

"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 has to 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, al-
tering, 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 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)
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Additionally, service companies felt that consultancies should know well the 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 kno-
wledge 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 "tangibili-
sation 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 essen-
tial 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 are wanting 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 that 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 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 delivera-
bles)" (Case 1 – Director of Human Resources)

5 Discussion and conclusions

5.1 Discussion

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, techno-
logy, marketing, economy, internationalization, organizational and human resources, engineering,
and law. They reported a large diversity of collaboration projects with consultancies. However,
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not all collaboration projects targeted innovations, i.e. only part of them aimed to create or im-
prove products or processes or to design new marketing or organizational strategies. Our analysis
examined specifically the innovation projects developed in cooperation with consultancies.

It seems rather important to separate the consulting work from services provided by consultan-
cies. 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 consultan-
cies. Nevertheless, service companies pointed out that consultancies are important 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 deve-
loped with consultancies. Companies belonging to insurance and telecommunications industries
reported the consultancy engagement to be of the utmost importance in highly innovative te-
chnological projects, usually related with information and communication technologies. These
projects were considered strategical for the company’s competitiveness. This finding is aligned
with previous research, that highlights that service industry includes a wide diversity of activities
with different approaches to innovation, and there is not a “manufacturing mode” and a separate
“service mode” of innovation (Tether, 2005).

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 situ-
ation, 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. These findings are consistent with Pinto et al. (2017) study, which points out that
consultancies consider that their important contributions are information and advice.

A key finding is that motivations for consultancy engagement 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 characterised 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 voice. Service intangibility underlines the significance of physical cues in service
promotion. Therefore, the reputation of the service provider is considered critical to ensure mar-
ket 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 as a broker, that facilitates
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the company’s access to third parties and external technologies, but mainly as a co-producer of
knowledge alongside with the company. This finding partially supports Pinto et al. (2017) con-
clusions, which stress that consultancies, when involved in the development of non-technological
innovations in service industry, consider that they are more than facilitators of innovation, acting
as co-producers of innovations. Yet, in the case of technological innovations, Pinto et al. (2017)
concluded that consultancies envisage themselves as innovation facilitators.

Service companies reported that consultancies main functions are mostly related with diagnosis
and market opportunities detection, and, simultaneously, they help to define and conceptualise
innovations. This finding is also aligned with Pinto et al. (2017) findings, which highlight
the importance of consultancies in the diagnostic and conceptualization of non-technological
innovation. The importance of consultancies in the areas of training is also highlighted, what is
in line with Pinto et al. (2017) findings.

Consultancies provide extensive training to the 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 (2017), even though it was considered
in Howell’s (2006) framework. Service companies do not rely on consultancies to protect their
innovations, since in this area they engage other specialized players. This finding also supports
Pinto et al. (2017) conclusions.

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 should be managed directly by the them,
consultancies are perceived as a valuable partner in the operationalisation of some projects,
when the company doesn’t have the necessary resources to do it efficiently. In this situation,
consultancies are perceived as important partners at project management level, due to their past
experiences, valuable expertise and extensive network.

When evaluating consultancies’ contribution, service companies highighted their support in
strengthening the overall quality of the companies’ offerings. Additionally, they emphasized
the consultancies’ role in the co-production of radical innovations, namely in technological pro-
jects. Pinto et al. (2017) also pointed out that some consultancies felt that their support was
more relevant in technological areas.

Regarding the engagement results, service companies find important to associate the consul-
tancies’ work with specific deliverables, due to the intangible 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.

The quality of the engagement is perceived as being a result of significant interactions between the
client and the service provider, and service companies find that they should be well equipped to
engage. In this setting, even though long-term relationships are favored, they are also envisaged
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as a threat to innovation, since they can result in complacency. Simultaneously, the lack of specific
market and industry knowledge by consultancies can endanger the engagement success.

5.2 Conclusions

Our investigation contributes to complement and extend existing knowledge on the role and
importance of consultancies as key innovation intermediaries in service industry. Drawing on
the framework of Pinto and al (2016), which covers the functions of innovation intermediaries in
services, and using a multiple case-study approach, it was analyzed the role of consultancies as
intermediaries, through the lens of service companies. Furthermore, our findings allow triangu-
lating and complementing findings of the empirical study of Pinto et al (2017), which focused on
the consultancies’ perspective of their role as intermediaries.

Firstly, we conclude that consultancies support to service industry innovation mostly
occurs at strategic level. They are perceived as critical partners in preparing companies to
innovate, helping them to spot market opportunities and to define innovation strategies. Their
support in the innovation implementation is considered secondary and happens mostly when
technological innovation is at stake.

Secondly, new motivations for consultancy engagement are uncovered, namely rela-
ted with the search for methodology and credibility. Innovation literature emphasizes
motivations related with the “tangible outputs”, such as information, access to other players and
funding. But, in later stages of the relationship, service companies look mostly for consultan-
cies’ support in structuring their internal innovation processes or promoting their innovation
results.

Thirdly, we point out that consultancies, as key innovation intermediaries in services, act mos-
tly as co-producers of innovation, and their brokering role seems to lose importance.
Consultancies support companies in the innovation conceptualization, and are not considered to
be bridges to other players in the innovation system. This conclusion is aligned with the first
one, since innovation implementation is mostly developed by service companies and, as a result,
the contacts with innovation partners are established directly by the companies.

A new function of innovation intermediaries is suggested, related with the evaluation
of innovation outcomes. This function was not highlighted in those two studies (Pinto et
al, 2016, 2017), even though it was included in the framework proposed by Howells (2006).
Consultancies help to conceptualize innovations and as well as to evaluate innovations outputs.
This finding is coherent with the other findings, reinforcing our conclusion about the importance
of the role of consultancies at strategic level.

Finally, we conclude that there is not a unique service innovation mode and these approach 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 pointing to
features of innovation that have been largely ignored in studies taking a traditional,
technology-focused manufacturing approach to innovation. (Castro et al, 2011; Drejer,
2004)
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6 Limitations and future research directions

Our study deepens the understanding of the role of innovation intermediaries, and more spe-
cifically the role of consultancies, in service industry innovation, contributing to the synthesis
approach of innovation. The research provides the unique perspective of service clients concer-
ning the role and functions of consultancies in service innovation. This is an emergent area of
study and our analysis needs to be triangulated and complemented with further studies.

We developed a qualitative study, that does not allow 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 sub-sectors. Furthermore, it is essential to cover other geographical markets,
since innovation systems are country-specific.

A big challenge remains in the horizon that is creating a unique framework to analyze innova-
tion 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. On one side, and through the lens of the demand, consultancies
can understand the key motivations of service companies to engage with consultancies as well
as their expectations. They can learn more about possible models of engagement, consultancies’
functions that are perceived as strategic, as well as critical success factors. This insights will al-
low consultancies to strenghten and improve their offerings. On the other side, service companies
can learn from peer experiences, to have a deeper understanding of consultancies’ contributions
to their innovation processes, namely to non-technological innovation. Tipically, service com-
panies do not have a systematic and comprehensive approach to innovation, and this research
offers them an opportunity to enrich their knowledge about the opportunities and challenges of
managing innovation in collaboration with third parties and maximize the results of their future
experiences.
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