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“ Hidden talent counts for nothing. ”
Nero (37 AD – 68 AD)
Roman Emperor

Employees are increasingly considered as the origin of many corporate entrepreneurial
ideas. Research on “bootlegging” posits that individuals often resort to hidden activities to
elaborate their initial ideas and bring them to fruition. The origins and causes of bootlegging behaviour are well argued in the literature. Yet, less is known about what drives bootleggers to uncover their hidden ideas. This research uses field data from in-depth
interviews with innovators in R&D departments in different industries of Iran to identify
factors stimulating bootleggers to reveal their underground ideas. We identified five groups
of factors at individual, managerial, firm, industrial, and idea levels, explaining the revealing stage of bootlegging behaviour. The findings provide a better understanding of the later
phases of bootlegging behaviour and the possible role of context-specific factors such as
cultural and religious beliefs.

Introduction
The corporate entrepreneurship and innovation literature has increasingly highlighted the role of individuals
in stimulating entrepreneurial activities within established firms (Amabile, 1988; Kanter, 2000; Turner & Pennington III, 2015). In his seminal article, Burgelman
(1983) posits that corporate entrepreneurship is mainly
commenced with bottom-up, exploratory activities undertaken by employees at lower levels, in particular
those operating at the exploratory departments in R&D
units. Yet, where individuals encounter a lack of formal
support for elaborating their ideas, they may resort to
“underground” (Aram, 1973), “bootlegging” (Augsdorfer, 1996, 2012), or “creative deviance” (Mainemelis,
2010) behaviours. These terms, used interchangeably in
this article and the literature (Criscuolo et al., 2013),
refer to the process by which employees secretly work
on ideas which are not formally supported by their organizations (Augsdorfer, 2005).
The literature on bootlegging has mostly investigated
factors causing individuals to follow their underground
ideas (Abetti, 1999; Augsdorfer, 2008, 1996, 2012; Globwww.timreview.ca

ocnik & Salomo, 2015; Koch & Leitner, 2008; Masoudnia
& Szwejczewski, 2012; Salomo & Mensel, 2001). Individuals tend to undertake bootlegging behaviour to reduce uncertainty associated with their ideas
(Masoudnia & Szwejczewski, 2012), show the technological and market potential of their ideas (Criscuolo et
al., 2013) and establish legitimacy for subsequent resource acquisition (Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014). Yet,
there is less understanding of the reasons why bootleggers prefer to uncover their hidden ideas. This lack of attention is unfortunate, given that empirical evidence
indicates that bootlegging activities and the subsequent
internal pursuit of underground ideas can lead to innovative and entrepreneurial outputs for firms (Augsdorfer, 1996; Burgelman & Sayles, 1986; Criscuolo et al.,
2013; Ryan, 2005). Moreover, prior studies have mostly
examined such behaviour in developed contexts and
said relatively little about how contextual factors may
affect bootlegging activities.
This study addresses this gap by posing the question of
why bootleggers choose to reveal their elaborated
ideas. Data for this research comes from in-depth interviews with bootleggers working in R&D departments in
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15 firms in the developing context of Iran. The results
indicate that factors at individual, managerial, organizational, industrial, and idea levels can explain the revealing stage of bootlegging.
This study makes at least two important contributions
to the bootlegging literature. First, whereas prior literature has largely focused on why employees undertake
hidden activities (Augsdorfer, 2005; Masoudnia &
Szwejczewski, 2012), this research enriches the literature by investigating the later phases of such behaviour
and the reasons behind uncovering hidden ideas.
Second, prior studies have been predominately conducted in the context of developed contexts and
provided little understanding of how contextual
factors may affect bootlegging activities. Selecting the
developing country of Iran, we provide valuable insights into context-specific factors driving bootlegging
activities.

Theoretical Background
Bootlegging refers to an unofficial way of pursuing innovative activities when facing organizational
obstacles (Knight, 1967). Similarly, Augsdorfer (1996)
defines bootlegging as a deviate behaviour hidden
from senior managers whereby organizational time
and resources are used for pursuing innovative ideas
that are mainly in line with organisational goals and
benefits. Accordingly, bootlegging activities hold three
important characteristics(Criscuolo et al., 2013):
1. They are secret and hidden from top management,
and not necessarily from colleagues and line managers.
2. They consist of non-programmed and bottom-up
activities, often undertaken by employees operating
at lower levels of the firm such as those working in
R&D units.
3. They represent a kind of constructive deviance, and
the resulting goals and innovations are legitimate
even though the means may be illegitimate.
Explaining the roots of this behaviour in the theory of
“structural strain”, Merton (1968) states that there are
valuable goals in any organization and employees attempt to achieve those goals. In a supportive firm
where the legitimate means are provided, employees
tend to use those means to accomplish internalized
goals. On the other hand, when employees are enwww.timreview.ca

countered with a dearth of legitimate means, and there
is the so-called “structural strain”, they may resort to illegitimate means to achieve organizational goals such
as entrepreneurial activities. Merton (1968) posits that
conformity is an expected behaviour when employees
are not faced with structural strain. In this situation,
employees follow the rules and use available means to
achieve organizational goals. Yet, employees may undertake deviant behaviour when legitimate means are
not available for pursuing promoted goals. Meinamelis
(2010) argues that structural strain is common in firms
due to resource restrictions and the fact that firms often
over-promote innovation and creativity and give less attention to available resources for supporting innovative
ideas.
Empirical studies have examined bootlegging behaviour and the reasons why employees undertake such
activities. A summary of these studies is presented in
Table1. In his seminal article, Burgelman (1983) argues
that “hidden innovative activities” are primarily undertaken for elaborating ideas that are beyond the core
business of a firm. If the structural and strategic conditions are not appropriate for pursuing innovative ideas,
bootlegging occurs and it will continue until the idea
can prove its value to senior managers. Augsdorfer
(1996, 2008) also posits that employees bootleg to elaborate their immature ideas. When the economic justification and feasibility of the idea is vague, the
bootlegging process continues, yet once the feasibility
is proven, the process may terminate. Bootlegging is
more common in organizations that do not support experimental trial. Employees also resort to bootlegging
behaviour in inflexible planning systems where R&D
budgets are assigned periodically and ideas appearing
between planning periods are not supported (Augsdorfer, 2008).
Abetti (1997) argues that bootlegging can be an effective way of escaping rigid and time-consuming processes, and avoiding interference from managers. It is
also considered as a suitable approach for protecting
ideas (Koch & Leitner, 2008). Masoudnia and Szwejczewski (2012) find that bootlegging is undertaken to
diminish uncertainty associated with ideas. Bootleggers
go underground to establish legitimacy and hence acquire needed resources for elaborating their ideas (Kannan-Narasimhan, 2014). Bootlegging can also be
affected by formal management practices such as strategic autonomy and rewards as well as employees’ selfefficacy (Globocnik & Salomo, 2015) and creativity
(Augsdorfer, 2012).
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Table 1. A summary of key prior research on bootlegging

The literature review reveals that prior studies lean
more towards the earlier phases of bootlegging behaviour, and less is known about factors stimulating bootleggers to reveal their hidden ideas. Moreover, Abetti’s
(1999) study indicates that bootlegging behaviour is
more common among Japanese employees than American employees because Japanese culture put greater
value on long-term employment and loyalty to the firm.
As such, cultural and institutional factors may also explain bootlegging activities, but this point has received
little attention in prior research. Thus, these gaps in the
literature provide the opportunity for this study to further investigate the revealing stage of bootlegging.

Research Methods
This study adopts a qualitative approach to answer the
research questions. The qualitative approach tends to
www.timreview.ca

be chosen when the researcher aims to gain a deeper
understanding of the phenomenon or identify mechanisms behind it. The nature of qualitative research is essentially exploratory. These studies are conducted for
obtaining deep and basic knowledge about a new or
complex issue. A case study strategy tends to be applied
in exploratory phases when the researcher aims to gain
deeper insights into the issue, asking how and why
questions (Yin, 2013).
Prior studies indicate that bootlegging behaviour is
more common in such industries as information technology, pharmaceutics, medicine, and telecommunication (Masoudnia & Szwejczewski, 2012). Accordingly,
for this study, individuals were selected from companies operating in the field of information technology,
software, and pharmaceutics. Following KannanNarasimhan (2014), given that bootleggers are by defini-
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tion hidden, we approached top managers to help us
identify employees who are more likely to be involved
with bootlegging behaviour. They are typically innovators at knowledge-creation units such as R&D and
product development units. We interviewed 18 employees in 15 firms, and each interview lasted between 60 to
90 minutes each. Many of the employees were followed
up with a second interview, resulting in a total of 33 interviews. Table 2 profiles the companies participants.
Reliability and validity of the research
In qualitative studies, reliability refers to the possibility
of repeating the same research by another independent
researcher and extracting similar results from the same
data (Yin, 2013). In this study, following Yin (2013), we
documented the data collection and analysis processes
so that other researchers could follow and check the
process of deriving the results from data. For example,
Tables 3 to 7 illustrate open and axial coding, selected
quotation, and author’s notes. Moreover, we increased
the reliability of research by employing two persons for
coding the transcript and by re-checking the data with
the participants. Internal validity concerns the extent to
which the results and interpretations are correct and
based on reality rather than being the researcher’s speculations. There are several strategies for increasing the
internal validity of a qualitative study such as triangulating researchers and peer and participant checking,
which were all applied in this study. External validity
refers to the theoretical generalizability of the data,
which is substantially achieved through using several
case studies for reaching theoretical saturation (Yin,
2013), which was adopted in this research.

Results
Following Corbin and Strauss (2014), open and axial
coding levels were used to identify first- and second-order codes. Peer and expert briefing was used to validate
emerging codes. The identified categories were classified in five major groups including factors related to the
individual, manager, organization, idea, and industry.
These factors are shown in Tables 3 to 7. At the individual levels, factors such as persistence, extroversion, practicality, ethics, and self-confidence can be important in
revealing underground ideas. The second category is associated with how managers treat their subordinates
and manage their units, including the tendency to involve and the development of trust-based relationships.
Organizational factors, such as valuing transparency,
clarity of organizational values, teamwork and collectivism, and normative enforcement, can also be effective
in the revealing stage of bootlegging. Factors related to
www.timreview.ca

Table 2. Characteristics of the companies (N=15) and
interview subjects (N=18)

the type of business and the business environment, including the degree of competition and the dynamism of
the business environment, can also contribute to revealing hidden ideas. Finally, revealing hidden ideas can be
explained by factors related to the idea, such as the relationship to current business and the closeness to implementation.

Discussion and Conclusion
Prior research shows that the origin of many organizational innovations are "individuals" and primarily reflect a bottom-up and informal process. The literature
on bootlegging explains why employees resort to underground activities to elaborate their ideas (Augsdorfer,
1996; 2012; Masoudnia & Szwejczewski, 2012). Yet, less
is known about the reasons behind uncovering hidden
ideas, in particular in the context of developing countries. As such, this research was designed to shed light
on the revealing stage of bootlegging. As depicted in Figure 1, identified factors can be categorized at individual,
managerial, organizational, industrial, and idea levels.
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Table 3. Individual factors

Table 4. Managerial factors

Table 5. Organizational factors

www.timreview.ca
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Table 6. Industry/business environment-related factors

Table 7. Idea-related factors

We found that individual factors can be effective in revealing hidden ideas. For example, persistence enables
employees to find many alternative ways to follow up
their ideas. Extroverted people make their ideas open
and public sooner because they are more comfortable
speaking up. If morality is important for a person, they
may publicize the idea earlier because the hidden work
would be against their ethical beliefs. In contrast, employees with low self-confidence may postpone revealing their ideas. Although firms do not have control over
many of these individual factors, some of these aspects
can be manipulated through human resource practices
(Augsdorfer, 2012). An interesting finding of this research is the potential role of ethical and religious beliefs in revealing hidden ideas, thereby opening a
compelling avenue for future research to investigate
the role of religiosity and ethics in bootlegging behaviour.
The second category is associated with how managers
treat their subordinates. For instance, if an employee
has the perception that their manager is involved and
controls the situation, they may try to publicize the idea
earlier. Similarly, managers who listen to subordinates’
ideas make them feel comfortable and encourage employees to publicize their hidden ideas sooner. If emwww.timreview.ca

Figure 1. Factors related to uncovering hidden ideas
ployees feel that their managers are likely to steal their
ideas (e.g., by presenting the idea to higher level managers without acknowledging the employee’s contribution), they may not reveal their hidden ideas. As such, a
manager’s relational skills and ability to establish relationships based on mutual trust may motivate employees to reveal their underground ideas. Bergelman
(1983) argues that middle managers, as intermediaries
between senior managers and front line knowledge-
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creating staff (e.g., those in marketing and R&D units),
play a critical role in facilitating bottom-up initiatives.
Our research reveals that such factors as managers’ relational skills can be important in creating a suitable strategic context for elaborating and uncovering hidden
ideas.
Organizational factors can also be effective in the revealing stage of bootlegging. Theorizing on deviant creative
theory, Mainemelis (2010) argues that strict normative
enforcement can hinder bootlegging behaviour. Our research acknowledges this proposition by providing
qualitative evidence that greater focus on goals than
means may better motivate employees to reveal their
elaborated ideas. Cultural factors such as the importance of transparency, clarification of organizational values, and the encouragement of teamwork can also
trigger employees to reveal their underground ideas.
Factors related to the type of business and the business
environment can also contribute to revealing hidden
ideas. For example, in a competitive industry, creativity
and the presentation of ideas are encouraged and employees are more likely to unveil their ideas easier and
faster because the organization encourages them to do
so. In some industries, such as information technology,
rapid changes may make revealing ideas more important. As such, it seems that, in business settings with
more degree of competition and dynamism, there is
greater necessity and pressure to reveal hidden ideas.
Finally, factors related to the idea can explain the revealing of hidden ideas. One of the most important factors
can be the degree to which an idea has matured. Also,
as argued by Burgelman (1983), ideas that are less related to a firm’s core business have less chance for organizational attention, enhancing the likelihood of
delayed announcement. Ideas far from implementation
also need to go underground and take more time to
show their market and technological potential, and
hence should be revealed later. Failing to support such
ideas limits the firm to planned ideas and may restrict
their venturing activities (Covin & Miles, 2006). As such,
firms may need to prepare a suitable strategic and structural context for elaborating and revealing such ideas.
Overall, this research, as one of the first studies on the
later stage of bootlegging in the novel context of a developing country, provides valuable insights into why bootleggers choose to uncover their hidden ideas. Greater
understanding of this behaviour waits for future research.
www.timreview.ca
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