
dna sevitarran fo dlrow a ni evil eW  
,snoitazinagro rof tnaveler si sihT .gnilletyrots  

pihsruenerpertne rof tnatropmi yllaicepse tub  
netfo si hcihw fo klat eht ,serutnev wen dna  

ehT .erutuf eht fo noitcurtsnoc eht tuoba  
,anemonehp "laernu-tey-sa" na sa ,erutuf  

ni snoitazinagro fo trap yek a sa noitcfi secalp  
.ralucitrap ni pihsruenerpertne dna lareneg  

sa sevitarran lanoitazinagro gnizingoceR  
,tca gnitapicname na eb osla nac noitcfi  

tcejer dna egnellahc ot slaudividni gniwolla  
taht esoht fo ruovaf ni sevitarran tnanimod  
 .seciov dezilanigram fo evisulcni erom era

sesserdda noitatressid siht taht noitseuq ehT  
gnicudorp ni noitcfi fo elor eht si tahW" ,si  

dna snoitazinagro gniniatniam dna  
fo cipot eht elihW "?serutnev lairuenerpertne  

neeb sah seiduts noitazinagro ni noitcfi  
esoporp I ,sesnel suoirav hguorht desserdda  

fo eroc eht ta era sevitarran lanoitcfi taht  
yalp dna ,pihsruenerpertne dna snoitazinagro  

dna seititnedi ruo gnidnuorg ni elor a  
 .ezinagro ew sa ,sruovaedne

noissucsid tnerruc eht morf gnissim si tahW  
dna noitazinagro ni noitcfi no  

taht ylno ton si seiduts pihsruenerpertne  

-o
tl

a
A

D
D

 
9

41
/

 9
10

2

 +i
cigi

a*GM
FTSH

9  NBSI 8-2868-06-259-879  )detnirp( 
 NBSI 5-3868-06-259-879  )fdp( 
 NSSI 4394-9971  )detnirp( 
 NSSI 2494-9971  )fdp( 

 
ytisrevinU otlaA  

ssenisuB fo loohcS  
tnemeganaM & noitazinagrO  

 if.otlaa.www

 + SSENISUB
 YMONOCE

 
 + TRA

 + NGISED
 ERUTCETIHCRA

 
 + ECNEICS

 YGOLONHCET
 

 REVOSSORC
 

 LAROTCOD
 SNOITATRESSID

 e
ga

va
S .

D l
ua

P
 ”

.e
er

f 
uo

y t
es

 ll
ah

s 
no

it
cfi

 e
ht 

dn
a 

no
it

cfi
 e

ht 
wo

nk
 ll

ah
s 

uo
y 

ne
hT

“
 y

ti
sr

ev
i

n
U 

otl
a

A

 9102

 tnemeganaM & noitazinagrO

eht wonk llahs uoy nehT“  
llahs noitcfi eht dna noitcfi  

 ”.eerf uoy tes
 snoitazinagro dna pihsruenerpertne ni snoitcif evitcudorP

 egavaS .D luaP

 LAROTCOD
 SNOITATRESSID



 seires noitacilbup ytisrevinU otlaA
SNOITATRESSID LAROTCOD  941 /  9102

dna noitcfi eht wonk llahs uoy nehT“  
 ”.eerf uoy tes llahs noitcfi eht

dna pihsruenerpertne ni snoitcfi evitcudorP  
 snoitazinagro

 egavaS .D luaP

 ytisrevinU otlaA
 ssenisuB fo loohcS

 tnemeganaM & noitazinagrO



Printed matter
4041-0619

N
O

R
DIC

 SWAN ECOLAB
E

L

Printed matter
1234 5678

 rosseforp gnisivrepuS
 dnalniF ,ssenisuB fo loohcS ytisrevinU otlaA ,araaV oreE rosseforP

 
 srenimaxe yranimilerP

 ecnarF ,NOYLME ,ekralC naeJ rosseforP
 dnalniF ,scimonocE fo loohcS neknaH .iraneiT ennaJ rosseforP

 
 stnenoppO

 ecnarF ,NOYLME ,ekralC naeJ rosseforP
 dnalniF ,scimonocE fo loohcS neknaH .iraneiT ennaJ rosseforP

 seires noitacilbup ytisrevinU otlaA
SNOITATRESSID LAROTCOD  941 /  9102

 
 © 9102   egavaS .D luaP

 
 NBSI 8-2868-06-259-879  )detnirp( 
 NBSI 5-3868-06-259-879  )fdp( 
 NSSI 4394-9971  )detnirp( 
 NSSI 2494-9971  )fdp( 

:NBSI:NRU/if.nru//:ptth  5-3868-06-259-879
 

segamI  : ,nodnoL ,ayaD nahaJ yb "nrocinU & ruatoniM" revoC  
 dnalgnE

 
 yO aifarginU

 iknisleH  9102
 

 dnalniF
 



 tcartsbA
  otlaA 67000-IF ,00011 xoB .O.P ,ytisrevinU otlaA  if.otlaa.www

 rohtuA
 egavaS .D luaP

 noitatressid larotcod eht fo emaN
 ”.eerf uoy tes llahs noitcfi eht dna noitcfi eht wonk llahs uoy nehT“

 rehsilbuP  ssenisuB fo loohcS

 tinU  tnemeganaM & noitazinagrO

 seireS seires noitacilbup ytisrevinU otlaA  SNOITATRESSID LAROTCOD  941 /  9102

 hcraeser fo dleiF  sevitarran lanoitazinagro dna lairuenerpertnE

 ecnefed eht fo etaD  9102 rebmetpeS 6

 egaugnaL  hsilgnE

 hpargonoM  noitatressid elcitrA  noitatressid yassE

 tcartsbA
  

dnuora dna ni secitcarp evitarran fo tnemele evitcudorp a sa noitcfi fo yduts a si noitatressid sihT  
esoht morf gnisira semoctuo laitnetop emos gnidulcni ,pihsruenerpertne dna snoitazinagro  

tub ,snoitazinagro tsom rof eurt si sihT .gnilletyrots dna sevitarran fo dlrow a ni evil eW .secitcarp  
eht tuoba netfo si hcihw fo klat eht ,serutnev wen dna pihsruenerpertne rof tnatropmi yllaicepse  
trap yek a sa noitcfi secalp ,anemonehp "laernu-tey-sa" na sa ,erutuf ehT .erutuf eht fo noitcurtsnoc  
noitatressid siht taht noitseuq ehT .ralucitrap ni pihsruenerpertne dna lareneg ni snoitazinagro fo  

dna snoitazinagro gniniatniam dna gnicudorp ni noitcfi fo elor eht si tahW" ,si sesserdda  
desserdda neeb sah seiduts noitazinagro ni noitcfi fo cipot eht elihW "?serutnev lairuenerpertne  
dna snoitazinagro fo erutan eroc eht era sevitarran lanoitcfi taht esoporp I ,sesnel suoirav hguorht  

dna noitazinagro ni noitcfi no noissucsid tnerruc eht morf gnissim si tahW .pihsruenerpertne  
era snoitazinagro taht rehtar tub ,ytilaer ecudorp snoitcfi taht ylno ton si seiduts pihsruenerpertne  

tub tneserp ton ylno ton si taht tcejbo na ot refer snoitazinagro tuoba sevitarran taht – laer-non  
 .tneserp neeb reven sah

  
fo segats ylrae eht taht ot roirp neve dna ,seinapmoc fo gnidnuof eht efil lanoitazinagro nihtiW  

siht fo gnittes laciripme eht ,nosaer taht roF .serutuf elbissop yb nevird si ,pihsruenerpertne  
lanoitazinagro wen ,etaerc ot stroffe ro ,fo ecnegreme eht – pihsruenerpertne si noitatressid  

,hcraeser laciripme eht nI .tsixe tey ton od taht secivres dna stcudorp fo noisivorp eht rof serutcurts  
ni sruenerpertne hsinniF fo krow ytitnedi lairuenerpertne eht no desucof I dna srohtua-oc ym  

tnuocca lacirotsih na ylpmis ton si hcihw ,esoprup tneserp a evres sevitarran riehT .yellaV nociliS  
a nopu dliub sruenerpertnE .noitingocer fo krow tnerruc a si ti ,rehtaR .enod evah yeht tahw fo  

ytitnedi nwo rieht ylno ton rof stnemele erutuf dna tneserp ,tsap selbmessa taht elcyc laitnerefer  
 .srenetsil rieht htiw noitingocer lautum suoenatlumis ecudorp ot yletamitlu tub ,krow

  
dna seiduts noitazinagro nihtiw stpecnoc eerht no sehcuot siseht noitalipmoc sihT  

ot ylevitarran dekovni era stcejbo laer-noN .noitingocer dna ,noitcfi ,evitarran ;pihsruenerpertne  
,ytitnedi ,snoitazinagro niatniam dna hsilbatse sa hcus ,ytilaer ni stceffe ro ytilaer ecudorp  

si seitinutroppo dna snoitazinagro ot hcaorppa siht fo tfieneb ehT .noitingocer dna ,ytinutroppo  
ro noitazinagro fo esneterp eht ees ot elba sa srehto gnizingoceR .noitapicname fo eno yliramirp  
gnitsixe egnellahc dna yltnereffid sgniht od ot seitilibissop setareneg ytinutroppo lairuenerpertne  

  .secitcarp

 sdrowyeK ,gnikamesnes ,yroeht yraretil ,).cte cirotehr ,sevitarran ,rohpatem( yroeht esruocsid  
 rueociR luaP ,noitingocer ,ytitnedi lairuenerpertne ,ytinutroppo lairuenerpertne

 )detnirp( NBSI  8-2868-06-259-879  )fdp( NBSI  5-3868-06-259-879

 )detnirp( NSSI  4394-9971  )fdp( NSSI  2494-9971

 rehsilbup fo noitacoL  iknisleH  gnitnirp fo noitacoL  iknisleH  raeY  9102

 segaP  402  nru :NBSI:NRU/fi.nru//:ptth  5-3868-06-259-879





 

 1 

Acknowledgements 

Umberto Eco’s book “How to write a thesis” was published in Italian in 1977. In 
it, he gives advice to those who wish only to finish their dissertations in a month, 
for professional or financial reasons. It is, “(a) Invest a reasonable amount of 
money in having a thesis written by a second party. (b) Copy a thesis that was 
written a few years prior for another institution” (Eco, 2015:4). He does point 
out that these acts are illegal. There are two legal options I could paraphrase  
here as: (c) Write the thesis alone or (d) write the thesis with others. Of these 
four options, (a) sounded expensive and risky, (b) was sure to end badly, and (c) 
seemed a lonely path. I chose (d). Others made this dissertation possible and I 
offer my thanks to the many colleagues, friends, and family who have partici-
pated in this process.  
 
My warmest thanks to Professor Jean Clarke and Professor Janne Tienari for 
helping me clarify my work through their thorough pre-reading, and to both for 
coming to Aalto University in Espoo, to act as my opponents.  
 
Thanks to my supervisor, Professor Eero Vaara: you have a gracious manner 
that grants others freedom. Your work is consistently recognized at the highest 
levels and it has been an honour to have you supervising my work and being a 
co-author. Without your support and generosity, I would not have started this 
PhD. 
 
To my co-authors, Joep Cornelissen, Hanna Maula, Eero Vaara, and Henrika 
Franck; Joep, your kindness and acumen are a wonderful combination. Hanna, 
I would not be finished without the enormous work you did to collect data, an-
alyse it, and push hard for your own dissertation. Eero, your insights into how 
to approach and tailor papers are invaluable. Henrika, your willingness to read 
and to comment on everything I write is a sign of care and patience. 
 
Aalto University School of Business; thanks to everyone here who is making 
their way in this academic life – or making it possible for others to do so. In 
particular, I want to thank Ingmar Björkman for his support throughout this 
time. In addition, I thank the professors of Organization & Management, as well 
as Entrepreneurship and Marketing who invested so much in my training. To 
my classmates and fellow students, including those at Hanken, who challenged 



 
 
2 

me to question myself and endured my ways of learning – may you publish, 
teach, and make yourselves useful.  
 
A few academics have helped me understand things that seemed important; 
Vesa Puhakka for a treasure-trove of documents that set me on the path towards 
opportunity. Daniel Hjorth & Robin Holt for serving up the humanities and lit-
erature. Ed Freeman for demonstrating that business schools need performing 
arts and the humanities.   
 
I would not have been able to do this work without the generous support from 
various foundations. I wish to thank the HSE Support Foundation, the Jenny 
and Antti Wihuri Foundation, the Dr. h.c. Marcus Wallenberg Foundation, and 
the Foundation for Economic Education (Liikesivistysrahasto).   
 
This research would not have happened without the Finnish entrepreneurs in 
California who gave us their time and their stories. I am grateful to them.   

 
Thanks to my friends who have encouraged me, particularly Jyri, Erik, and 
Hamppe. Thanks to my sister, Laura, who has always been present despite the 
distance. 
 
Special thanks to my parents, Patty O’Brien and Bob Savage, who taught me to 
wander, to start over again and again, and to question what was happening 
around me. I always felt loved, even when I had crazy ideas. Finally, this disser-
tation would not have happened without the love and work of Henrika, my 
spouse and co-author.  
 
 
Helsinki, 24 July 2019  
Paul D. Savage 
  



 

 3 

Contents 

Acknowledgements 1 

List of publications 5 

1. Introduction 7 

2. Theoretical foundation  10 

3. Empirical setting 18 

4. The essays 24 

5. Discussion 38 

6. Opportunities for future research 40 

7.     References 42 

Appendices I-IV: Publication and essays 49 

 
  



 
 
4 

  



 

 5 

 

List of Publications 

This doctoral dissertation consists of an introduction to the compilation, the be-
low publication, and three unpublished essays. 
 
 
Savage, Paul; Cornelissen, Joep P.; Franck, Henrika. 2018. Fiction and organi-
zation studies. SAGE. Organization studies, volume 39, issue no. 7, pages 975-
994. DOI: 10.1177/0170840617709309* 

 

* This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribu-
tion-NonCommercial 4.0 License. 

  



 
 
6 

  



 

 7 

1. Introduction  

“Under the shock of fiction, reality becomes problematic.” (Ricoeur, 1979: 139) 

 

We live in a world of narratives and storytelling. This is true for most organiza-

tions, but especially important for entrepreneurship and new ventures, the talk 

of which is often about the construction of the future. The future, as an “as-yet-

unreal” phenomena, places fiction as a key part of organizations in general and 

entrepreneurship in particular. This dissertation is a study of fiction as a pro-

ductive element of narrative practices in and around organizations and entre-

preneurship, including some potential outcomes arising from those practices. 

The question that this dissertation addresses is, “What is the role of fiction in 

producing and maintaining organizations and entrepreneurial ventures?” 

Fiction arises through narratives – spoken, written, and visualized –expressed 

and disseminated through language and image. The linguistic and narrative 

turns in organization studies have explored the role of language (Gartner, Carter 

& Hills, 2016), semiotics (Cinici 2015), and storytelling (Boje, 2008) in ground-

ing and maintaining organizations, visible in roles, titles, procedures, strategies, 

mission statements, product and service descriptions, etc. Fiction, as a genre of 

literature, has been used as a tool or lens to analyse and understand organiza-

tions (Czarniawska-Joerges & De Monthoux, 2005; Holt & Zundel, 2014; Phil-

lips, 1995). However, “organizations as fictions” is a less commonly proposed 

position as it requires a particular meaning of fiction, namely, that referring to 

a non-real object in speech or text implies fictionality. With the term “non-real”, 

I mean “as-yet-unrealized” or “non-existent” outside of the narrative story. This 

can be taken somewhat further, using Ricoeur’s (1995) perspective that narra-

tives are fiction because they are not the object of which they speak. This is a 

deeper layer of fictionality formed by the practice of speaking and writing of 

things, revealing sense and reference. Specifically, the individual words and 

phrases have meaning but they also refer to, or invoke something beyond the 

sense of the words, much like Magritte’s painting of a pipe, under which he 

states, “This is Not a Pipe”.
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As mentioned, the topic of fiction in organization studies has been addressed 

through various lenses – the fictionality of organizational life (de Cock, 2000), 

the shared nature of the genre of fiction and incorporated companies (Hamilton 

& Parker, 2016), and the usefulness of fiction in illustrating organizational phe-

nomenon (Whiteman & Phillips, 2008). In their recent work, Holt & Zundel ar-

ticulate four uses of fiction; fictional research, fiction as inspiration, fiction as a 

source of data, and fiction as research (Holt & Zundel, 2018). Each of these il-

lustrate how fiction can help us to understand organizations – particularly or-

ganizational complexity. In some cases, fiction does a better job than business 

models to explain what is going on. In his work, de Cock (2000) points to the 

complexity of fictional narratives that reflect lived experience more closely than 

academic efforts to represent phenomena. Holt & Zundel (2018) state that 

“(r)ejecting the binary truth/non-truth relationship between science and fiction 

opens up questions about the uses of fiction in organization studies” (2018:5). 

Using the Bank of England as exemplar, Hamilton & Parker (2016) propose 

that, “organizing, as a verb as well as a noun, suggests that both the novel and 

the organization are dynamic fictional processes that begin with hazard and de-

ceit” (2016:20). Hazard here refers to risk, while deceit is necessary to produce 

behaviour that enacts the organization, an organization that would not exist 

without the behaviour. These approaches go much further than the traditional 

study of fiction and social theory (Beer, 2016), however, they do not speak to the 

core nature of organizations. While organizational narrative practices speak of 

an object called the “firm, company, organization, etc.”, I propose that it is done 

so through fictional stories that produce or reproduce reality in some way. How-

ever, what is missing from the current discussion on fiction in organization and 

entrepreneurship studies, is not that fictions produce reality, but rather that or-

ganizations are non-real – that narratives about organizations refer to an object 

that is not only not present but has never been present.   

Within organizational life the founding of companies, and even prior to that 

the early stages of entrepreneurship, is driven by possible futures. For that rea-

son, the empirical setting of this dissertation is entrepreneurship – the emer-

gence, or efforts to create new organizational structures for the provision of 

products and services that do not yet exist. Taking a closer look at the field, the 

narratives around entrepreneurship are replete with references to non-real ob-

jects. The main referent to which entrepreneurial narratives point has been dis-

cussed at length under the label of entrepreneurial opportunity. An opportunity 
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is a situation in which an entrepreneur can realize a future possibility (McMul-

len, 2015), imagined and made real through action and interaction (Gartner, 

Carter & Hills, 2016), specifically interactions that lead to recognition, refine-

ment and possibly abandonment of ideas (Dimov, 2007)  – all of these entail 

the use of productive fictions as works (similar to a work of art or creation). For 

this reason, not only is the narrow field of entrepreneurial opportunity a fecund 

context for this study, but as entrepreneurship is so often named as the begin-

ning of an organizational narrative, it allows extrapolation to existing, well-es-

tablished firms with their founding in the distant past. The non-real referent, 

the opportunity for a new product or service, inspires action so that individuals 

can move towards their own “purposes, intentions and experiences”, as Iser 

(1993) puts it. Recognizing the referent, and how that referent produces organ-

izing effects, in entrepreneurial opportunities and identity work, is what this 

dissertation seeks to explore.  

This compilation thesis touches on three concepts within organization studies 

and entrepreneurship; narrative, fiction, and recognition. The theoretical sec-

tion below explains how these are used in the essays generally, and sheds light 

on epistemological positions not always made explicit in the individual essays 

in the thesis. I will use these three concepts – narrative, fiction, and recognition 

– to discuss the value of a fiction perspective for organization and entrepreneur-

ship studies. Next, the empirical setting of this research is described, to set the 

stage for the two empirical essays in this compilation dissertation. All four es-

says are then summarized individually, and I end with conclusions and some 

areas for future research.   
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