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porations. American professors Patricia 
Bromley and Walter Powell remind us in 
a recent article that corporations and 
other organizations today have a harder 
time to cut-off environmental demands. 
While it used to be possible to de-cou-
ple practice from espoused policies, it is 
much harder with the control systems 
that are in place nowadays due to 
certifications, rankings, and the constant 
gaze of the media. You know the story! 
Instead we find organizations pursuing 
the espoused practices that are valued in 
the environment – with the result that 
they may be heading in several places at 
once. It is not hard to imagine the per-
formance effects of this. This serves as a 
reminder to the consultant to remember 
the possible influence on overarching 
organizational goals. 

Second, consultants hold no posi-
tional power in corporate bureaucracies, 
but we know that this is no prereq-
uisite for leadership. Two students at 
the Department recently studied how 
change consultants straddled several 
of the paradoxes that stem from acting 
in organizations but not belonging to 
them. In their bachelor thesis they point 
out how change consultants seldom 
have the chance to play the hero in a 
change, instead they need to let the 
credit for successful changes pass on to 
corporate management. They are also 
aware of the need to keep an emotional 
distance (beware of falling in love!). We 
are thus instantly reminded of the ten-
sion between Cyrano and Christian in 
relation to Roxanne. The lesson here is 
that passion arises in spite of a distanced 
role as a helper, and that this may have 
consequences. 

The final lesson is one of ethics. The 
Cyranos of today’s corporate landscape 
should remember that their deeds have 
leadership potential. When they em-
brace their role as leaders, they should 
not merely assess their impact in terms 
of efficiently implementing changes or 
getting messages across, they need to 
ask themselves what ends those actions 
lead to. 

Leadership is about setting the goals 
of organizations and reaching them. 
Managers have for a long time been con-
cerned with improving their leadership 
skills, but is leadership of relevance for 
consultants? 

Today’s corporate landscape is filled 
with consultants; plenty who work with 
improving corporate image and relations 
to various stakeholders. Just think about 
pr-consultants, lobbyist, or experts in 
reputation management. In current 
research at the Department we try to 
understand the role and consequences 
of these consultants (we call them 
intermediaries) for the governance of 
corporations. What we learn is that they 
have considerable impact.

The intermediary is often unde-
tected since he generally acts covertly 
on behalf of or under the guise of a 
principal. How does someone in disguise 
exercise leadership? Let’s bring in 
some help from the world of literature. 
Consider Cyrano de Bergerac, as enacted 
in the late 19th century play by Edmond 
Rostand. Cyrano is the intermediary (a 
consultant in romance!) who acts on be-
half of the handsome Christian to entice 
the fair Roxanne with brilliant verse. So 
when Christian cries for help: “I need 
eloquence, and I have none!”, Cyrano 
answers:  “I’ll lend you mine! Lend me 
your conquering physical charm, and 
together we’ll form a romantic hero!” 
The consultant thus finds his client. 

The tragedy is that Roxanne falls in 
love with the image of Christian (and 
she does not realize that this is in fact 
a composite of Christian’s looks and 
Cyrano’s eloquence) who dies an early 
death. Cyrano, whose love for Roxanne 
is strong, holds his identity secret for 
many years – until shortly before his 
death Roxanne finds the truth and it 
becomes apparent that the looks of 
Christian were not a requisite for love. 

So, leaving romantic chivalry aside, 
what are the leadership lessons? 

First, by transferring ideas (think 
about Cyrano’s verse) intermediaries 
impact the goals and practices of cor-
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ing ICA or the students. Based on this work we feel 
that we can give some general advice on how to work 
with consumer collaboration in developing new of-
ferings.

A first general advice that can be drawn from the 
study regards the need for an intermediary. When the 
company first approached the students at the business 
department they didn’t come empty handed. Already 
from the beginning they had put together a frame for 
the whole innovation process in the form of a generic 
offering. In this case the offering consisted of a loyalty 
card combined with a bank card. This generic offering 
could be seen as an intermediary or boundary object 
as it is often named in academic literature; something 
that the company and the students could use as a basis 
for communication. What can be learned is that using 
a boundary object enables a joint understanding for all 
involved about what type of input could be of interest 
for the company. In other words, a boundary object 
frames and communicates what the company wants 
and needs from the collaboration. That said, at the 
same time as it is necessary to set clear delimitations 
with regards to what knowledge and competences are 
sought from users, it is equally important to provide 
users with creative freedom during an open innova-
tion process. 

A second general advice for a company is to strike 
a balance between openness and delimitation. In this 
specific case the delimitation was that it should be a 
customer loyalty card that included banking services, 
but the company gave the involved students creative 
freedom to fill this card with services that they as 
a group appreciated. The students pinpointed the 
importance of freedom of choice. For instance the 
students stated that they should be able to decide 
which products they should get discounts on. After a 
bit of debate between the students and the company 
they all agreed on that the offering should include an 
individual choice of three products a week to get a 
discount on. Another more egocentric input from the 
students was that ICA changed the target group from 
being everybody under thirty to only focus solely on 
them, the students. Consequently, the offering became 
named “ICA Student”. Another example of the input 
from the students was that they wanted a dialogue 
with the company on social media platforms, such as 
Facebook, instead of traditional one-way communica-
tion in the form of TV-commercials. 

The third general advice is that innovation is not 
only about content generation but that the commer-
cialization of the offering is equally important. The 
company in focus is one of the biggest media buyers 
in the form of TV-commercials and billboards in the 
Nordic countries. Understandably, it gained a bit of 
disconcert within the company when the students 
said that the company cannot do as it always has done, 
instead they needed to create a dialogue with their 
customers. Just like in the content generating stage, 


