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ABSTRACT

Inlightofdigitaltransformationandastrongerapplicationofartificialintelligence,manyfirmstry
toincreasetheagilityoftheirinnovationprocesses.Inthisregard,theyparticularlyrelyondesign
thinkingorontheleanstartupapproachtoreducesomeofthedeficitsofestablishedinnovation
processes,suchasthestage-gatemodel.Thisconceptualarticleshowsthatmerelyfocusingondesign
thinkingandleanstartupinisolationwillnotenablecompaniestofullyleveragethebenefitsofagile
innovation.Becauseofthecomplementarityofdesignthinkingandleanstartup,executivesshould
simultaneouslypursuetheseapproachesinordertoachieveresultsthataremorethanthesumof
isolateddesignthinkingorisolatedleanstartupinitiatives.Thiscomplementarityderivesfromthe
specificbenefitsofdesignthinkinginthefrontendoftheinnovationprocesscombinedwiththe
particularbenefitsofleanstartupinthebackend.
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1. INTRoDUCTIoN

Innovationisessentialforachievingacompetitiveadvantageinstartupsandestablishedcompanies
(CrossanandApaydin,2010;FossandSaebi,2018;Lichtenthaler,2018b;MemonandMeyer,2017;
ZaianeandBen-Moussa,2018).Fromastrategicperspective,entrepreneursandexistingfirmsshare
thegoalofgainingandsustainingahighlevelofcompetitiveness.Forentrepreneurs,thefocusmay
beonidentifyingaprofitablebusinessmodel,securingthefirstcustomers,establishingeffective
structuresandmanaginggrowth(BranzeiandVertinsky,2006;Galli,2018b;Kaoud,2017;Priem
etal.,2012).Forexecutivesinestablishedfirms,thefocusmaybeoncontinuouslydevelopingnew
solutions,satisfyingexistingcustomers,overcomingorganizationalbarriersandfosteringaninternal
entrepreneurialorientationinlargeorganizations(Galli,2018a;KrimpmannandStühmeier,2017;
Lichtenthaler,2018a;Swift,2018;Weietal.,2018).Despitethisslightlydifferentstrategicemphasis,
startupsandestablishedcompaniesthereforesharetheneedforproficientlymanagingtheirinnovation
processes(Ahujaetal.,2008;Jiaetal.,2018).

Inthepast,manycompaniesfocusedonestablishingasystematicprocessformanaginginnovation
(Cooper,1994;Schindlholzeretal.,2011).Here,thestage-gatemodelhasbecomeoneofthemost
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popularframeworks(CooperandSommer,2018;SethiandIqbal,2008).Inaddition,manyfirms
placedstrongemphasisonlong-termstrategicplanning,operationalefficiencyanalysesandrelated
approaches(Calantoneetal.,2003;Grönlundetal.,2010).Inrecentyears,manyoftheseapproaches
havebeencriticizedinlightofagrowingdynamismanduncertaintyintheexternalenvironment
ofmanyindustries(Denning,2018;DozandKosonen,2010).Inparticular,traditionalapproaches
areconsideredtoofferinsufficientagilityandflexibilityundersuchconditions.Toovercomethe
limitationsofthesetraditionalapproaches,manyfirmshaveturnedtheirattentiontonewapproaches,
whichfacilitatehigherlevelsofagility,flexibilityandcustomerorientation(CooperandSommer,
2018;WilsonandDoz,2011).

Inthisregard,twoapproacheshavebecomeparticularlypopularinfirmsfrommanyindustries:
designthinkingandleanstartup(Lewricketal.,2018;Ries,2011).Theseapproachesareusedby
entrepreneursand startups inorder togeneratepromising ideasandconceptsand to shorten the
developmentcyclesoftheirfirstproducts(Liedtka,2015).Inasimilarvein,establishedcompanies
stronglyrelyontheseframeworkseitherasanalternativetotheirestablishedinnovationprocesses
orasanadaptationoftheirexistingprocesses(Turaetal.2017).Overall,designthinkingandlean
startupmaycontribute to theagilityof innovationprocesses.Althoughtheseapproaches involve
majormanagerialchallenges,theexperiencesofmanycompaniesarequitefavorable(Liedtka,2015).
Inturn,thesepositiveexperiencesfurthercontributetothegrowingpopularityoftheapproaches.

Design thinking and lean startup have become particularly popular in light of the digital
transformationofmanycompaniesandtheirgrowinguseofartificialintelligence(Lewricketal.,
2018).Thesedevelopmentsstronglycontributetoshorteningproductlifecycles,whichfavordesign
thinkingandleanstartupmethods.Asaconsequence,theseapproachesnowalsoreceiveincreasing
attentioninacademicresearch(Harms,2015;Liedtka,2015).Despitethegrowingpopularityofboth
approachesinpractice,however,ourunderstandingofthecombinationofdesignthinkingandlean
startupisverylimited.Inlightoftherelativelygeneralcharacteristicsofbothframeworks,mostprior
workshaveconsideredeitherdesignthinkingorleanstartup.Incontrast,priorresearchaddressing
theinterplayofthesetwoapproachesisextremelylimitedtothebestofourknowledge(Koen,2015;
MüllerandThoring,2012).Thislimitedattentionisparticularlysurprisinginlightofthegrowing
combinationofbothapproachesinmanyfirms(MüllerandThoring,2012;Ries,2011),pointingto
ahighrelevanceofpotentialinterdependenciesofdesignthinkingandleanstartup.

Inthiscontext,thispaperprovidesseveralcontributions.First,itisamongthefirstworksto
addresssystematicallytherelationshipandpotentialinteractionsofpursuingleanstartupanddesign
thinkingapproaches(MüllerandThoring,2012).Second,examiningthecombinationofthesetwo
approachescontributestoourunderstandingofthecomplementarityofdistinctmanagerialapproaches
instrategyimplementation(Leeetal.,2010).Third,thispaperdeepensourknowledgeofdesign
thinkingbyofferingnewinsightswhythebenefitsofdesignthinkingmaybelimitedunderparticular
conditions(Liedtka,2015).Fourth,thepaperhelpstounderstandinwhichcontextsthebenefitsof
leanstartupareparticularlypronounced(Ries,2011).Fifthandfinally,thepapershedsnewlight
onsuitableapproachestomanaginginnovationinthecontextofdigitaltransformationandartificial
intelligence(Teece,2018).

2. CoNCEPTUAL BACKGRoUND

2.1. Agile Innovation
Variousparadigmsinstrategicmanagement,e.g.theresource-basedview(Barney,1991;Wernerfelt,
1984)andthedynamiccapabilitiesapproach(Helfatetal.,2007;Teeceetal.,1997),haveunderscored
theroleofinnovationforfirmperformance.Recently,aninnovation-basedviewhasbeendeveloped,
whichfocusesondifferenttypesofinnovationforachievingacompetitiveadvantage(Lichtenthaler,
2016b; Rodrigues-Alves, 2018). Moreover, this perspective highlights the need for a dynamic
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