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Grasping Processes of Innovation Empirically. A Call 
for Expanding the Methodological Toolkit.  

An Introduction 

Robert Jungmann, Nina Baur & Dzifa Ametowobla∗ 

Abstract: »Innovationsprozesse empirisch erfassen. Ein Plädoyer für die Erwei-
terung des Methodenspektrums«. During the past decades, innovation research 
has yielded countless empirical studies in a variety of disciplines. For all this 
quantity, we still lack an adequate understanding of basic qualities and mecha-
nisms of its central subject. Which processes and conditions bring innovation 
about? How does it spread? And what is its genuine nature? Critics argue that 
these shortcomings have their roots in the conceptual limitations of established 
perspectives on innovation and in the fact that researchers confine themselves 
to studying technical and scientific novelties or marketable products. This self-
restriction stands in marked contrast to the observation that innovation plays 
an important role in contemporary societies. The term is at least ubiquitous and 
its usage common in all societal fields. In the introduction to this HSR Special 
Issue, we subscribe to this critique and argue that the conceptual reductionism 
comes along with severe methodical and methodological limitations. These be-
come manifest in a joint dominance of quantitative indicator-based research 
and ethnographic single case studies. Thus, researchers of innovation disregard 
a variety of possible data types and forms of analysis and rarely apply complex 
designs. It is also not common to consider the combination of multiple types of 
data and analysis in mixed methods approaches. The most serious issue, howev-
er, is that mainstream innovation research remains ignorant of a multitude of 
potential research questions and thereby loses sight of whole areas of interest. 
An overview of the empirical studies in this HSR Special Issue shows that the 
range of methods used is wider at the edges of the field of research. In order to 
relate these methods to each other and to the theoretical foundations of inno-
vation research, we suggest a middle-range debate on methodology. 
Keywords: Innovation, methods, methodology, research designs, case studies, 
mixed methods, indicators, systems of innovation, STS, social innovation. 
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1.  Innovation: An Old, New and (for now) Disciplinary 
Divided Research Field1 

One can doubtlessly say that innovation is an old area of social research. Over 
the years, different disciplines have produced a large number of studies on a 
host of instances of the phenomenon generally labelled “innovation.” In the last 
four decades, research on innovations was dominated by a focus on commer-
cialised invention based on the theoretical conceptions of Schumpeter and 
Freeman. Both of them were extremely important scientific entrepreneurs in 
highlighting innovations as specific and relevant phenomena. As a result, inno-
vation studies today is regarded as a field of research in its own right (Godin 
2012). Scholars in this field use different methods, ranging from social network 
analysis (SNA) (e.g. Coleman et al. 1957), uni-, bi- and multivariate statistics 
(e.g. Freeman 1995), and interviews (e.g. Dougherty and Heller 1994) to eth-
nographies (e.g. Hoholm and Araujo 2011). 

If we look at this longstanding tradition of empirical work more closely, it 
becomes apparent that most of it is conducted within the fields of Science and 
Technology Studies (from hereon STS), economics and economic geography. 
For the latter, the subject is even a constituting issue (Bathelt 2005; Bathelt and 
Gückler 2012). On the one hand, studies on innovation are deeply embedded in 
the disciplinary debate and discourse on the institutional areas that they ob-
serve. On the other hand two typical theory/method bundles or complexes 
(Clarke 2005) emerged across these debates in different disciplinary fields: 
ethnographies of innovation, evolving mainly from STS, and (national, region-
al, territorial) systems of innovation research in regional economics and eco-
nomic geography.2 However, these methodological debates are strangely de-
tached from both the general debate on social science methodology (Behnke et 
al. 2010; Baur and Blasius 2015a) and the debates on process-oriented method-
ology (Baur and Ernst 2011), longitudinal research (Baur 2005) and methods of 
historical sociology (Baur 2008a; 2009a), that have been – among other places 
– conducted in prior issues in this journal (for a summary, see Baur 2009b). 

                                                             
1  The paper is influenced by the methodological debates in the DFG Graduate School “Innova-

tion Society Today” as well as the conference “Methods of Innovation Research” we organ-
ised in Berlin on October 16th and 17th 2014. We want to thank all participating scientists 
and Cornelia Thierbach for their helpful suggestions. 

2  We are aware that there are some substantial lines of research that do not fit into this 
dualism, like evolutionary (e.g. Dosi 1983; Geels 2004), network (e.g. Owen-Smith and Pow-
ell 2004; Padgett and Powell 2012; Baur 2015), historical/reconstructive (Van de Ven et al. 
1999) or path-theoretical (David 1994; Arthur 1994; Sydow et al. 2012b) approaches. All 
these approaches are highly relevant for the field, but did not yet initiate a whole theo-
ry/method bundle nor spread to studies in all institutional areas. 
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This is even more surprising, as these debates seem highly relevant for the field 
of innovation research (and vice versa). 

Thus, our hypothesis motivating this HSR Special Issue is that the domi-
nance of these deeply institutionalised agendas within the research field on 
innovation hamper an adequately broad theoretical and methodological access 
to the complex processes that are characteristic for innovation. With this HSR 
Special Issue, we want to take a first step towards integrating these distinct 
methodological debates as well as suggest methodological alternatives to clas-
sical ethnographies of innovation as well as indicator-based systems of innova-
tion research to provide a broader empirical base for substantial theorizing 
about innovation. 

In the theoretical debate, we can find such a movement towards a broader 
understanding of innovation. Even though there is a very old tradition of inno-
vation theory, the topic has been rediscovered in the last years. Beyond the tradi-
tional fields of research on innovation, there are contributions towards a concep-
tual foundation of a comparative, cross-disciplinary field of innovation studies 
independent of specific institutional areas (Zapf 1989; Barley 1990a; Garud and 
Karnøe 2001; Geels 2004; Braun-Thürmann 2005; Schubert and Windeler 2007; 
Stark 2011; Rammert 2010; Hutter et al. 2015; Howaldt and Jacobsen 2010; 
Howaldt and Schwarz 2010; Sydow et. al. 2012b; Besio and Schmidt 2012; 
Knoblauch 2014; Baur 2005; Besio and Jungmann 2015; Rammert et al. 2015). 
These contributions from different disciplinary and theoretical backgrounds 
mainly argue in three interrelated lines that future research should: 
1) study innovation as a social form in its own right. Innovations are not only 

limited to being processors of market dynamics or epistemic activities. 
2) move beyond the thematic focus on scientific, technological or economic 

innovations, to study fields like education (Bormann 2010) or arts, where 
social innovations appear (Zapf 1989; Schubert 2014). 

3) compare processes in different areas to come to an overall picture of inno-
vation, to grasp the socio-logic of innovation (Braun-Thürmann 2005). 

Following this emerging line of research, we discuss methodological implica-
tions of such a demanding enterprise in this HSR Special Issue. To move be-
yond the two dominant complexes of research, we have to expand not only the 
theoretical but also the methodological toolkit for research practice. Studies of 
innovation could use the whole range of social science methods, i.e. both quali-
tative approaches (e.g. Flick 2014), quantitative approaches (e.g. Baur 2009b; 
Bulmer 2004; Wolf and Best 2010) and mixed methods approaches (e.g. Bry-
man 2006; Creswell and Plano Clark 2006) in order to deepen the empirical 
base of the field of research. A methodological debate about innovation studies 
therefore has to discuss specific possibilities and problems of specific types of 
data (“Datensorten”), data collection, data analysis and of linking theory and 
data (Baur 2009a) that arise while researchers try to grasp patterns in innova-
tions as specific processes of social change. 
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The constituting assumption of such a debate is that specific forms of social 
processes require specific strategies to grasp them adequately (Baur 2005, 
2008b, 2009a). After a short discussion of the shortcomings of the dominant 
theory/methodology complexes, we will introduce a few helpful concepts to 
focus on characteristics specific to processes of innovation. They are shared 
understandings of the contributions the approach of comparative innovation 
studies described above can make towards a more complete view of innovation 
in research. This theoretical beginning sets the scene for a methodological 
frame for the emerging field of research on comparative innovation studies in 
which we want the contributions of this HSR Special Issue to be embedded. 

2.  Dominant Theory/Method Complexes and their 
Shortcomings 

As we have stated above, we can identify two dominant lines in research: sys-
tems of innovation (e.g. Freeman 1995; Cooke 2001) and ethnographies of 
innovation (e.g. Vinck 2003; Hoholm and Aruja 2011). As these lines have 
almost contrary approaches to the topic, we compare them on two main dimen-
sions – the level of abstraction from which they observe innovations and the 
theories they use to create knowledge out of data. Adapting Richard Feynmans 
bon mot on nanotechnology to innovation research we want to argue that there 
is plenty of room in between. 

2.1  Level of Abstraction: Indicators vs. Thick Descriptions of 
Innovation 

Ethnographies and systems of innovation approaches completely differ in what 
they call “innovation” in their research practice. In the systems of innovation 
approach, researchers never observe processes of innovation in a direct man-
ner. Instead, they work with indicators of newness, often patent rates or R&D 
expenditures. These indicators have their own performativity. Patents, as the 
most common example, are one result of specific processes which link the field 
of science and technology to the economy. However, using patents as indica-
tors implies measuring innovation via a phenomenon which is related to inno-
vation but by no means identical with it: Not every innovation process can be 
patented. Thus patents only point to a specific detail of the broader picture of 
innovation. On the other hand there are many patents that neither describe any 
kind of invention nor in any form reach any market. In many cases, patents do 
not indicate innovation at all but manifest a specific form of competitive behav-
iour. Researchers use such abstractions from concrete processes to identify 
patterns in the correlations of these indicator variables with independent vari-
ables. In the case of systems of innovations research, these variables often 
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cover differences in education or funding in regions or states. The restriction to 
easily quantifiable indicators opens up the way for statistical causal analysis, 
but pays a high price in strict control of explicatory variables. 

In contrast to this, ethnographic field studies neglect such abstractions. Often 
having an explicit background in ethnomethodology, they want to explore the 
prerequisite-ridden aspects of the specific innovation process. For example the 
famous innovation studies of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) try to follow human 
and non-human actors (Latour 2005) to open up the black box of the highly con-
tingent trajectories that lead towards innovation. These studies often result in 
thick descriptions (Geertz 1994) of a single case. By doing so, they run into what 
Siebenhüner (2007) terms the paradox of empirical research on innovation: Au-
thors discuss production of newness as unique, but, as social scientists, they also 
have to explore patterns and regularities in them. This is exactly the same method-
ological problem between singularity and generalization that case study research 
(Baur and Lamnek 2005) is trying to tackle on a more general methodological 
level. As ethnographies of innovation tend to focus on singularities, they tend to 
identifying contingencies in processes, but often lack focus on patterns. 

As we can already see from this short discussion, concerning research de-
sign, innovation studies tend to lack the balance between adequate abstraction 
from and focus on uniqueness in processing newness. 

2.2  Concrete Hypothesis vs. Listening to Ethnotheories of 
Innovations 

The contrast between these two complexes can also be found in the relationship of 
theory and data. Systems of innovation studies start deductively with clear hy-
potheses, as it is common in the quantitative paradigm (Baur and Blasius 2015b). 
Researchers tend to identify innovations mostly via indicators used in former 
studies (Bormann 2012) or theoretical foundations mostly reaching back to the 
work of Schumpeter (Smith 2005). Changes in these indicators of innovations are 
correlated to explicatory variables, which are theoretically selected as well. 

Ethnographies of innovation on the other hand identify innovations induc-
tively. As it common in qualitative research (Baur and Blasius 2015b), research 
tend to use invivo codes, i.e. the labels that actors in the field of research assign 
to phenomena they witness. Since the processes that surround these phenomena 
are black boxed by success and daily use, these authors depend on ethnotheo-
ries of the (human) actors involved to make elements of these processes visible. 
Again in sharp contrast to the studies in systems of innovation research, eth-
nographers of innovation tend to follow not just the actors, but also their eth-
notheories of innovation (Schulz-Schaeffer 2008). Besides the studies in ANT 
and STS, the theoretical foundation of sociology of innovation by Braun-
Thürmann (2005) is a good example of such a definition of innovation that 
completely depends on the interpretations within the field of research. For 
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Braun-Thürmann, an innovation is a symbolic or material artefact that an ob-
server defines as new and experiences as improvement compared a former 
status. If one follows this definition, everything that is discursively constructed 
(Besio and Schmidt 2012; Knoblauch 2014) and labelled as innovation by the 
observer in the field has to be studied as such. 

While there is no theoretical resistance to thick descriptions, systems of in-
novation research simply defines innovations through sets of variables in a very 
concrete and restrictive way. In the relationship of theory and data, research on 
innovation also lacks a balance between inductive voluntarism and deductive 
reductionism. Empirical research with a clear theoretical perspectivity (Weber 
2004; Kalthoff et al. 2008; Baur 2008b; 2009a), aiming at building substantial 
theories, is still an exception in this field of research (for the divide towards 
formal theorizing see Glaser and Strauss 1968). 

2.3  The Narrow Empirical Aisle of Dominant Innovation Studies 

The above discussion of two central methodological decisions in the dominant 
strains of innovation studies shows that research tends to focus on a dualism 
between deductive macro- and inductive micro-analysis. We see this twofold 
focus as problematic because it spans a narrow empirical corridor in which 
studies of innovation have to be situated to get recognised as such by the re-
search community. The result is a methodological self-restriction of the re-
searchers in the field that is rooted in institutionalised theory/method schools 
and a disciplinary divide. Thereby many theoretical and methodological re-
sources remain unused. Focusing on methods, we can identify a minimum of 
six shortcomings of current research practice: 
1) Narrow range of data: Within the described bundles of innovation research 

there is, on the one hand, a strong focus on participant observations (Thierbach 
and Petschick, 2015) and qualitative interviews (Helfferich 2015) which results 
from an ethnographic background (Fetterman 1998; Knoblauch 2005) and, on 
the other hand, a dominance of classical surveys (Bulmer 2004), with the ex-
ception of some relational data-sets (see e.g. Owen-Smith and Powell 2004). 
Many forms of data, like process-produced data (Baur 2009b), video data 
(Knoblauch and Schnettler 2006), focus groups (Vogl 2015), narrative inter-
views and life histories (Küsters 2015) or panel survey data (Schupp 2015) 
are not used in this field, although they are main data sources in other the-
matic areas of the social sciences. 

2) Lack of complex, mixed methods research designs (e.g. Bryman 2006; Cre-
swell and Plano Clark 2006): Mostly these studies operate with simple re-
search designs using observations, interviews or survey data only (for an ex-
ceptions see Barley 1990b). 

3) Lack of longitudinal studies: Although history and historical sociology 
could be two important sources for theories and methods, historical methods 
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and methods of historical sociology (for an overview see Baur 2005; 2008a) 
are not relevant in the discussion yet (for exceptions see Rammert 1993; 
Van de Ven et al. 1999; Sydow et al. 2012a). 

4) Lack of comparative studies: Comparative sociology and similar subjects 
could also be a useful field to look at for scholars in innovation studies. 
Comparisons are mostly drawn between regions or nations as black boxed, 
spatial containers only, similar to the way cross-cultural survey research 
does (Baur 2014) but not on the way suggested by current spatial research 
(Baur et al. 2014). Studies which rely on other dimensions of comparison 
are rare exceptions (see e.g. Knie 1991 contrasting successful and not suc-
cessful innovations). The potential of a comparative, empirical field of re-
search on innovations remains untapped. 

5) Neglect of multi-level dynamics: The divide between micro- and macro-
studies leaves the everyday interaction between both levels aside. This is 
counterfactual to theoretical qualifications of distributed innovation (e.g. in 
Garud and Karnøe 2001, Rammert 2012). 

All these shortcomings are accompanied by aforementioned problems in (in 
terms of Glaser and Strauss 1968) empirically grounded, substantial theorizing 
about patterns in processes of innovation in both areas of research: Economics 
as well as Science and Technology Studies. 

3.  Innovation as Specific Form of Social Change 

Before we can discuss a methodological frame to deepen the debate on innova-
tion empirically, we have to explain our specific understanding of the central 
term “innovation.” As indicated above, we base our definition on a broad con-
ception of innovation which is in line with classical understandings like that of 
Gilfilian (1935) and Ogburn (1922) as well as the recent publications men-
tioned in section 1 above. Instead of restricting the term “innovation” to scien-
tific or technological progress with relevance to economic activities, we under-
stand it as specific type of social change, a focus that was lost in favour of the 
often normative and restricted conception prevalent in contemporary innova-
tion studies. Although the specificity of this change is still a question to be 
inquired empirically, we can pick two dimensions in which we can conceptual-
ise the socio-logic of innovation processes. 

Firstly we want to follow Hutter et al. (2015, in this HSR Special Issue), 
who analytically distinguish three perspectives on innovations that enable 
researchers to observe differences from other processes of social change: 
1) Pragmatics of Innovation: Innovation as a contingent and inherently uncer-

tain process can be described out of a specific pragmatic dimension referring 
to concrete doings of individuals in the course of their daily life (see Tush-
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man and Rosenkopf 1992 for a specific thesis on specialties). It can be under-
stood only with reference to collectively anticipated futures (Schütz 1972, 
Popitz 2000). Its practical course is affected by imagination and prospects (van 
den Belt and Rip 1987). 

2) Semantics of Innovation: Structural change in processes of innovation is 
observed specifically and connected with discourses, which often affect its 
course too. This means that processes of innovation are accompanied and in-
fluenced by semantics as specific patterns of meaning (for innovation as a 
specific reflection on social change see Pronzini et al. 2012; Besio and 
Schmidt 2012). 

3) Grammar of Innovation: Processes of innovation are embedded in highly 
prestructured contextual infrastructures. That implies that they depend upon 
a specific set of grammatical rules and resources. This means that institu-
tional combinations (Cooke 2001), material or spatial settings (Hess 2004) 
and fields with constellations of individual actors or organizations (Bourdieu 
1985; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Fligstein and McAdam 2012) simultane-
ously exert influence on innovation processes. 

Furthermore, we have to describe innovations as multiply embedded processes 
in different ways. Following Baur (2005; 2008b), we can analytically divide 
four spheres of embeddedness: 
1) Analysis Levels: Processes of innovation are often distributed, not only among 

many actors but also among multiple levels of action or systems. Mostly they 
are a multi-level phenomena involving frames of interaction, organization, 
networks, societal subsystems and so on. 

2) Action Spheres: They are also ubiquitous processes (Zapf 1989; Braun-
Thürmann 2005), which are not confined to economics or science and tech-
nology. Innovations occur in almost any institutional area, so that we can also 
speak of political innovations (Voß 2007) or innovations in education (Bor-
mann 2010) for example. 

3) Time: They are also embedded in time. Every process can only be understood 
in its historical position, in the light of its historicity (Giddens 1981). To ana-
lyse innovations always means to set an analytical cut into the stream of his-
tory, to extract episodes (Giddens 1984). This fact has to be reflected theore-
tically and methodologically. 

4) Space: One main result of ethnographies of innovation is that they produce 
descriptions of its material and spatial embeddedness. This is a fact often for-
gotten, but of specific importance for situating them. Every material and spa-
tial aspect is also a social one (Baur et al. 2014), because materiality and spati-
ality are always inherently interwoven with the historicity described before. 

Every such innovation process is also deeply embedded in the societal context 
of modernity, which processes novelty in quality and quantity as it has never 
happened before in history (Luhmann 1995). Maybe we can even proclaim a 
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dispositive of creativity (Reckwitz 2012) or an innovation society (Hutter et al. 
2015, in this HSR Special Issue). To understand how particular instances of 
innovation are related to a mode of regulation characteristic for contemporary 
societies, we have to situate innovation in a societal and multiply social context, 
e.g. to understand the specific reflexivity (Windeler 2003) at work in processes of 
innovation that is distinctive of late modernity. This is the specific focus which 
provides the conceptual foundations for the methodological debate that we intend 
to initiate with this HSR Special Issue. 

4.  A Framework for a Methodological Reflection on 
Innovation Studies 

Such a broad understanding of innovations as multiply embedded, specific 
processes of social change suggests consequences for the methods applied. The 
tenet of a methodological debate on innovation research therefore is to reflect 
on how grasping and discovering patterns in these unique processes can be 
achieved in order to build substantial theories about it. The following pages 
introduce a heuristic framework for such a discussion which shows how many 
methodological resources the social sciences provide for such a complex pro-
ject and highlights different research questions within innovation studies. 

We can start by discussing principal suggestions of the three perspectives on 
processes of innovation introduced above and elaborated in the theoretical 
opening of this HSR Special Issue (Hutter et al. 2015, in this HSR Special 
Issue). A researcher’s specific perspective on the (innovation) phenomenon 
makes a difference in every step of the research process and in every decision 
for a research design (Baur 2008b). A pragmatic perspective thus means focus-
sing on doing innovation, a semantic one highlights recognizing, labelling and 
interpreting innovation, and a grammatical perspective implies inquiring into 
rule systems and regimes of power which drive or hinder innovation. 

In Table 1, we show possible suggestions of this threefold analytical divide 
along three main decisions in research design: the selection of data sources, 
tools of data analysis and cases analysed/compared. Even if this picture is 
hardly a complete one and there is no need to reduce it to these examples, we 
can see typical methodological paths for each perspective. 

What Table 1 also suggests is that we typically have to choose a mixed meth-
ods approach if we want to address more than one of these perspectives in a 
single empirical study. This is a fact often ignored in studies of innovation. Con-
sequently, missing data and information often lead to massive over-interpretation 
and construction of scientific artefacts (see for a famous example Joerges 1999 
response to Winner 1980). 
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Table 1: Perspectives on Innovation and their Methodological Suggestions 

Perspectivity Methodological Tools/Decisions 

 Type of Data 

Pragmatic Observation, Video Data, Participative Methods (e.g. Group Discussions), 
Visual Data, Interviews 

Semantic Interviews, Process-Produced Data (e.g. Documents, Websites), Secondary 
Data (e.g. Books, Articles) 

Grammatical 
Standardised/Non Standardised Network Relational/Network Data, Survey 
Data, Interviews, Process-Produced Data (e.g. Laws, Codified Rules in Organ-
izations) 

 Data Analysis 

Pragmatic Ethnography (Classical , Focused, Longitudinal or Multi-Sited), Technogra-
phy, Content Analysis, Videography, Visual Data Analysis, Hermeneutics 

Semantic Content Analysis, Discourse Analysis, Genre Analysis, Historical Semantic 
Analysis 

Grammatical Network Analysis, Uni-/Bi- and Multivariate Statistics, Content Analysis, 
Path Analysis, Analysis of Infrastructures 

 Case Selection 

Pragmatic Comparison between different concrete contexts of action and interaction 
and interests of concrete actors involved 

Semantic 
Comparison between different historical or cultural complexes of significa-
tion and legitimation, like western/eastern reasoning within processes of 
innovation or legitimised forms of R&D in U.S., compared to France 

Grammatical 
Comparison between different institutional, relational or socio-
material/spatial rule/resource-systems, e.g. different institutional areas like 
education and economics, or different regimes of law 

 
Beyond these suggestions, we can also use this threefold framework for locating 
research questions. In order to make this point clearer, we locate the typical re-
search designs used by current innovation research in the framework for process-
oriented research suggested by Baur (2005). If we combine Baur’s (2005) sugges-
tions with the three observational schemes for innovation (see Table 2), we can 
categorize the broad range of research questions possible for innovation studies 
and visualize two points brought forth in the current discussion: Firstly, both of the 
dominant complexes in research discuss only a very specific section of phenome-
na relevant to innovation research. Secondly, relevant topics for the theoretical as 
well as methodological debate can be defined with reference to specific empirical 
questions. The twofold focus in innovation studies comes along with a restriction 
in research questions: Ethnographies of innovation are typically used to identify 
and explore patterns in doing innovation whereas systems of innovation research 
argues to analyse causal influence of laws or political instruments enabling or 
hindering a specific effect: innovation. Table 2 suggests that there are quite a lot 
of objectives for research beyond these dominant lines. 
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In order to grasp these processes adequately in line with these new, mostly 
formal theories in innovation research, we need both: complex research de-
signs, combinations in forms of data and data analysis as well as empirically 
grounded substantial theorizing. Each study also has to declare which dimen-
sion or combinations of dimensions the researcher focuses on. In such an en-
terprise the framework above cannot only show us possibilities to overcome the 
presented shortcomings. It also shows possible dimensions in which single-case 
and comparative studies could provide important insights from types of data, 
tools for analysing and research designs beyond the common paradigms. 

Table 2:  Methodological Location of Research Questions 

Research Objective Pragmatic Semantic Grammatical 
Description    

Identification of Social Patterns Ethnographies
of Innovation   

Characterisation of Social Patterns    
Classification/Typification of Social Patterns    
Causal Analysis    

Causes (stabilising/destabilising factors)   
Systems of 
Innovation 
Research 

Effects    
Classification/Typification of Causes/Effects    

 
In this HSR Special Issue, we present methodical and methodological articles 
that move beyond this thin aisle in data sources, tools of data analysis, research 
designs and research questions. The studies at hand discuss one of the follow-
ing dimensions in their functionality and problems for grasping processes of 
innovation in a more complex way as has been done so far. The studies at hand 
discuss one of the dimensions listed in Table 3 in their functionality and prob-
lems for grasping processes of innovation in a more complex way as has been 
done so far. 

Table 3: Methodical and Methodological Approaches used in this HSR Special 
Issue 

 Approaches 

A 
Unconventional Methodology and Designs 
(esp. Naber, Petschick, Reischauer, Stubbe) 

B 
Different Types of Comparison 
(esp. Laux, Stubbe) 

C 
Mixed Methods Approaches 
(esp. Gläser and Laudel, Bund et al., Reischauer, Roth) 

D New Types of Data, Data Analysis and Case Selection in Innovation Research 
(esp. Altmann, Engelhardt, Gläser and Laudel, Laux, Noack, Ohlhorst and Schön, Roth) 

E 
New Ways of Linking Theory and Methods for Grasping Aspects of Innovation not 
Discussed Yet 
(esp. Altmann, Engelhardt, Bund et al., Ohlhorst and Schön) 
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5.  Alternative Approaches Presented in this HSR Special 
Issue 

We can relate these dimensions to the methodological studies in this HSR Special 
Issue. Every article focuses on at least one of these points and therefore breaks in 
a way with the common theory/method complexes in innovation research. 

In the first paper, Michael Hutter, Hubert Knoblauch, Werner Rammert and 
Arnold Windeler elaborate on a comparative framework for studying fields of 
innovation in order to specify the hypothesis of a changing innovation society. 
With this change the production of innovation as well as the typical modes of 
coordination in it have become reflexive. Furthermore they provide us with an 
understanding of innovation as specific form of social change and present the 
idea of societal innovations as processes that could be labelled as innovation with 
reference to multiple logics beyond economic, scientific or technical rationality. 
After this extended introduction to the conceptual program in innovation studies 
this HSR Special Issue wants to put forward in its methodical dimension, we can 
present alternatives to both dominant lines described above in (1) quantitative 
approaches, (2) comparative designs, (3) discourse analysis, (4) ethnography, 
(5) action research and related methods and (6) mixed methods approaches.  

5.1  Quantitative Approaches 

The contribution of Bund et al. presents an approach that extends the use of 
standardised data (QUAN data) beyond the established systems of innovation 
research. With their work on indicators for social innovativeness, Eva Bund, 
Ulrike Gerhard, Michael Hölscher and Georg Mildenberger focus on a form of 
social change outside the classical fields of technoscience and economy. They 
connect to the systems of innovation research by analysing established metrics 
for techno-economical innovations and asking how these can be extended or 
adapted to innovation processes outside the field of economics. The contribu-
tion links existing theories of social innovation to the methodological debate on 
quantitative measurement of economical innovativeness. Additionally, it intro-
duces a mixed methods design for the validation of the proposed indicators. 
Starting from the observation that innovativeness depends on the interaction of 
dynamics on multiple levels of society, the article also introduces considera-
tions on how to break down global or national as well as aggregate local or 
regional indicators for innovativeness. 

5.2  Comparative Designs 

The following two papers discuss new approaches to comparison in innovation 
research. While both fit our call to present methods for the space between 
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large-scale macro- and single-case micro-level studies, each can be seen as an 
answer to shortcomings in one of these strands. 

With his article on qualitative comparative analysis in innovation research, 
Thomas Laux shows what innovation research has to gain when scholars look 
for methods off the beaten track. As a method which bridges the divide be-
tween the qualitative and quantitative paradigm, Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (QCA) combines a comparative and case-oriented approach and ena-
bles researchers to explore context conditions for innovation in middle-sized 
samples. By comparing the introduction of equal pay regulations in 52 coun-
tries, Laux presents his method as a way to analyse and qualify the institutional 
conditions of innovations on the one hand and to select extreme or typical cases 
for more process-oriented qualitative case studies on the other hand. 

Julian Stubbe’s article approaches the problem of comparison from the bot-
tom up in two respects. Firstly, he works from an STS perspective and shares 
the established conviction that innovation processes can be understood ade-
quately only by in-depth ethnographic research, albeit not in single-case stud-
ies. Secondly and more importantly, Stubbe focuses his methodological discus-
sion on a basic question of research on innovation as a social process: How can 
we identify, much less compare, something that is still becoming while we 
observe? The answer presented in this article is an unconventional design to 
construct heuristics via a permanent comparison of similarities across sites. The 
exemplary research project focuses on the importance of material practices and 
stories in the construction of differences between present and past that distin-
guishes objects as novelties. Honouring preceding discussions in ethnography 
as well as STS, Stubbe emphasizes the role of the researcher in this process as 
participant and reference point for actors during the ethnographic data collec-
tion as well as by his decisions during data analysis. 

5.3  Discourse Analysis 

Novelty is but one of the determinants unanimously connected to innovations. 
The other is improvement. This designates practices of (e)valuation as one fruit-
ful subject of innovation research. Anina Engelhardt investigates these practices 
in contemporary arts and introduces discourse analysis as another method transfer 
into innovation research. The presented sociology of knowledge approach to 
discourse analysis (SKAD) relies on data types and forms of data collection 
established in ethnographies of innovation but differs from these in data analysis 
where researchers draw on concepts from social theory in a specific way to make 
sense of their subject. 

While Engelhardt uses discourse analysis to shed light on the pragmatics as 
well as the semantics of innovation, the contribution from Phillip Altmann 
shows that discourses in themselves can be a subject of innovation research. In 
his article, Altmann discusses how the notion of “Sattelzeit,” which denotes a 
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prolonged period of radical conceptual change in historical social research, can 
be disengaged from the focus on large-scale social changes and extended to the 
research of middle- and short-range changes in discourse. The ensuing general-
ised method of concept-centred discourse analysis is applied in a study of dis-
cursive innovation in Ecuadorian politics. 

5.4  Ethnographic Approaches 

While the introduction of discourse analysis into innovation research extends the 
stock of methods used in this field regardless of methodical peculiarities, estab-
lished approaches like ethnography offer scope for specification and discussion 
as well. The contributions of Noack and Petschick bear evidence of this fact. 

Anika Noack focuses on the stage of data analysis and demonstrates how 
hermeneutics can profitably be used to shed light on the genesis of innovative 
ideas. The meticulous examination of group conversations in which new ideas 
are negotiated shows that actors use specific communicative forms to elevate or 
devaluate ideas. This in-depth view into the earliest stages of innovation unearths 
restrictive patterns of communication which unobtrusively curtail processes 
designed specifically to foster creativity and openness. Hermeneutical interpreta-
tion thus suggests itself as a method for analysing conditions of innovation pro-
cesses that are disguised to actors and superficial observers alike. 

Alternative forms of ethnography are not necessarily directed to adding more 
detail to already thick descriptions. The ethnographic panels presented by Grit 
Petschick extend the span of time covered by an ethnographic study without 
increasing the amount of time the researcher spends in the field proportionately. 
In her example Petschick accompanied a team of scientists for several years and 
was able to investigate the complete development process of an important scien-
tific innovation and especially the interpretations accompanying it. The proposed 
method of ethnographic panels complements qualitative interviews strategically 
with regular visits to the field sites. By the skilful arrangement of interviews and 
observations the possible scope of a study is expanded far beyond the usual 
bounds of a one-person ethnography. At the same time, the researcher is able to 
retain the main advantages of her method, to wit, strong trust relations with actors 
in the field and an in-depth understanding of their views combined with a person-
al perspective on the processes at hand. The contributions of Stubbe, Noack and 
Petschick show that there is much potential to specify established methods of 
innovation research to fit a wider range of research questions. 

5.5  Action Research and Related Methods 

Ethnography is not the only approach introduced in this HSR Special Issue that 
relies on a close relationship of researchers and actors in the field. With action 
research, scientists leave their accustomed role of disinterested observer behind 
and take an active part in the innovation processes they investigate. This posi-
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tioning of the researcher reflects a situation that is common in innovation stud-
ies for two reasons. Firstly, some of the dominant disciplines in this field are 
based on a constructionist relation to their research object. Secondly, research 
on processes of innovation is often done and needs to be done together with 
practitioners who explicitly want to gain knowledge about what they are doing. 

Annika Naber discusses how researchers can use the qualitative-heuristic 
methodology in organisations to uncover implicit structures in processes of or-
ganisational innovation. The presented approach uses qualitative experiments in 
the field to create irritation in the course of problem solving. The combination of 
directed intervention and continuous dialogue with practitioners enables the 
researcher to inquire into the conditions of the processes she participates in. In 
this approach, participation acts as a vehicle to ensure a close connection between 
theory and data. Thereby the qualitative-heuristic methodology refines Strauss’ 
and Corbin’s strand of grounded theory in a direction that underlines a con-
structionist claim of innovation research, namely that its results inform practi-
tioners and thereby help to foster creative problem solving. 

Another approach that can be used to support ongoing innovation processes 
as well as advance the understanding of past ones is presented by Dörte Ohl-
horst and Susanne Schön. In their constellation analysis, the researchers from 
different disciplines try to capture all factors that influence the innovation pro-
cess, be they social, technical or natural, and classify their relations by way of 
discourse with and between the participants. The discourse results not only in the 
constellation, which is a comprehensive description of the innovation process and 
its conditions. It also enables practitioners from different disciplines to under-
stand each other’s perspectives on the project and allows them to develop joint 
strategies. Thus, the methodology transforms basic assumptions of ANT into a 
tool for inter- and transdisciplinary research on innovation and process support. 

5.6  Mixed Methods Approaches 

The final three contributions of the HSR Special Issue are focused on mixed 
methods approaches (Bryman 2006; Creswell and Plano Clark 2006). Georg 
Reischauer brings forward the methodological problem of how to grasp the 
meaning that organisations assign to the concept of innovation. Based on the 
assumption that this meaning is primarily located in tacit knowledge, he defines 
four dimensions to measure innovation as well as the organisational context 
that shapes its understanding. Data collection is comprised of separate strands 
of observations, interviews and artefact analysis. Results are combined during 
data analysis to an integrative category system. The introduced method mix is 
embedded in a case study design and thus predominantly directed towards the 
analysis of single organisations in all fields of society. 

In contrast to this, the contribution of Jochen Gläser and Grit Laudel is tai-
lored to research on scientific innovations. In their article on research trails, 
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they present a sophisticated method combination they developed to reconstruct 
scientists’ research biographies and link them to the dynamics of scientific fields. 
The method centres a visualisation of the results of bibliometric analysis. This 
visualisation acts as stimulus and reference point for qualitative interviews during 
data collection and constitutes a data source in its own right during data analysis. 
The contribution of Gläser and Laudel shows how new method combinations 
allow researchers to tackle difficult basic questions of research on scientific inno-
vation empirically. By using research trails as focus and complement for inter-
views, they are able to locate thematic turns in a scientist’s career and thus identi-
fy the starting point of scientific innovations. 

This starting point is the exclusive focus of the last article in this HSR Spe-
cial Issue. Philip Roth presents a method designed to shed light on the dynamics 
of the social networks that are deemed crucial for knowledge transfer in the early 
phases of innovation. Through a combination of standardised diaries for self-
observation and expert interviews he proposes to investigate the development of 
idea-related interactions that allow new knowledge combinations and inspire the 
application of existing solutions to new problems. By assigning the task of obser-
vation to the actors themselves and inquiring into the details of their interactions 
in well-timed interviews, the proposed method combination minimizes the space-
time and retrospection problems that afflict prevailing forms of qualitative data 
collection in innovation research. The mix of standardised and open methods 
brought forward in Roth’s contribution extends the toolkit of qualitative network 
research with an approach that is appropriate to its practice-theoretical founda-
tions but less prone to major distortions than established forms of data collection. 

The contributions in this HSR Special Issue endorse our claim that there is 
scope for a debate on methods and methodology in innovation research beyond 
the question of single-case ethnography or large-scale comparison of indica-
tors. Scholars in innovation research apply qualitative, quantitative and mixed 
method approaches, tailor ethnographies, indicators or interviews to the specif-
ics of their subject, borrow methods from distant fields and reflect on the ef-
fects of their research on the investigated processes. 

6.  Innovation Studies: On its Way to a Middle-Range 
Methodology? 

The present collection offers but a glimpse of the variety of methods used in our 
field. To bring this variety to the fore is the first step in our endeavour to broaden 
the perspective on innovation currently taken by social science research. The next 
step in the methodical and methodological debate we want to start would be to 
relate these methods systematically to subjects, questions and problems of re-
search on processes of innovation in different societal fields. 
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Against the opposing theory/method complexes we would like to debate a 
methodology for innovation studies with a clear perspective informed by social 
theory, but open minded and sensitive for to the suggestions and tales of the 
field (van Maanen 2011). We argued that Innovation Studies as an emerging, 
cross-disciplinary research field neither needs another case study nor another 
co-relation that indicates regions or states to be more innovative because of 
factor x or y. Instead we drafted a methodological framework that not only shows 
shortcomings, but also helps to locate typical and discover open research ques-
tions in innovation studies. Our main objective is to start a debate on the method-
ological consequences of a broad understanding of innovation as a specific form 
of social change that complements the emerging theoretical movement present-
ed in this introduction. 

Last but not least, we want to raise the question whether the expanding re-
search field of innovation studies stands to benefit from a middle-range meth-
odological debate (see Hine 2007 for science and technology studies). Such a 
debate would relate typical research questions and problems to types of data, 
tools of data analysis, research designs and so on. The discussions provided 
here might be a step towards such a conception, known in different areas like 
path analysis (Sydow et al. 2012a), spatial analysis (Thierbach et al. 2014) or 
even the debate on reflexive modernity (Layder 1998). Research practice and 
methodological debate in the future have to show if innovation research can 
(and should) proceed in this direction. 
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