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Summary 

 

The paper adopts an attention-based-view (ABV) for investigating how SME executives pay 

attention to innovation opportunities in their supply network. Based on analysis of a three-year 

case study of five SMEs, six attentional challenges are identified as managers detect, engage 

and select issues and opportunities. These challenges emerge as a result of attentional processes, 

where managerial decisions create negative dynamics, which have detrimental effects for 

initiating new innovation projects with suppliers. The paper further discusses the implications 

of such challenges, both for practitioners and ABV-research. 
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Introduction 

 

Innovation with suppliers is a core activity for small and medium-sized companies (SMEs), not 

only for strengthening their competitive advantage, but also to create growth and potentially 

new business areas. Besides yielding direct benefits, supply chain innovation in SMEs is also 

associated with particular challenges. Previous research has focused primarily on the challenges 

in the process of establishing and managing collaborative initiatives with specific suppliers, 

such as becoming a preferred customer for suppliers, creating sufficient commitment, 

risk/reward sharing, or sharing the appropriate amount of information and knowledge in a timely 

manner (Johnsen 2009, Henke Jr. and Zhang 2010, Schiele 2012). However, sometimes supplier 

innovation is challenged already before the buying company has decided whom to innovate 

with and what innovation opportunities to pursue in the supply network. For example, 

recognizing the characteristics of innovation-oriented suppliers has been proved challenging 

(Pulles et al. 2014). 

This early stage in supply chain innovation, of gaining an overview of the supply network 

and making strategic decisions regarding what supplier innovation opportunities to pursue is 

not well understood. More broadly, the pursuit of strategic opportunities in other parts of the 

network may constrain the needed attention to supplier opportunities or threats and vice versa 

(Lechner et al. 2020). In this paper, we adopt attention theory (Ocasio 1997), to understand how 

SME executives pay attention to and recognize innovation opportunities in their supply 

network. Attention theory deals with how organizational decision makers notice, encode, 

interpret, and focus time and efforts to issues (problems, opportunities and threats) and answers 

(action alternatives) (Ocasio 1997). It has been applied in sourcing studies, for example 

Monteiro’s (2015) study of knowledge sourcing in MNCs, but not in the context of more 

conventional purchasing arrangements and supplier innovation.  

Generally, undue selective attention may constrain the pursuit of strategic or innovative 

opportunities negatively (Monteiro 2015, Lechner et al. 2020). The risk of negative 

consequences following from selective attention is particularly high for SMEs, who may have 

limited managerial resources. Furthermore, SME executives often have to divide their attention 

between different areas of the network, increasing the risk of undue selective attention. We ask 

the following research question: How do key supplier-oriented decision makers in SMEs pay 

attention to and pursue innovation opportunities in their supply network? 
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The paper contributes to the literature on organizational attention by showing that it is 

insufficient to focus solely on the organizational structures, procedures and channels for 

reaching attentional triangulation. Attentional vividness, stability and coherence are important 

elements for noticing issues in the supply network. However, in order to succeed with supplier 

innovation initiatives, sustained attention among SME executives becomes a critical factor. We 

show how decision makers in SMEs struggle with simultaneously maintaining vigilant attention 

(non-interruptive) and executive attention (cycle back and forth between issues). This creates 

multiple attentional challenges when engaging in supplier innovation.  

The paper begins by outlining previous research on organizational attention in an SME 

perspective, as this constitutes the theoretical underpinnings of this study. This is followed by 

a description of the methods applied in a three-year multiple case study involving five SMEs, 

including data collection and analysis process. Based on our analysis, we illuminate six types 

of attentional challenges of managers detecting, engaging and selecting innovation 

opportunities. At the end, we discuss the findings against the organizational attention literature, 

by outlining the contribution of using attention theory for studying interorganizational 

networks, and the value of focussing on SMEs. 

 

Theoretical framework 

 

Managerial attention 

 

The original idea of the attention-based view (ABV) "is that to explain firm behavior is to 

explain how firms distribute and regulate the attention of their decision-makers" (Ocasio 1997, 

p. 188). ABV is based on the idea that a company’s strategic agenda is constituted by issues and 

action alternatives, which steer allocation of resources in organizations (Ocasio et al. 2018). The 

ABV model developed by Ocasio (1997) focuses on the structural elements and channels for 

guiding managerial attention towards noticing, encoding and transforming stimuli, which 

influences rational decision making and forms strategic moves. This structural view has been 

applied in several studies, with the goal of identifying structural conditions for improving 

managerial decision making (Barnett 2008, Gavetti et al. 2012, Bauer and Friesl 2022).  

One element of these structural properties is management group composition. Evidence 

indicates that diversity in functional backgrounds among decision makers, does not lead to 

increased attention to innovation issues (Tuggle et al. 2010). Apparently, it seems that skills 

created long-ago lead to rigidity, and thereby limit one’s ability to notice and deal with 

innovative issues. However, it is also shown that weak faultlines, seen as “hypothetical dividing 

lines that may split a group into subgroups based on one or more attributes” (Lau and Murnighan 

1998), do actually lead to increased attention to novel and innovative issues. On the other hand, 

too strong faultlines in subgroups create conflicts and negative tensions, leading to lowered 

attention (Tuggle et al. 2010). Much attention research focuses on the top-down processes of 

managers noticing and interpreting potential opportunities or issues in their environment. More 

recent research explores more bottom-up processes of attention allocation, where the focus is 

how environmental changes capture the attention (Laureiro‐Martinez et al. 2019). In this paper, 

we focus on opportunity beliefs, which implies that strategic action is less a result of 

environmental changes but more a deliberate decision of managers to pursue an innovation 

move (Shepherd et al. 2017).  

Persistence is central to organizational attention. In order to create results, managers need to 

exert efforts to the issue at hand relative to other tasks over time (Rerup 2009). This is described 

as attention intensity and engagement (Ocasio 2011). However, managers also need to 

simultaneously attend other parts of their business. Research shows that if managers become to 

invested and focused in a particular issue they lose the holistic perspective, which can reduce 
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the firms ability to succeed with the initiative at hand (Li et al. 2013). On the other hand, 

managers have limited attentional capacity, which forces them to limit their scope when 

scanning or searching for issues (Cyert and March 1963). Network research shows that it is the 

decision makers’ allocation of attentional resources that makes the difference, in terms of 

making a new innovative idea into a good innovative idea (Rhee and Leonardi 2018). Here, we 

distinguish between transient and sustained attention. The transient phase focuses on noticing 

opportunities and issues, where managers’ functional backgrounds and knowledge structures 

are the main determinants. After noticing these opportunities and issues, the managers enter the 

phase of sustained attention. Here, they form individual and shared understandings of which 

potential moves are best for dealing with the opportunity or issue at hand (Shepherd et al. 2017).  

In the transient phase (fleeting), managers are attracted to novel, salient and vivid 

information that seems distant and unfamiliar, which can lead to radical innovations. Such 

information will also provide managers with new insights and update their knowledge base. 

Updating knowledge is a central part of innovative processes, because obsolete knowledge has 

to be discarded in order to avoid managers being trapped in outdated competencies and 

behavior.  

Finally, managers have different “span of attention”, implying that managers differ in terms 

of being able to hold elements in their attention (March and Simon 1958, Laureiro‐Martinez et 

al. 2019) When the decision makers move into the phase of sustained attention (prolonged), 

they start to engage in real options reasoning. Here, moves are not based on detailed calculations 

with a strict business case. The cognitive reasoning will range from purely intuition to a 

somewhat deliberate mode. The manager’s ability to make moves resulting in radical innovation 

is enhanced, if the manager is deeply immersed into the context or the project (Shepherd et al. 

2017). A move based on high immersion and intuition might be a long and slow move, because 

new conjectures arise, which can result in radical opportunities. Furthermore, it is suggested 

that radical opportunities can be difficult to interpret and approach, which can lead to rejecting 

the action move.  

 

Supply network innovation 

 

Companies engage in strategic supply network alliances in order to utilize external resources, 

such as knowledge, capabilities and capacity, as leverage to gain a competitive advantage. A 

company can only be highly involved with a limited number of suppliers, but also needs a 

variety of relationships to sustain and improve firm performance (Gadde and Snehota 2000). 

Companies benefit from establishing and maintaining a restricted number of alliances, where 

the management and coordination challenge do not outweigh the benefits of inherent partner 

heterogeneity (Filiou and Massini 2018). When deciding to engage in such alliances, managers 

have to be aware of the consequences of their strategic network moves. Choosing new 

innovative supplier collaborations, targeting new customer segments or radically transform 

one’s own business model, can have a severe impact on the supply network.  

Attention theory has been applied to investigate how managers dealt with supply risk 

attention during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research indicates that the most effective supply 

chain moves are also the ones that require most resources, which forces managers to identify, 

list and prioritize potential risk sources. This approach can be seen as a top-down attention, 

where a more direct focus on network recoverability is more bottom-up of nature. There are 

clear indications, that both attentional perspectives improves supply network resilience (Lorentz 

et al. 2021). This indicates that supply network management needs to consist of both 

identification and prioritization of issues to address, and a holistic consideration of how certain 

decisions influence the whole supply network.  
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An attention-based view has also been applied to understand why some companies fail to see 

and act on emerging competitive threats. Not only does mental perspectives differ among 

decision makers, the different approaches to handling threats will also influence the anticipation 

of competitive threats, where a preventive focus will lead to avoidance of negative 

consequences and a promotion focus will create a pursuit for innovative advancement 

(McMullen et al. 2009). Research also show examples of managers being overly attentive to the 

customer side of the business, by focussing on distribution and branding, which can lead to 

outsourcing partners becoming powerful competitors (Lechner et al. 2020). This shows, that by 

zooming in on one part of the network, companies can become blind to emerging issues in other 

places of their supply network. 

 

Methodology 

 

This study is based on a three-year case study of five companies from late 2018 to 2021. It 

started as an action research project with an assumption that the companies were going through 

an orchestrated process of supplier innovation initiatives, which would enable the three 

researchers to track these activities and events over time. However, the research team realized 

that such a fixed process did not fit the reality facing the five SMEs and procedures for dealing 

with suppliers. After the first interviews it was clear that the SME executives’ attention to their 

supply network changed over time, as a reaction to the issues and opportunities they were facing 

in their daily operations. This moved the research scope away from the supplier innovation 

initiative as the unit of analysis, towards the process of shifting attention among the SMEs 

executive decision makers.  

In a longitudinal manner, interviews were collected across the managers involved in supplier 

related activities. In total 43 interviews were collected over time, which enabled us to track the 

managerial attention in terms of 1) detecting opportunities or potential problems in the supply 

network, 2) deciding on new innovation initiatives with suppliers, and 3) making actual supply 

network moves. Interview participants were selected based on their relevance for the initiative 

and decision power in supplier related activities. The study points moved over time in each case, 

where the interviewer zoomed in on the present narrative from the interviewee, while 

simultaneously ensuring the necessary context by focussing on past and future in each study 

point (Aaboen et al. 2012).  

Table 1 - Cases and data 

Case: Industry: Employees: Interviews: 

Building Construction 163 9 

Metal Steel 694 11 

Computer IT 97 9 

Trailer Heavy transport 90 10 

Tools Automotive 11 4 

 

Besides the interview data, two larger focus groups were held, where we assembled 2-3 

managers from each case. The format was a four-hour workshop, where participants discussed 

issues related to managing innovation in their supply networks. Participants were divided into 

smaller mixed groups, where they shared and reflected on supply network events from each 

company. This was followed by a company-specific session, where managers from the same 

company collectively built a shared view on their managerial challenges related to being an 

SME making supplier innovation in a global supplier network. All sessions were recorded and 

transcribed.  
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Findings 

 

In order to capture the patterns of attentional episodes leading to supply network change, this 

paper adopts an intertwined perspective of events. These attentional events function as the unit 

of analysis, which can last a few seconds to multiple years (Hussenot and Missonier 2015). Such 

intertwined view of events further implies that the single event is not an isolated entity, but can 

only be seen in relation to past and future events. This has been a central assumption during this 

analysis of emerging network attention challenges, across the five cases within this study. An 

overview of the identified attention challenges can be found in Table 2. 

The analysis is structured in three parts, each covering an example of an attentional challenge 

when managers are deciding to make strategic moves in relation to certain parts of their supply 

network. The first part focuses on events related to managers possessing diverse network 

perspectives, when detecting new opportunities and issues. The second challenge is related to 

attentional engagement, which deals with the events of information processing among decision 

makers. Here, variety in understandings and engagement among decision makers can lead to 

negative outcomes, such as wasted resources or conflicts. Finally, we have challenges related 

to making actual network moves, where managers are challenged by attending issues as one-

by-one events, without holistically anticipating the future network consequences of the chosen 

strategic moves.  

 

Attentional perspectives: Detecting network opportunities 

 

The construction industry has for many years been facing difficulties in reaching productivity 

improvements, which was an ongoing concern among the management team in Building. The 

management team consisted of managers with diverse backgrounds, an accountant, a builder, a 

business developer and person without an education. When making new strategies, this diversity 

was seen as a strength in order to ensure that the whole organization could relate to the new 

goals and priorities. However, when detecting new innovation opportunities in the supply 

network, this diversity created a challenge of misalignment in their perspectives on their supply 

network.  

In 2021, the accountant, who also happened to be the CEO, saw an opportunity in replacing 

the manual labour with a robot for installing pipes in the excavation.  

“Automating excavation requires new suppliers, who want to co-develop. To remove the 

manual labour in this process will have huge returns and holds an enormous potential” 

(Interview with CEO, Building) 

The whole management team could see this potential, but they differed on how far away they 

perceived this opportunity. This resulted in a lack of engagement, where this opportunity for 

radical innovation was down-prioritized relative to other projects. The engagement, both within 

Building and in the network, were not sincere efforts.  

“We are now more focused on certain chosen things, and here we are really pushing. We 

actually tried to set up something with a supplier. We followed up so many times, but it always 

died (idea of automating excavation)… We did not want a big role… It is not us who should 

develop a robot with these capabilities” (Interview with Innovation Manager, Building) 

In general, the opportunity of automating excavation was a radical opportunity detected by 

combining a variety of attentional perspectives. However, the diverse backgrounds made it 

difficult to establish a shared understanding of the how to approach this opportunity, which led 

to a degree of ignorance among the involved actors. The idea was too radical and too far away 

from the current business model, making the rest of the management team losing attention. This 

challenge of “leaping” during detecting of new opportunities, arises as there is a great distance 
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between managers who focus on the near opportunities and managers who pay attention further 

out in their supply network.  

 

Attentional engagement: Network decision making 

 

TOOLS had for a long period outsourced their production to a Chinese supplier. Their main 

product was a machine for cleansing car engines by using hydrogen. This was a patented 

technology, which could improve the car’s fuel efficiency by 10 % and lower the gas and NOx 

emissions by over 50 %.  

In TOOLS, there were two main decision makers, the Owner and a Partner. Owner was quite 

concerned about the risk of being copied, which they previously had experienced as a 

continuous issue. However, Partner still saw a potential in increasing the use of their Chinese 

supplier for developing a new controller for the machine. In general, Partner had many years of 

experience in working with Chinese suppliers, and viewed this issue as manageable. 

“I said to him (Chinese supplier), that we could do our next generation of the machine with 

them, but they cannot sell it on their English web site. They can sell it in China. We know they 

do that already. But they need to stay away from the rest of the world! I said it in a nice way…” 

(Interview with Partner, Tool) 

Partner decided to suggest co-developing the new controller unit with the Chinese supplier, 

as a way of increasing commitment and thereby the relationship with the Chinese supplier. On 

the other hand, Owner was much more sceptical about using the Chinese supplier for producing 

such sensitive technology.  

“Every time we make a change on the machine, then I can find the exact changes on Ali 

Express. It is freaking annoying!... The idea of a new controller is on a complete standby in my 

head” (Interview with Owner, Tool) 

The two decision makers saw the same supplier as an issue. Partner believed he was capable 

of managing the risk of being copied, where Owner saw it as a too risky move to intensify 

development activities with the supplier. They began to engage in parallel network engagement, 

where Partner kept committing further to the Chines supplier, and Owner began to locate new 

smaller suppliers in Europe. By engaging in parallel in different parts of the supply network, 

they neutralized the positive result that they both were creating. These attentional events of 

parallel network engagement resulted in Partner being fired from the company at the end of 

2019.  

 

 

 



 

7 

Table 2 - Supply network attention challenges 

 

Challenges in detecting: Effect: Example from cases: Description (attentional perspectives): 

Leaping: Too far away 

from current business 

Ignoring BUILDING: Developing robots for 

automating excavation 

TRAILER: Making high-end designer trailer 

Decision makers have disruptive answers that are too far 

away from the current situation of the company and the 

supplier base.  

Scattering: Lack of focus Draining COMPUTER: Focussing on daily operations, 

which makes supplier development 

insufficient. 

Decision makers solve daily challenges and lose focus and 

resources dedicated for detecting opportunities and issues.   

Challenges in decision 

making  

Effect: Example from cases: Description (attentional engagement): 

Parallel action: Working 

in different directions 
Conflicting TOOL: Outsourcing in China 

BUILDING: Developing new sustainable 

product 

Decision makers have different network foci. They see the 

same issue or opportunity, but the suggested network 

moves are completely different.  
Holding on: Give up, but 

keep it as an initiative 

Diminishing BUILDING: Seeing operational value in 

“pipe laser”, but the immediate ROI is not 

there 

Decision makers decide to make a move but meet tensions 

in the supply network, which slowly reduces engagement 

among decision makers.   

Challenges in moves: Effect: Example from cases: Description (attentional selection): 

Contradicting: 

Sequentially making 

moves 

Neutralizing METAL: Taking in customized projects 

when focussing on serial production 

Decision makers decide on moves based on arising 

opportunities, without being attentive to former moves. 

This neutralizes previous network innovations.  

Blinders: Overly focused 

leading to surprises 

Damaging TRAILER: Hunting new customer segments 

without clearing it with supplier base.  

Decision makers focus on certain network moves, without 

considering potential network consequences, creating new 

surprising issues and missed opportunities 
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Attentional selection: Network moves 

 

During 2019, Metal had a clear focus on moving away from producing specialized 

projects to more serial production. This strategic priority created opportunities for 

optimizing supplier relationships. Specifically, Metal saw a huge potential in establishing 

min/max inventory at the suppliers’ factory, wherefrom Metal could pull orders with 

lowered delivery time and reduced capital binding. Realizing this opportunity required 

Metal to move closer towards its suppliers. While the strategic decision held a big 

potential, Metal struggled in being consistent when they noticed new large customer 

projects.  

“Our strategy is now to move towards 70 % serial production and only 30 % projects… 

It is a continuous struggle, because huge projects often come around… Recently, we had 

a 650 tons project for Siemens in Taiwan. There are only two suppliers outside China 

capable of delivering this. Just the transport equals a truck driving twice around the 

globe, 93,000 km. plus shipping” (Interview with Director, Metal) 

Such big customized projects demand lots of manpower for several months, which 

hindered Metal in realizing their goal of 70 % serial production. This is an example of 

having a sequential network attention where rising opportunities are evaluated one by 

one. Without a holistic attention for anticipating the network consequences of the 

decisions made, Metal ended up making contradicting moves. A related event was when 

Metal decided to insource laser cutting, which they had previously bought from a supplier. 

The managers became aware of a competitor wanting to sell their newly bought laser 

cutting equipment at a discounted price, which they saw as a highly attractive opportunity.  

“By internalizing this one process, we can finance the total costs for the new laser 

cutting machinery. We made the calculation on the back of a newspaper, and we got it 

for half the price” (Interview with Director, Metal) 

At this point, Metal had for several months tried to establish min/max inventory with 

selected suppliers, in order to move towards serial production. However, all this effort 

and invested resources were wasted, as two important suppliers were now redundant after 

insourcing the laser cutting process. The total business with a local Latvian supplier and 

an Italian pipe supplier was lowered by 90 % due to the insourcing move, and Metal now 

needed to build new arrangements with a second-tier supplier for fine steel plates for the 

new machinery.  

Metal’s sequential network attention resulted in moves that neutralized each other. The 

challenge was not related to identifying opportunities or threats, or deciding upon network 

moves, but more related to the lack attention towards the derived network consequences.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

 

The reported findings illuminate how decision makers in smaller firms are attentive and 

pursue innovation opportunities in their supply network. Such process creates different 

attention challenges, where managers need to prioritize issues while making holistic 

network moves. Building upon Ocasio’s work (1997), this paper focuses on the 

processual aspects of organizational attention, with a focus on how SME executives deal 

with supply network innovation. The overview in Table 2 shows different processual 

challenges related to different elements of attentional dynamics; detecting, decision 

making and moves. These challenges carry three overall implications for attention-based 

research in an interorganizational context.  

First, much attention theory focuses on organizational structures and information flows 

to ensure that organizations are able to respond adequately when facing changing 
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surroundings (Rerup 2009). Organizations can consist of several decision makers, who 

needs efficient coordination structures in order to ensure necessary information sharing 

(McMullen et al. 2009, Monteiro 2015). However, this study shows how smaller 

companies navigate their supply network, where managers possess full information for 

making the decisions. The size of these smaller organizations makes decision makers 

fully aware of all activities across the organization and the need for efficient information 

structures are of less importance. Thereby, this study contributes to the stream of ABV 

research focussing on the processual aspects of organizational attention (Ocasio 2011, 

Shepherd et al. 2017).  

Secondly, attention is a scarce resource, which puts limits to how vivid SME managers 

can be when noticing, interpreting and encoding supply innovation opportunities in their 

supply network. Using attention capacity on continuous and stretched innovation 

initiatives, does limit SME’s ability to pursue radical opportunities which has the 

potential to boost the total business of the whole organization (Shepherd et al. 2017). This 

struggle of determining if a company should go for the incremental but safe opportunities, 

or if they need to chase the more radical opportunities, in order sustain their competitive 

advantage, has been labelled as attentional myopia (Lechner et al. 2020). Our findings 

mirror this challenge, by showing multiple events of SMEs struggling with sustaining 

attention on the more radical opportunities. We show that such struggle can occur during 

detection, engagement and selection. 

Finally, our data indicates that decision makers largely remain in the transient phase 

of attentional engagement, leading to more rapid decision making without fully 

immersing into the issues and opportunities (Ocasio 2011). Such agile decision making 

is a central characteristic for SMEs, but as our findings show, it also creates challenges 

for selecting the right supply network moves. Managers need a vivid and holistic view 

when anticipating the network consequences of potential moves. This vividness differs 

from previous research, which focuses on detecting exogenous issues in the 

organizational environment (Rerup 2009). Without a holistic view on the network 

consequences, moves can end up neutralizing or even damaging future innovation 

opportunities.  

The SME context of this study is a highly relevant setting for studying attentional 

processes. While this paper zooms in on the negative events of organizational attention, 

the data also contains positive outcomes where managers succeed in identifying and 

pursuing opportunities in their supply network. These generative patterns of events 

constitute a highly relevant and interesting avenue for future research.  
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