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Don’t ask for ideas and innovations, ask for what they do 
Understanding, recognizing and enhancing (women’s) innovation activities in the public sector
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Abstract: This article demonstrates how the innovation capacity in the public sector, such as in elderly care, can be recognized and enhanced if the 
daily experiences of the employees, i.e. what women are doing in their everyday work, are taken into account. Women working in elderly care encou-
nter a number of challenges and have different strategies for solving them in order to provide good care for the elderly. These solutions are often non-
technical and non-digital and, therefore, not regarded as “good ideas” and innovations. Asking for “ideas” and “potential innovations” prevents the 
staff from identifying these innovative solutions since they regard them as nothing special. However, when the point of departure is taken in everyday 
experiences, it is possible to challenge the male-dominated discourse on innovation and capture innovations. Consequently, this article suggests that 
innovation activities and innovation models in for instance the public sector should address and be grounded in experiences rather than “ideas”. 
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Introduction

Researchers of gender and innovation have in the last decades de-
monstrated how the concepts innovation and innovators are gende-
red and, thus, promote men and masculinity as the norms for innova-
tion activities (cf. Nählinder, Tillmar & Wigren 2015; Lindberg, 2010; 
Nyberg, 2009; Pettersson, 2007; Blake and Hanson, 2005). In this arti-
cle, we demonstrate how the innovation capacity in the public sector, 
in this case in elderly care, can be visualized, enhanced, and broadened 
if we take our point of departure in the daily experiences of the emplo-
yees, i.e. in what mainly women are doing in their everyday work. The 
article contributes valuable knowledge on how women can be given a 
voice in innovation processes on their own conditions, i.e. not by fitting 
into innovation concepts and ideas originated from the male-domina-
ted private, technological, and product-driven sector (cf. Utbult 2007; 
Blake and Hanson 2005). This is important for the development in the 
elderly care sector as well as from an overall gender equality perspective 
since it concerns how to work with development and innovation in the 
public sector and other occupations where women are in the majority. 
The aim of the article is to problematize the dominant idea(s) of inno-
vation and suggest alternative pathways for capturing innovative ideas, 
solutions or potential innovations that might be hidden or neglected in 
the male-dominated discourse on innovation. In doing so the article 
addresses the following research questions:

•	 How do women working in elderly care describe their 
everyday work? 

•	 What are recognized as challenges and how do they solve 
these challenges?

•	 What can we learn from these experiences and stories when 
it comes to enhancing development and innovation in the 
public sector or in any other female-dominated sector?

The article is organized as follows: We will first place this article 
in its context. During 2017-2018 a collaborative project between 
[will be inserted after review], and two municipalities was conduc-
ted. This project will be described before we present a selection of 
previous studies on gender and innovation that is of special rele-
vance for this article.  Following that we will present our theoreti-
cal approach. We are inspired by institutional ethnography as, for 
example, Smith (1987; 2005a; 2005b) practices it. After this we will 
discuss our methodological framework and then our empirical fin-
dings that derive from observations at residential homes as well as 
interviews with women working in the elderly care sector. Finally, 
in our concluding remarks, we will discuss the implications of our 
study. 

Context of the study and project

During 2017 and 2018 we, researchers at [will be inserted after re-
view], carried out a collaborative project with the [will be inserted 
after review] and two municipalities. Taking a gender and equality 
perspective as the point of departure, the overall aim of the project 
was to find ways to stimulate innovation in elderly care. The pro-
ject process started with observations at several residential homes. 
Interviews with home care staff and staff at residential homes were 
also conducted. Initially, and into the first part of the project, we 
were interested in collecting stories about how the staff perceived 
gender equality barriers in their work and if they had any ideas 
about how these could be broken down and overcome in an inno-
vative way. However, the project aim and the research questions 
came to be reformulated during the project process in dialogue 
with all the project partners. This was crucial for the results of the 
project and we will get back to this when we present our empirical 
data.  
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Previous research: Gender and innovation  

According to Pecis (2016) little attention has been paid to exploring 
the combination of gender and innovation. Innovation literature 
tends to be gender blind (Le Loarne & Gnan 2015). However, there 
is a growing body of research that has made important contributions 
to this field. Aspects of gender in innovation have been examined 
in multiple contexts, for example at policy level, in entrepreneurial 
businesses, public organizations and design (e.g. Alsos et al., 2016; 
2013; Pettersson & Lindberg 2013; Andersson et al., 2012; Danilda & 
Thorslund 2011; Ranga & Etzkowitz, 2010). Research has demonstra-
ted that women are not perceived as innovators and, therefore, their 
ideas are not heard. However, it has been argued that it is not women 
who lack innovation capability, rather it is the organizational practi-
ces and structures that counteract women’s innovative behavior (Al-
sos et al 2013; Cooper 2012). Another issue that has been addressed 
concerns the dominant images of innovation and innovators. These 
images build on stereotypical notions of gender and are characterized 
by a masculine norm. Andersson et al (2012) discuss how we seldom 
consider an ethnic minority woman with an idea on how a process 
may contribute to social justice as an innovator with an innovation. 
Notions of innovation and innovator are linked to a man with an idea 
on how a product can have an impact in a traditional industry. 

Other studies have problematized a gender bias in recipients of re-
search grants as well as a gender bias in public bodies that support 
innovation. Public support for innovation is, in general, provided by 
men and given to men (c.f. Lindberg, 2009; Viner et al 2004). These 
kinds of studies also confirm that the dominant notion about innova-
tion is gendered and that women do not fit the prevalent ideas about 
innovation. Thus, women are accused of being less innovative than 
men. However, Foss et al (2013) show that women are equally innova-
tive as men when it comes to generating new ideas, but women’s ideas 
tend not to be implemented in the organization. A lack of collegial 
support might be a partial explanation for this. 

Some researchers argue that a more equal innovation climate is not 
just about including more women in innovation activities and pro-
cesses. To counteract the gendered constructions of innovation one 
must interpret and understand innovation in new and different ways 
(Wikhamn and Knights 2013). Current definitions are to a great ex-
tent considered gender neutral. However, as Pettersson and Lindberg 
(2013) demonstrate, innovation is strongly linked to masculine con-
notations and masculinity. Wikhamn and Knights (2013) also discuss 
how innovation tends to be conceptualized as technology and pro-
ducts. Consequently, this limits the ways in which innovation activi-
ties can take place and what are and are not regarded as innovations. 

Even if valuable research contributions have been made, there are still 
some knowledge gaps in the area of gender and innovation (Alsos et 
al 2016). Foss and Henry (2016) have reviewed literature on gender 
and innovation and found that few articles really discuss the rela-
tionship between gender and innovation, whereas the literature on 
gender and entrepreneurship is more developed and advanced. Con-

sequently, there is a need for more innovation studies that include a 
gender perspective. They argue that the field of innovation would es-
pecially benefit from increasing the number of studies that are groun-
ded in feminist epistemology. Moreover, innovation research needs 
to explore methods that can highlight the situated knowledge of in-
novation. According to Alsos et al (2013) future research should also 
problematize the connection between technology and innovation and 
explore innovation activity in service sectors, for example. Nählinder 
et al (2015) claim that previous studies on innovation have primarily 
focused on male-dominated industries and manufacturing sectors. 
Little attention has been given to innovation studies in public and ser-
vice sectors. A consequence of this is that men and male-dominated 
sectors are portrayed as being more innovative than women and fe-
male-dominated sectors. To avoid this bias, it is important to conduct 
more innovation studies in female-dominated sectors (Nählinder et 
al 2015; Ljunggren et al 2010). 

An important contribution concerning a female-dominated sector is 
Nählinder’s (2010) paper on nurses as innovators in the public sector. 
Nählinder discusses how female nurses are often not seen as innova-
tive and few efforts and innovation policies seem to concern them. 
Nurses and other care workers solve problems on a daily basis, but 
these solutions are not described in terms of innovation. Problem-
solving in this sector is taken for granted and since it is not assumed 
to be synonymous with technology, the connection to innovation is 
not made. As a result, innovations in the care sector are invisibili-
sed because they are considered non-innovations. However, in her 
presentation of a joint project concerning the care sector, Nählinder 
presents a number of innovations this project resulted in, including:

(…) the pyjamas for incontinent dementia patients, which pre-
vents them from removing the diaper, the catheter underpants, 
which facilitates the choice of medical lotions, the skirt-peg, 
which facilitates assisted toilet visits for patients with skirts. The 
innovations emerged so far have three common aspects: (i) they 
are not technologically advanced, (ii) they are everyday innova-
tions, and (iii) they are product innovations, despite the fact that 
the idea carriers are service providers (Nählinder 2010:18). 

This article addresses some of the knowledge gaps presented abo-
ve. As Foss & Henry (2016) argue, there is a need for more studies 
grounded in feminist epistemology. Consequently, our study with 
its theoretical approach, i.e. institutional ethnography, attempts to 
go some way toward filling this need. Further, this article explores 
and questions the connections between technology and innovation 
through demonstrating what consequences these connections have 
for innovation activities, especially within the female-dominated el-
derly care. In doing so it also addresses how to recognize and take 
care of the actual innovation activity and capacity in a (female-
dominated) service sector. As mentioned earlier, previous research 
(e.g. Alsos et al, 2013; Nählinder et al 2015) has demonstrated that 
there is a need for more studies concerning the service sector, which 
seems to be neglected in innovation studies and, therefore, is un-
derstood as un-innovative. 
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Theoretical framework: Institutional Ethnography

Smith (2005a) argues that institutional ethnography aims to illustrate 
society’s relations of power and inequality, in which people participa-
te by doing what they do in their everyday lives. Furthermore, Smith 
(1987) claims that what people do, say, think and write is interwoven 
with what she describes as “ruling relations”. According to Smith, the 
development of capitalism is an important explanation for the deve-
lopment of society’s ruling relations. Through this societal develop-
ment, women were strongly associated with the private sphere and, 
thus, silenced and excluded from politics, the market and the public 
sector. This resulted in women being almost absent in the creation of 
the thoughts, images, and symbols through which society can be seen 
and understood. Hence, women have been forced to understand their 
world through concepts and beliefs that they themselves have not been 
allowed to define (Smith 1974; 1987). The ruling relations are media-
ted and reproduced in and through the media, the state, organizations, 
administration, and management. These relations are also expressed 
in and through scientific, technical, political, and cultural discourses. 
Consequently, these discourses affect and regulate people’s lives (De-
Vault 2006; Smith 2005b). A discourse can be understood as something 
more than statements. It refers to trans-local relations coordinating 
the practices of people in particular places at particular times (Smith 
2005a). In relation to the theme of this article, a prominent discour-
se in media, politics, and science could be described in terms of “the 
large and growing older population”. What characterizes this discourse 
are descriptions of today’s challenges in the elderly care sector. In, for 
example, Official Reports of the Swedish Government (see for instan-
ce SOU 2017:21) we can read about the rapidly growing population 
and that the health and elderly care sector faces many challenges. These 
challenges include increased chronic diseases among the elderly, fewer 
working-age people and a labor shortage. The core of the discourse is 
that new welfare technology and digital products are formulated as ne-
cessary solutions to provide care for older people in new and innovative 
ways and to counteract poorer quality in the welfare sector.

In order to understand how the ruling relations operate, the point of 
departure must be taken in people’s everyday lives and in the discour-
ses that affect people’s actions and interactions (Smith, 1987). People 
are often unaware of the relationships that govern their thoughts, de-
cisions and actions. Thus, people can also unconsciously participate 
in the ruling relationships and reproduce different forms of power 
and inequality (Weight 2006; Campbell and Gregor 2004).
 
Applying an institutional ethnography perspective has, in this article, 
meant that it is the women’s everyday experiences and stories about 
the challenges they see in their daily work of caring for the elderly and 
how they solve these that are in focus. Of particular interest is to un-
derstand and interpret these stories as part of society’s ruling relations 
and, thus, as part of the dominant notions of what innovation “is” and 
who is supposed to be the carrier of ideas. Furthermore, as mentioned 
above, today’s descriptions of elderly care’s challenges, solutions, and 
future are often described in terms of the need for welfare techno-
logy and digitization. This discourse has considerable consequences, 
which will be addressed later in the article.

Methodological framework

As mentioned above, we conducted observations and interviews during 
the project period. Observations were made at four residential homes in 
Sweden. During a six-month period, we visited each residential home 
on two to three occasions. Each occasion lasted for four to eight hours. 
Inspired by Cranz (2016) our observations were inspired by behavioral 
observations. This means that the researcher focuses on studying what 
people do (which is also emphasized in institutional ethnography) in 
a specific context, in our case at residential homes. How people use 
the environment is also of great interest for the researcher. During 
our observations we identified a range of challenges that the staff face 
in their everyday work. We could also see how they solve a number 
of problems in what our research group considered innovative ways, 
although initially, as we have already mentioned, the staff themselves 
didn’t recognize these actions as innovative solutions. In fact, they didn’t 
recognize it as ”anything special” at all. During our observations we had 
the opportunity to talk with the elderly care staff. Methodologically this 
could be described as a more casual conversation, i.e. what Pink (2011) 
refers to as ”walking and talking”. We combined these observations and 
conversations, which allowed us to uncover the meaning of the activities 
and behaviors, with more formalized interviews with both home care 
staff and elderly care staff. This article is based on ten interviews. 
These interviews were organized as semi-structured interviews, i.e. 
an open interview, allowing the interviewees to suggest new ideas and 
perspectives during the interview (cf. Galletta, 2013). In the observation 
phase, which also included “walking and talking”, we discovered that 
our approach and questions limited the interviewees’ responses and 
that we had to redefine our interview questions. Therefore, we came to 
develop a framework of few but broad interview themes: “A ‘normal’ 
day at work”, “Challenges” and “Strategies for handling challenges”. 

Our methodological approach harmonizes with our theoretical fra-
mework. In institutional ethnography there is an interest in finding 
out what discourses the interviewees are relating to in their actions 
and speech, as discourses are considered a mediator for social and 
ruling relations. However, as women (people) are seen as actors, the 
most interesting thing to capture is what people do with the discour-
ses (cf. Campbell, 2006). When analyzing the empirical data some 
questions have therefore been guiding in the categorization process of 
the material: What discourses are present in the interviewees’ stories? 
How do these discourses affect their experiences and stories? When 
we here refer to “empirical data” this includes all the data collected 
in the project, i.e. also the data collected before we changed our ap-
proach and research questions. 

Results

To capture or be captured in the dominant innovation discourse

As mentioned earlier, it was difficult to capture innovation ideas 
among the staff members when we asked for ideas and innovations. 
Some respondents claimed that they could not see that they did an-
ything special or innovative. Some just said “I just do my work; it 
is nothing special at all”. However, during our observations, we  
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noticed that the staff worked with what could be regarded as inno-
vative solutions every day. After conducting a number of interviews 
and observations, we asked ourselves why we had organized our in-
terviews in the way we had and what we could change in our research 
approach. By reminding ourselves what Smith (1987) points out, i.e. 
what people do, say, think, and write is interwoven with the ruling 
relations – we realized that our interview questions actually reflected 
how captured we ourselves were by the discourse associated with the 
traditional and dominant view on innovation. As presented above, 
previous research has demonstrated gendered constructions of inno-
vation and the importance of broadening the interpretations and un-
derstandings of innovation. Innovation tends to be conceptualized as 
technology and products (Wikhamn and Knights 2013) and there is 
a strong connection between innovation and masculinity (Pettersson 
and Lindberg 2013). As researchers, we did what is normally done in 
innovation processes. We were actually reproducing rather traditio-
nal notions of innovations, i.e. searching for “promising ideas” and 
replicating the notion that (…) ideas are the starting point for inno-
vation (c.f. van den Ende et al, 2014). However, from previous studies 
we know that women seldom view themselves as innovators and idea 
generators. Hence, their answers could be considered to be somewhat 
expected. The women’s solutions in their everyday work are seldom 
technological, and as innovation has technological connotations this 
probably also affects their perception of themselves as not being inno-
vative. Earlier we described what we perceive as a dominant discourse 
in relation to health care and elderly care, i.e. the growing and older 
population demanding new technologies and digital products. There-
fore, when non-technological solutions are developed and adopted, 
they are not considered to be innovations. We have two intersecting 
discourses – the male and technological discourse on innovation and 
the other, growing discourse claiming that the challenge with the ol-
der population requires welfare technology and digital products.  

To summarize, in the beginning of the project it is now obvious that we 
as researchers and our respondents unconsciously participated in the 
ruling relationships (cf. Campbell and Gregor 2004; Weight 2006) as 
we reproduced the male-influenced dominant ideas about innovation 
and the dominant idea concerning the challenges within elderly care. 
We asked questions that did not consider the respondents’ situated per-
ceptions and knowledge of innovation. They answered as Smith (1974; 
1987) expresses it: through concepts and thoughts they have not been 
allowed to define. As their solutions do not fit the dominating technica-
lly oriented discourses and expectations on “real” innovations, they just 
believe they do not have any innovative ideas. Consequently, we were 
all caught in the dominant ideas on innovation. 

So, what happened when we changed strategy and the way we asked 
questions? Instead of using terms such as “innovation” and “ideas” we 
simply asked them to describe a “normal” day at work and what cha-
llenges they faced when taking care of the elderly and what solutions 
they developed and implemented in their everyday work. Inspired 
by institutional ethnography as practiced by Smith (1987; 2005a), we 
took our point of departure in the everyday lives of the respondents. 
We gathered several examples of challenges and solutions in the el-
derly care sector, some of which are presented below. 

Innovative non-technical solutions 

The towel over the toilet seat
Many of the respondents mentioned that visits to the toilet are a major 
daily challenge. Due to changes in their cognitive abilities, many elderly 
people, especially those with dementia, experience great discomfort 
when going to the bathroom. The toilet can be perceived as a large hole 
and many elderly people, therefore, refuse to go to the toilet. The women 
working in elderly care stated that it does not feel good to force someone 
to sit on the toilet seat, although it is of course necessary. One woman 
described how she and some colleagues used to solve this by putting a 
towel over the open toilet seat. When the elderly woman or man stood 
with their back to the toilet and was about to sit down, the staff pulled 
away the towel. In this way, the elderly person could sit down without fear 
of being thrown down a large hole and at the same time the staff did not 
have to “force” the elderly person to sit down on the toilet.

The carpet like a bridge on the floor
As in the example above, many elderly people with dementia expe-
rience discomfort when walking across a surface of floor that changes 
color. For example, if the floor starts out light, then changes to dark, 
then light again, many elderly may experience this change in color 
as a large hole in the floor. Some staff members said that it may, the-
refore, be difficult for the elderly to cross certain areas of a building 
and that they may either have to be lifted over the dark area or be 
convinced that it is not a hole. A solution that some women described 
was to put a carpet over the dark area. The carpet is then interpreted 
as a “bridge” and it becomes harmless to walk across the darker part 
of the floor. While this solution can effectively make the elderly feel 
safe, it also poses a risk as carpet edges can make it easier to stumble.
 
Song to calm anxiety
Occasionally, the home care staff feels that older people (often with 
dementia) are anxious. A woman working in home care discovered 
that one way to calm an older woman’s concerns was to sing. When 
the care worker began to sing a special song, she noticed that the older 
woman suddenly began to join in and that the anxiety disappeared. 
So every time the older woman seems anxious, they usually sing this 
song together. The care worker’s interpretation was that the older wo-
man probably had a special relationship to this particular song. The 
song made it possible for the home care staff to carry out their work 
tasks, administer medicine and help the older woman with visits to 
the toilet.

The elevator – a challenge with multidimensional solutions
During our interviews and observations, the elevator (at the commu-
nity center for the elderly) appeared to be one of the biggest challen-
ges to deal with in everyday life. The staff stated that they are not 
allowed to lock the elderly in, but if the elderly use the elevator by 
themselves to move to another floor or out of the building, this is 
usually associated with a number of risks. In various ways the staff, 
therefore, try to prevent the elderly from using the elevator. Some  
residential home centers have solved it by placing curtains in front of 
the elevator or covering the elevator doors with wallpaper similar to 
a bookcase. Many elderly people (for example with dementia) do not, 
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therefore, perceive it as an elevator. A woman working at a center for 
the elderly explained how to put tape over the sensors of the elevator 
doors. In this way, you can keep the elevator doors open and “park the 
elevator” on one floor (for example, on the elderly people’s basement 
floor). This, however, prevents anyone else from using the elevator in 
the meantime. At another residential home, bells have been placed 
on the elevator doors so that the staff hears if the doors are opened. 
As staff, you do not then have to “follow” and “monitor” the elderly 
as they walk around the corridor from fear that they will take the ele-
vator. If the elevator doors open, the staff hears it and can quickly go 
there to see what is happening.

Fictional stop and clients
Home care staff visit the elderly in their homes according to a certain 
schedule. Each visit is expected to take a certain amount of time - if 
the visit takes more or less than the expected time, this is considered 
a deviation. Some women working in the home care service told us 
that the municipality they work in had purchased a system that had 
been developed in the logistics and transport sector. The purpose of 
this system was to enable the home care service to better plan and op-
timize travel between the elderly. However, since the system was ba-
sically created for vehicles such as trucks, it did not take into account 
that travel time for the home care staff may vary depending upon the 
direction of travel. This is because the home care staff usually cycle or 
walk between their clients, which means that one way - if it is hilly, for 
example - can take longer than traveling in the opposite direction. To 
solve this, the staff has put in fictitious clients, i.e. stops on the road 
that do not exist in reality. This is done only in order to create the 
correct travel time in the system.

The toilet sign on the inside of the front door
A woman in home care service recounted how an elderly woman with 
dementia had often left her apartment and gotten lost in the neighbor-
hoods around her home when the home care staff came to carry out their 
work. The woman, who had years of experience working in the home 
care service described how she once put up a hand-drawn picture on the 
front door with a classic symbol for the men’s toilet. The older woman 
knew very well that as a woman, she did not go into the men’s toilet and, 
therefore, she stayed inside the apartment so the staff could carry out the 
work (such as administering medication, dressing and showering the 
client) that they were there to do. Most importantly, the older woman did 
not leave her home and risk injuring herself or getting lost.

Discussion 

Each example above illustrates creative solutions to the various cha-
llenges that restrict the staff in carrying out their work tasks. Howe-
ver, the women tend not to consider their solutions as innovations 
since there is a discrepancy between their solutions and what is regar-
ded as “real” innovations. This could, as mentioned earlier, be unders-
tood as a natural consequence of the strong link between the concept 
innovation and masculine connotations and masculinity (Pettersson 
and Lindberg 2013), and that innovation to a great extent is concep-
tualized as technology and products (Wikhamn and Knights 2013). 
Further, according to the dominant discourses on the challenges in 

the elderly care sector, there is probably a strong belief that suggested 
solutions and innovations should be technical and digital. During our 
interviews it was also obvious that as they do not regard their solu-
tions as “something special” and since their solutions do not fit the 
traditional notions of innovations, there is no dissemination of  “best 
practices”. Consequently, several innovative solutions and ideas are 
stuck in a single workplace and among a few employees. Our findings 
have several similarities with Nählinder’s (2010) study. She argues 
that nurses and other care workers solve problems on a daily basis, 
but their solutions are not considered as innovations. In her study, 
Nählinder illustrates some examples of innovations in the care sector 
and concludes that they have three common aspects: (…) (i) they are 
not technologically advanced,  (ii) they are everyday innovations, and 
(iii) they are product innovations, despite the fact that the idea ca-
rriers are service providers (Nählinder 2010:18). 

Some might argue that the solutions found in Nählinder’s (2010) 
study and our study are too “simple” to be regarded as innovations. 
However, as previous research has demonstrated – innovation must 
be interpreted and understood in new and different ways (Wickhamn 
& Knights, 2013) if we seriously want to challenge the gender-biased 
definitions of innovation. Let us delve into one of the examples above 
– the towel over the toilet seat – to illustrate how the image of innova-
tion could be challenged through the experiences and stories of the 
women. The solution with the towel over the toilet seat makes it more 
comfortable for some older persons and it also makes it easier for the 
staff to perform their tasks. So why is it not talked about and percei-
ved as an innovation? 

Firstly, when does something become an innovation? Could the origi-
nal idea in this case, i.e. a towel over the toilet seat (Figure 1) be regar-
ded as an innovation? Or do we have to make it more “productified” 
first? What happens if the towel is folded in special ways (Figure 2), 
or if we make disposable products (Figure 3) of it? Or do we need to 
add some mechanics, such as a mechanical crank (Figure 4), for it to 
be considered an innovation? What if, instead of a towel, we make it 
a built-in function in the toilet seat that can be folded in and out au-
tomatically (Figure 5) – is that an innovation? Or do we have to fully 
automate it and make the function high-tech (Figure 6) for us to talk 
about it as an innovation? Below we demonstrate all of these solutions 
in some simple sketches. 
 

Figure 1: Original idea: a towel over the toilet seat
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Figure 2: Folded towel 

Figure 3: The towel as a disposable product

Figure 4: The towel with a mechanical crank

Figure 5: Built in function instead of towel

Figure 6: High-tech toilet with a number of functions

Since there is a strong connection between innovation and techno-
logy (Utbult 2007; Blake and Hanson 2005) we argue that there are 
systems and policies today that encourage and “take care” of the kind 
of ideas that are represented in figure 5-6. However, ideas like those 
in figure 1-4 are less encouraged even though they solve a problem 
and might be more cost-effective than those in the right-hand fields. 
As a consequence, ideas in the left-hand fields are neither seen as 
potential innovations nor disseminated as they are not regarded as 
important or valuable. They do not match the dominant discourse. 
Thus, we miss the innovation capacity and innovative solutions that 
result in good care for the elderly. The dominant discourse associated 
with the ageing population and the demand for goods and services 
are strongly associated with the conceptions of the need for technical 
and digital solutions. As we have discussed several times, this might 
also be a reason for why the women in elderly care do not talk and 
think about their daily solutions as innovations; even if they actually 
solve problems in their everyday work. 

In this article we have addressed three questions: How do women 
working in elderly care describe their everyday work? What are 
the challenges and how do they solve these challenges? What can 
we learn from these stories and experiences when it comes to en-
hancing innovation in this female-dominated sector? As we have 
demonstrated through our empirical findings, the women working 
in elderly care encounter a number of challenges and they have di-
fferent strategies for solving them in order to provide good care for 
the elderly. These solutions are generally non-technical and non-
digital and, therefore, not regarded as “good ideas” and potential 
innovations by the women. We were able to capture these solutions 
by reformulating the research questions we had when we first star-
ted to interview the employees. Asking for ideas and thoughts about 
potential innovations – as we did in the beginning of the project 
– prevented both the staff and us from identifying these innovative 
solutions. We participated in the dominant discourse on innovation 
and how innovation should be enhanced in the elderly care sector, 
reproducing the ruling relations (cf. Smith 2005a). When we refor-
mulated our question and, in accordance with what Smith (1987) 
suggests, took our point of departure in the everyday experiences 
and asked what the women were doing in their everyday work, it 
was possible to capture possible innovations. 
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We have captured innovations or possible innovations in the sense of so-
lutions that make their everyday work possible, and solutions that take 
the well-being of older persons into account. What we can learn from 
these stories and experiences when it comes to enhancing innovation is 
that work with innovation and development in a female-dominated sec-
tor such as elderly care, should start in a broad definition of innovation 
and in everyday experiences. Not as in several innovation theories and 
innovation models today – in idea-generating processes and idea cap-
turing. This article indicates that if we recognize everyday lives and ex-
periences as important sources for innovation activities and innovation 
models, we could also identify solutions and everyday innovations that 
are non-technical or not technologically advanced. These solutions and 
ideas could possibly be developed into technical solutions if suitable, but 
the most important thing is that we acknowledge them as important so-
lutions, innovations or potential innovations. Otherwise they will not be 
recognized and disseminated. This is certainly a waste of women’s expe-
riences, work and ideas. It will result in missed innovation opportunities 
in the service sector and most importantly, it prevents the staff sharing 
their thoughts on how to provide good care for the elderly. 
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