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Organizing Creativity through Liminal Management:  

The Case of the Swedish Experience Industry
1
 

 

Are you involved in processes of change management? Are you part of an organization that 

increasingly emphasizes creativity and self-governing? Are you interested in entrepreneurship beyond 

the pre-packaged one-liners you nowadays can read about in most biz magazines? Are you engaged 

in the fuzz around the cultural/creative/experience industries? Are you interested in co-shaping here 

and elsewhere emerging ideas on liminal management, a form (or rather forms) of management in line 

with forms of life within what sociologist Zygmunt Bauman has termed liquid modernity? As 

entrepreneurship researcher and lifelong practicing entrepreneur, I am. If these questions also relate 

to you, some time might be worth spending upon dwelling on the story here outlined. It is about how 

individual creativity was organized and managed in Sweden in the 2000s via a form of liminal 

management below termed communicative entrepreneurship.  

During 1999-2008, the Swedish Knowledge Foundation (KK-stiftelsen)
2
 defined as one of their 

tasks to initiate, develop and manage a common platform for creative people, organizations and 

ventures in Sweden. From their market formation perspective, „experience‟ was seen as the common 

denominator between and among very disparate practices. This, because the idea that an all-senses-

activating „total customer experience‟ as the most important differentiator gained ground during the 

1990s. Accordingly, KK-stiftelsen termed the platform they gradually formed as „The Swedish 

Experience Industry‟. This process is here analyzed via analyzing 32 institutional reports produced by 

nine Swedish institutions during 1999-2008.
3
  

 

                                                 
1
 My warm thanks to Ivana Ivkovic, Tilburg University, for invaluable help in the process of reworking this text.  

2
 KK-Stiftelsen´s mission is to develop knowledge and competence environments in priority areas by igniting 

cooperation between the business community, higher education institutes and research institutions. Since the 

start in 1994, KK-stiftelsen have invested about SEK 6 billion in more than 2000 projects (SEK=Swedish krona; 

1 Euro is about 10 SEK) 
3
 The empirical data underpinning this text is originally published (in Swedish) in my PhD Thesis from 2009. 

The methodology of close reading is there discussed in detail and not elaborated upon here. The version here 

presented is adapted (shortened, re-framed, less referenced, data excluded) for the purposes and target audiences 

of this publication.  



The Power of the Liminary 

The movie The Namesake (2006) is about the American-born son of Indian immigrants who struggles 

with the clash between US life style and the Indian traditions that his parents try to maintain while also 

embracing their never-to-be-completed process of becoming in the new homeland. In a documentary 

about the movie, director Mira Nair describes a key element in its becoming: ―I wanted to keep the mix 

between English and Bengali. That is how it is. We live between worlds‖. With this key dramaturgical 

technique and the film as such, Nair establishes „liminality‟ (the state of being in-between) as a 

constant state of being, a perspective on movement and becoming that creates a rupture with the 

conventional anthropological understanding of liminality as a temporary state in-between more stable 

states in which normal codes of conduct are relaxed while being transformed for the new life awaiting 

beyond the liminal space (i.e. initiation rites for boys to become young adults).  

I use this insight by Nair as point of departure for a critique of a foundational idea within 

change management; that „the forceful and dynamic intervention by top management during a 

concentrated period of time‟ is that which is required in order to transform an organization from a less 

preferred state-of-being to a more preferred one. Underlying this idea is that change is the volatile, 

chaotic, not-so-rational-and-objective „odd thing‟ happening between two reasonable, measureable, 

controllable, predictable, stable – „normal‟ – states-of-being. Hence, change management is a domain 

for top management to govern extra carefully. As the empirical case here will show, change 

management can be done in another way, why we may consider to what extent this foundational idea 

within change management is adequately adapted to life and work as of today.  

What do I mean with „life and work as of today‟? With the concept of „liquid modernity‟ Bauman 

argue that, for those of us fortunate to be on the up-side of the material and digital gap, life and work 

as of today is a mediated, digitalized and fluid life in which stable institutions and long-term relations 

increasingly give in for temporary, flexible, occasional and short-term engagements in which individual 

life becomes more of a project-oriented patchwork of interrupted intentions and intervening 

coincidences (the movie Closer is a vivid visualization of these characteristics) and less of a long-term 

life path in sequences of more or less stable phases. If relevance in this argument, organizations 

needs to embrace change in line with how „fluid individuals‟ increasingly live their lives rather than 

manage their creative capacities with change management regimes emanating out of industrial 

modernity.  



As I believe Bauman is more right than wrong, I will in two steps try to develop Nair‟s insight, 

and my arguments departing from it, in line with the idea of liquid modernity. First, by introducing a 

metaphor for the „fluid individual‟ („the lifehacker‟) and then by providing the theoretical core for liminal 

management („the power of the liminary‟, or more specific, how is sense- and meaning-making 

possible within a world where „everything flows‟?) First thing first, on stage; the lifehacker; an idealized 

individual in constant movement within and between material/cyber worlds and individual/shared 

worlds in her/his on-going processes of sense- and meaning-making: 

 

“Vitruvian Mann: Too many distractions, too little time.”  

Original work by Merlin Mann/43 Folders.  

 Reproduced with permission as stated at www.43folders.com, 2009-07-27. 

 

The lifehacker‟s never-to-be-resolved core dilemma – infinite opportunities but restricted resources 

(i.e. time, fluctuating access to various worlds, temporal mismatch between worlds) and limited 

capacities (i.e. prioritizing, focusing, concentrating) – establishes (Nair‟s version of) liminality as a 

normality within liquid modernity and not as an anomaly, as something extra-ordinary, defined by 

views on normality emanating out of industrial modernity. Such „new‟ normality is constituted of blurred 

boundaries and for such borders to be constitutive, margins have to be cardinal. When a 

border/margin is perceived, we are able to differentiate „something‟ as „something particular for me‟ 

rather than „something else‟: 

 

http://www.43folders.com/


Out of the endless and overwhelming flux, we conjure epiphanies as if by miracle. We make 
meanings. But the condition for doing so is an experience of ends. For meaning is the consequence of 
a limit; meaning is an effect of margins. The border where we materialize such meaning is what makes 
meanings possible. We perceive and conceive and construct and learn on this frontier. The margin or 
frontier or border is where something is divided from something else. That something can be anything, 
but the margin makes it what it is. On the border, through division, its definition and its relation to what 
differs from it become conceivable. […]  

In contemporary understanding, it is only through the marking of a difference—through the 
projection of a border—that the notions of history and interpretation make sense. This power of the 
liminary thus resituates the margin as cardinal. We navigate our meanings across these borders. They 
always materialize from elsewhere (Terdiman, 2001: 399). 
 

This long quote is theoretically dense but I think time spent reflecting upon it pays off well. In my 

understanding, it provides a couple of things. First, it provides the core argument of liminal 

management; that borders (material, cognitive, all kinds) are productive-positive. We need borders 

(frontiers, margins, liminal spaces) to navigate, to make sense, to create meaning and the more liquid 

modern life become the more we need „the power of the liminary‟. Second, it provides a platform for 

resistance against reductions and simplifications in slogans like „the borderless world‟, „limitless 

opportunities‟, „the global village‟ and alike. Any individual actually and fully living a liminal life can 

testify against such banal thinking. Many teachers can testify how stressed many teenagers are by the 

ideology of „having-endless-opportunities‟ (and implicit the individual responsibility from young age to 

make „right choices‟ and take „correct decisions‟ to make „optimal use‟ of all these opportunities). Third, 

as any elegantly elaborated theoretical argument, it can easily be put to practice. For instance, what 

did I mean when I above wrote a piece about what is required for borders to be constitutive 

(„something‟ becomes „something particular for me‟ rather than „something else‟)? Let‟s take the movie 

Closer that I mentioned above as example. When I saw that movie („something‟), it for me became a 

vivid visualization of some core characteristics within liquid modernity („something particular for me‟) 

rather than a vivid visualization of X, Y or Z („something else‟). Although, as this is only one person‟s 

process of sense- and meaning-making, much of our time as lifehackers within liquid modernity is 

used to exchange, translate and synchronize our individual narratives into shared understanding 

within communities of preferences of various sizes and scales. Many stakeholders want their share in 

this upgrading process (from individual to collective sense- and meaning-making) and also want to 

influence it. Hence, the relative power of the self-organizing lifehacker in which everyday wo/man 

re/create their existing worlds and eventually also create new shared worlds is a target for those with 

interest in tapping in on such generative liminality. The case here presented focuses one systematic 

effort to hack into lifehackers everyday creativity, manage its processes and organize its outcomes. 

 



Liminal Management trough Communicative Entrepreneurship:  

The Case of the Swedish Experience Industry 

Welcome to the Experience Economy. With these friendly words, we were all invited to the experience 

economy in the late 1990s by B. Joseph Pine II och James H. Gilmore. Their main contribution was to 

reframe practical insights and research results from late 1970s and onwards within fields such as 

marketing, strategy, future studies and trends research by placing them under a new common 

conceptual denominator; „experience‟. It became a successful repackaging; their main book from 1999 

became a global bestseller and in just a decade, „experience‟ became the talk of the town in (not only) 

Swedish cities and everyday life (i.e. an „experience‟ became „Christmas gift of the year‟ in Sweden 

2008). Or more technically put, gradually the main differentiation factor for an increasing amount of 

organizations became the successful staging and enacting of experiences and transformations in 

which products and services functions as (expensive) underlying properties.  

With these ideas as main point of departure, KK-stiftelsen defined as one of their tasks to 

initiate, develop and manage a common platform for creative people, organizations and ventures in 

Sweden; „the Swedish experience industry‟. In the early years (1999-2004), KK-stiftelsen operated 

rather alone but as time passed by several other main Swedish institutions entered the scene. 

Altogether, this formative effort lasted a decade (1999-2008), evoked strong feelings and extensive 

critique, mainly from representatives within the culture sector, but was by large successful when it was 

summarized 2008 (as the two main objectives was achieved; „experience‟ as autonomous economic 

offer became mainstream and „the experience industry‟ is seen as an legitimate industry with an 

estimated 5% of Swedish GDP). 

With 21 of 32 publications, KK-stiftelsen and associates clearly is the leading force behind this 

formative initiative. Out of the myriad of things discussed in these reports and regardless of how one 

feels about systematic institutional efforts to hack into lifehackers everyday creativity, manage its 

processes and organize its outcomes; in this case it got done and (for complex processes like these) it 

went fast (only ten years). The story on how it was done is below organized in four themes; conceptual 

power, conceptual openings, communicative style and communicative innovation. 

 

Conceptual Power 

Many actors were concretely involved in processes of assigning meaning and creating content to 

„experience‟ as material offering. Although, the conceptual power embedded in publications that 



remain for long time as text based authorities within the field it utters things about, departures from 

and returns to the central power in the broad sense (The Swedish capital, Stockholm, and surrounding 

regions). If talking about this process in terms of inclusion and nation-wide spread involvement and 

influence, one needs to do it in terms of „conditioned inclusion‟ (everyone is welcome but/if, …) or 

„layered participation‟ where the first layer is everyday practices by those in conceptual power aiming 

at ‖formation of objects, concepts, tactics and strategies which give meaning to the world, a ‘logic‘ 

organizing and normalizing the social‖ (Hjorth & Steyaert, 2004, 220). This layer precedes and pre-

determines the overall maneuver space for second layer, the social arenas that actors got involved in 

and perceived as the space in which „we together form the new experience industry‟. To sum up: This 

aspect is characterized by centralized power and control over the process of establishing the scope of 

what to be included/excluded within the concept of „experience‟ along with decentralized processes for 

assigning and creating meaning and content to „experiences‟ as material offering. 

 

Conceptual Openings 

One reoccurring theme in several reports is the need of renewal of traditional Swedish industries. 

These, it is emphasized, has a need for more knowledge, higher skill levels, more creativity, faster 

transfer of knowledge from university to industry, idea injections and optimism as much energy goes to 

work to improve efficiency. These needs were matched with the competencies of the experience 

industry that was seen as representative of creativity and thus the engine to find new solutions. Old 

and new, formulated needs and matching solutions, efficiency and creativity – all was gathered in a big 

scale KK-Stiftelsen-program in which the experience industry activities was administered. This 

interplay between established forms of production (to respond to traditional industry needs) and new 

forms of consumption (to respond to international creativity trends) – with the experience industry as a 

materially anchored mediating force and liminal actor – is in a Swedish context an unusual bold and 

innovative agenda. Why so? Because it rarely has happened in Sweden before that an institution so 

distinct has formulated, developed, executed and realized an entrepreneurial vision through a decade 

long process. What was sometimes heavily criticized as policy project out of scope for KK-Stiftelsen‟s 

jurisdiction can instead be understood as a complex and intertwined process of transformation of 

existing industries through the process of establishing a new one (the experience industry) that not 

only aimed to develop traditional industries but also in its own right develops as a legitimate industry 

with conventional claim to contribution to GDP, growth and prosperity.  



To sum up, this is a key feature of liminal management as it strategically is about participating 

discursively within and between the liminal spaces in which we judge opportunities and determine our 

courses of action. This is primarily a matter of framing/reframing ourselves, of articulating/rearticulating 

possibilities and about opening/re-opening spaces for new/repressed discourses. As one example, the 

discourse of hope or fear, here appearing in the form of expressions of hope assigned to/fears for how 

and to what extent the experience industry has capacity to reform and structurally change labor 

markets and educational systems. Various reports highlight the potential of experience industry to be a 

low-wage trap as well as a labor market innovation as new forms of organizing and working may 

upgrade other skills and competencies than the ones that formal education generates. Wherever it is 

inclined is determined in the interplay between market forces and policy decisions that affect 

entrepreneurship and wage setting and social forces that influence value formation. Exactly such kind 

of interplay between value formation and material practice is a key object for liminal management on 

strategic level.  

 

Communicative Style 

KK-Stiftelsen mostly avoided cooperation with researchers which is a risky strategy in a formation 

process that largely is about building up structural capital in order to produce internal and external 

legitimacy. By instead interacting with the creative class that was the object for the formative efforts, 

KK-Stiftelsen as first mover accepted an unusual high degree of (political) risk, a risk exposure that 

eventually also paid off. KK-Stiftelsen‟s strategies for graphical layout, media presence, branding, etc., 

stands out as a central and innovative part of the formation process relative to how the „traditional 

reporting and investigating Sweden‟ normally goes about. These communicatively oriented strategies 

are mainly reflected in the ample space for media penetration that KK-Stiftelsens provides in their final 

report as well as in the overall impression created by systematic cooperation with communication 

agencies, graphic designers and media experienced people in general in their 21 style-conscious and 

media savvy publications. To sum up, it was a communicative style built on elements of magic like AT 

& T in the following story: 

 
Beginning in 1993, AT & T inundated print, television, and radio markets with what was probably the 
first major advertising campaign for the new communication technologies […]. In the advertising 
campaign, AT & T asked consumers questions such as, ―Have you ever sent a fax from the beach?‖ 
Anticipating that the answer would be no, the ads supplied the correct answer: ―You will….‖ Through 
this pervasive and compelling advertising campaign, consumers got a preview of an imminent digital 
age in which new wireless communication technologies would free workers from the spatial and 
temporal constraints of work.  



That AT & T advertising campaign was the first of a number of media representations in which 
the Internet and its associated communication technologies were portrayed as magical. In 
advertisements as well as in journalistic accounts, magical transformations—time and space 
compression, miniaturization, seamless communication across cultures, personal evolution, work and 
leisure consolidation—are portrayed as possible, even inevitable, for those who would purchase the 
new technologies (Kitalong, 2000, 289). 
 

Nigel Thrift argues that this ability to activate magic as a key element is crucial if to tap in on what he 

calls capitalism‟s magical powers (2008, 9): “In a crowded market place, aesthetics may be the only 

way to make a product or environment stand out from the crowd, especially given a growing emphasis 

on individual identity and individual style. In turn, the ability to generate a certain kind of secular magic 

which can act as a means of willing captivation pays undoubted dividends. But the left has always 

regarded this kind of magical pleasure as a fraud and a trap. That is not helpful. This attitude, located 

somewhere between complex forms of suspicion and simple snobbishness, makes it impossible to 

understand both why this magic has grip on people‟s lives and also both overestimates and 

underestimates capitalism‟s magical powers.” KK-Stiftelsen and its allies proved ability to activate such 

magic as they made the platform they gradually formed to stand out from the crowd from day one.  

 

Communicative Innovation 

The specific factor that distinguishes KK-Stiftelsen‟s communicative entrepreneurship from other forms 

of persuasive and convincing communicative practices is that KK-Stiftelsen not only took a lead in the 

formative efforts of a liminal space but also acted as a liminal player themselves. They dared to move 

beyond conventional „code of conduct‟ normally attributed to institutions in Sweden and also to really 

use their high degree of relative autonomy and the solid financial situation they enjoyed. They also 

succeeded in balancing between external demands for communicative clarity and internal needs of 

conceptual openness. Such interaction is mainly an ability to mediate the concept of the experience 

industry within and between different professional worlds as well as mediating the experience industry 

as a practice within and between different conceptual worlds. This was not done without obstacles and 

mistakes but entrepreneurial processes are in the end of the day judged by its concrete outcomes (but 

should be managed with a strictly processual view). So why is this innovative? David Hesmondhalgh 

(2002, 3-7) provides three main arguments as to why what he calls the cultural industries are 

becoming increasingly central to economic activity and thereby also have profound social implications; 

a) they design and circulate texts, b) they lead, direct and circulate creativity and the economic 

outcomes from such processes and c) they operate as social and cultural change agents. The specific 



liminal talent in use in this case might then be termed as a both-and capacity; the capacity to 

demonstrate entrepreneurial perseverance to continue until the vision is realized without creating 

practical and conceptual closure regarding future meaning-making about the experience industry. 

Referring back to Terdiman above (2001, 399), generative borders was established rather than either 

of two very common but still not very productive extremes; an amorphous borderless local hub in the 

global village or an inflexible territory built on rigid borders. Relative to two fields of knowledge close to 

the issues here in focus – mainstream marketing that strongly emphasizes communicative clarity at 

the expense of conceptual openness and mainstream entrepreneurship that strongly emphasizes 

hands-on action by individuals and firms at the expense of communicative action – this case offers a 

radically alternative view as it highlights the capacity of a liminal actors to operate in spaces within and 

between two fields of knowledge (entrepreneurship and marketing) and thereby successfully forming a 

liminal space for the Swedish experience industry. 

 

What to Learn from this Case? 

In the ICT saturated everyday life of the lifehacker, communicative entrepreneurship is a powerful form 

of liminal management. This, because communicative entrepreneurship is liminal in its DNA so to say; 

conceptual power is concentrated within powerful communication networks and nodes but the flow of 

human communication and the many new technologies supporting it is of such scale and variation and 

so widely distributed around billions of communicative nodes and routes, so none of these power 

centers are able to fixate and stabilize this flow over time. But they do try, and some are more 

successful than others. The relative success of KK-Stiftelsen is best explained if we understand it as a 

stimulation of communicative entrepreneurship by communicative entrepreneurship. As the themes 

above show, KK-Stiftelsen proved to be a multifaceted liminal actor when they achieved to embrace 

change in line with how lifehackers increasingly live their lives. Some signature achievements from 

KK-Stiftelsen‟s liminal management and, hence, a source for learning and inspiration for anyone 

interested in the issues here discussed, are the following:  

KK-Stiftelsen evoked involvement and engagement in the process via decentralized sense-

making (many participated in filling „experience‟ with local content) while keeping a firm grip of the 

conceptual power of „experience‟ on the overall organizing level.  

KK-Stiftelsen enabled communication and interplay between stakeholders with differing and 

competing discourses while also carving out a rather uncontested leadership role as they, as Daniel 



Hjorth and Chris Steyaert (2004, 4) puts it, were excellent at: ―[c]onvincing others – directing desires, 

organizing resources, dealing with obstacles – and sharing images of ‗what could become‘ [which] is 

done in small narratives to which people can relate‖. They did so, by practicing entrepreneurship in 

conventional (well researched characteristics for successful entrepreneurial processes
4
) as well as 

unconventional ways as they operated as communicative mediator between and among various 

stakeholders in order to manage a liminal space that various actors bit by bit entered (if positive), 

distanced themselves from (if negative) or related themselves to (if curious but still not convinced).  

KK-Stiftelsen tapped in to what Nigel Thrift (2008) calls the material practices of glamour by 

activating the magic that comes from capacity to wrap their communication in a style that was in tune 

with the sign of the times and the habits and preferences of the target audiences. 

KK-Stiftelsen practiced what is emblematic within liminal management – both-and-thinking – 

as they communicated in a clear and concise way that which still not was materialized but at the same 

time was inviting enough to allow co-production and co-formation of that which was to become. Both-

and-thinking of provides an alternative to the long Western tradition of dualistic either-or-thinking that 

industrial modernity has excelled in all too long. We need tools to unlearn cognitive schemata from 

industrial modernity that has been reproduced and reified into our minds as these schemata hinders, 

blocks and delays our cognitive transition from industrial to liquid modernity. This case is an example 

of an institutional actor aiming at, testing and fairly successfully developing such tools of unlearning 

and re-framing. Much needed ahead is to write up stories of various organisational and individual 

actors achieving similar things. For instance, stories that shows how the lifehacker, the creative 

subject that was the target for all the efforts in this case, is capable of practicing liminal self-

management in ways that measures up with attempts like KK-Stiftelsen‟s. Hence, I think individual 

lifehackers and organizations may benefit from improving their liminal capacities by practicing 

communicative entrepreneurship. Why so? Because it is in the early, frame-setting, agenda-defining 

and communicatively dominated phases of any entrepreneurial process that the entrepreneur/s widens 

horizon of expectations via constructive use of different and contradictory discourses. By so doing, the 

entrepreneur/s generates and tests new opportunities, thereby shaping emerging images about 

                                                 
4
 A firm hand over the entrepreneurial vision through centralized conceptual power, an acceptance of (political) 

risk, a constructive dealing with extensive initial opposition, a persistent capacity to go on, a winning over of 

initial opposition as the process unfolded and a gradual materialization and realized vision as end outcome. But 

this conventional wisdom within entrepreneurship research has a strong focus on individuals and companies 

acting on existing markets. This case highlights such entrepreneurial orientation in another context as it is about 

an institution acting to form something as a market.  



something eventually to become. All-in-all, when doing this in a liminal way, that is, doing it constantly 

as a normal way of doing things and not as a temporary thing caused by extra-ordinary circumstances, 

communicative entrepreneurship becomes a liminal practice within form-able and form-id-able worlds. 

I hope this story may be of use for anyone interested in radical change management done in 

another way, with other tools and from a different point of view relative to conventional change 

management. To round off for now – inviting anyone interested in participating in co-shaping emerging 

concepts and practices like „liminal management‟ and „communicative entrepreneurship‟ with content 

and meaning – I provide an indication of the magnitude of what may be achieved with these concepts 

and practices by comparing with a previous, similar process: Conceptual historian Reinhart Koselleck 

has in various works shown that the emergence of a new experience of time was a process of about 

100 years (1750-1850) until being robustly established. Or more precisely, it by then took about a 

millennium to develop „the present‟ as a root metaphor in relation to the future-pointing „horizon of 

expectations‟ instead of, as before, being related to the past-pointing „realm of lived experience‟. In the 

case of the formation of the Swedish experience industry, it was a process of about ten years (1999-

2008; 1/10 compared to Koselleck‟s findings) that generated an intensification of „the present‟ as root 

metaphor in relation to the future-pointing „horizon of expectations‟. Let‟s go on making that horizon 

increasingly liminal, fluid and entrepreneurial.  
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