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Changing innovation and engineering labor
The organization and development of innova-
tion labor (engineers in particular working with
design and development) is undergoing major
changes in technology-based and engineering-
intensive industries in most industrialized
countries. These changes are tightly linked to
volatile market demands and increasing project
uncertainties — and call for greater numerical
flexibility (adding manpower when needed)
and functional flexibility (adding specialized
expertise when needed) within the innovation
labor workforce.

Rise of technical and engineering consulting
These trends have led to the technical and en-
gineering consulting industry becoming an
increasingly important player for the organiza-
tion and development of innovation labor and
engineering knowledge to industries, such as te-
lecom, aerospace, and automotive. Moreover, it
also plays a central role for the development and
transfer of knowledge across firms and indu-
stries. Having a thriving technical consulting
industry is essential for a nation’s competitive-
ness — and for client firms to get the right hu-
man resources. In that respect, the capabilities
of technical and engineering consulting firms
are critical for the success and competitiveness
of their clients.

However, we know relatively little of the spe-
cific capabilities that are the most central for the
organization of innovation labor among techni-
cal consulting firms. This was what our study,
reported in full elsewhere, targeted (Pantic-
Dragisic and Soderlund, 2020). We went out to
explore the most critical capabilities for a suc-
cessful technical and engineering consulting
(TEC) firm.

Capabilities and competitiveness

By capabilities we mean the learned and patter-
ned behaviors of collective activity that reside in
a firm’s organizational processes and activities.
Capabilities draw on firm-specific knowledge
that an organization hasbuilt over time and that
determines its long-term success. Capabilities

are required to integrate, reconfigure, acquire
and divest resources. The main resources mars-
halled by TEC firms are the human resources
— so capabilities in that context pertain mainly
to leveraging and enhancing the firms’ human
capital.

Knowing how an organization develops its
knowledge and capabilities is fundamental
to understanding its basic premises and com-
petitiveness. For TEC firms, capabilities are
particularly interesting and important as they
are molded across the organizational and indi-
vidual levels — individuals are provided with
opportunities to develop and use their skills
and knowledge, while organizations rely on
individual expertise to build collective know-
ledge and capabilities that are essential to their
performance. What are the most critical capa-
bilities fora TEC firm with regards to managing
this interaction across individual and organiza-
tional levels?

Investigating key capabilities

A central idea behind the present study was to
determine the underlying factors for the growth
of the technical consulting industry and in par-
ticular factors explaining the success of the TEC
firm. In line with recent literature in strategic
management, this calls for a much better under-
standing of the nature and nurturance of criti-
cal capabilities. To explore this issue in-depth,
we therefore conducted a detailed case study of
one of the leading TEC firms in Scandinavia.

In our study, we examined in-depth the diffe-
rent patterns across our interviews and obser-
vations. We relied on an advanced coding
scheme to identify the activities that were sing-
led out as particularly important. From this
rather complex web of data, we distilled a higher-
order pattern from which we identified the key
capabilities within the studied TEC firm.

Our study spanned several organizational
levels and encompassed more than 50 inter-
views with top managers, technical consultants
with different levels of experience as well as
support staff. We also interviewed the firm’s
most important clients. In addition, we made
use of a large amount of other data including
field observations and diary studies. This broad
set of data enabled us to identify two key capa-
bilities that play a central role in the successful

development of TEC firms: swift transition and
knowledge cycling.

The interplay between these capabilities,
each of which arises from the interactions
between the firm level and the individual level,
seems crucial for the successful development,
organization and supply of innovation labor
and engineering knowledge. In different ways,
these capabilities were related to the very basic
supply of these firms in that they solve a pro-
blem related to numerical flexibility and func-
tional flexibility. Numerical flexibility means
that the TEC firm adds manpower to the client’s
projects, whereas the functional flexibility in
principle means that they add specific expertise
that is not available within client organization.
However, the capabilities also clearly indica-
ted a pattern that went beyond these flexibility
requirements. It was, thus, not merely a matter
of adding manpower and adding manpower
with certain technical expertise. There was
somethingelse at play here, our study indicated.

Swift transition and knowledge cycling
Combined the capabilities of swift transition
and knowledge cycling created a foundation
for the successful organization and transfer of
engineering knowledge among different and
diverse problem-solving settings. These capa-
bilities also highlighted that the TEC firm can
serve purposes far beyond merely adding nu-
merical flexibility (number of manhours) and
functional flexibility (specific technical know-
ledge) but actually set in motion a very different
kind of knowledge dynamic that seems central
for explaining the growth of the TEC industry

which is fundamental for the services of the
TEC firm.

Swift transition involves more than quickly
moving consultants in response to client needs
or adding manpower to late projects. It goes
beyond numerical flexibility. It requires that
managers are able to identify client needs and
match them with the appropriate human resour-
ces and that the technical consultants are able
to enter new projects on demand and quickly
engage in productive interactions with other
members of the clients’ project teams. Thus, a
key purpose of the TEC firm is to offer clients
the services of consultants who are equipped
to assume a position that creates value and
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contributes to the focal project. Being quick in
handling fluctuating demand changes due to
project uncertainties and technological change
seems particularly important in light of swift
transition. However, swift transition is not
only a matter of quickly adding manpower — it
is equally important to move manpower to new
assignments and ensure that consultants develop
their ability to move around among projects and
clients.

Knowledge cycling concerns not only the TEC
firm’s ability to encourage knowledge transfer
by rotating its consultants among problem-
solving contexts but also the technical consul-
tant’s ability and activities to transfer know-
ledge and lessons learned from various client
organizations — to make a difference by adding
adifferent kind of knowledge that would contri-
bute to creativity and solutions in the client’s
project. Thus, knowledge cycling transcends
conventional solutions to the problem of func-
tional flexibility. It centers on the ability of the
individual consultantand the TEC firm to iden-
tify what knowledge from prior assignments
and experience that is relevant for the present
assignment, to engage in a dialogue centered
on the integration of knowledge and expertise
among hired consultants and client engineers.

In that regard, our study showcases the clo-
se connection between individual skills and
the development of organizational capabilities
— as well as the tight link between swift trans-
ition and knowledge cycling. As illustrated in
Figure 1, the capabilities of swift transition and
knowledge cycling are closely linked and mutu-
ally constitutive. We argue that each is formed
through interactions between the organiza-
tional and the individual level — and calls for a
tight relationship and long-term commitment

ORGANIZATION
(e.g. helping consultants
to quickly enter new
assignments)

SWIFT TRANSITION

transition (e.g. knowing
how to enter assign-
ments quickly and INDIVIDUAL

and understanding from clients — to make this
knowledge dynamic work.

Managerial implications in brief

+ TEC firms should select their clients carefully
to be able to engage in the interplay between
swift transition and knowledge cycling

+ Clients need to know that they are part of a
capability process centering on swift transi-
tion and knowledge cycling

+ Clients need to understand that there is a pre-

mium paid for engaging in this capability pro-

cess and a long-term benefit to be gained

TEC firms should ensure that clients add

Organizational
activities supporting
knowledge cycling
(e.g. selecting projects
that would capitalize on
an individual’s prior
knowledge)

KNOWLEDGE CYCLING

Individual activities
supporting knowledge
cycling (e.g. knowing
what knowledge that
would add value toa
client’s project)

differences and show sufficient resemblances
to make knowledge cycling effective

+ TEC firms should develop the ability to quick-
ly identify client needs (often in close dialogue
with clients) and ensure the ability to quickly
enter new assignments and add value to on-
going projects

+ TEC firms should develop consultants’ ability
to swiftly enter new projects, add value and
hand-over when assignments are completed
and/or projects terminated
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