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Abstract 

This feasibility study discusses the adaptability of an explorative co-creation method in an 

industry–academia knowledge exchange context. This study is based on the empirical 

evidence of the co-creation experience of five European companies and cross-border 

student teams. 

The study clearly shows that the co-creation experience is relevant and adds value for all 

parties. In addition, it creates innovation sparks and ideas that act as inputs to the next 

stages of the innovation process. This study emphasises the importance of a connected 

and cross-border approach with a neutral intermediary. 

The study’s implication is that industry, academia and policymakers should emphasise the 

power of explorative methods in the fields of innovation development and knowledge 

exchange. 
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Executive summary 

Curiosity is a part of human nature, and it is the ultimate fuel for innovation. Younger 

generations have an innate desire to change the world and bring new perspectives to the 

debate. They want to be involved in creating the future and are, therefore, motivated to 

interact with different actors in the surrounding society. A co-creation method engages 

higher education institution (HEI) students, alongside industry actors, to build the future, 

reform the surrounding society and create innovations that resonate with the values of the 

next generation. 

This study provides a feasibility analysis of a co-creation-based method to build new 

industry–academia interaction. It frames co-creation in a wider context of knowledge 

exchange and implementation of an explorative approach in the innovation domain. The 

overall objective of this study is to test the feasibility of a new demand-based knowledge 

exchange concept that aims to support cross-border co-creation teams to tackle specific 

research and innovation challenges faced by companies. 

The co-creation concept was tested by running five co-creation teams with five companies 

from Hungary, Portugal and Finland. All selected companies were small or medium-sized 

and were from the following industries: business to consumer online, business-to-business 

industrial components, consumer products and software development. The contractor, 

Demola Global, acted as the intermediary facilitator, managing the process and guiding 

the teamwork. Each co-creation team consisted of four to six students and a facilitator. In 

order to ensure the cross-border dimension of the co-creation teams, members of each 

team were selected from at least three EU Member States or associated countries to 

Horizon 2020. 

A total of 26 students from 14 different HEIs and seven different European countries were 

selected to form the five teams. Each team was built based on a European-wide online 

application process, which was open to all HEI students in Europe. Companies were 

shortlisted in cooperation with the contractor’s networks of European HEIs. 

Representatives of the shortlisted companies were interviewed by the contractor to 

evaluate the company’s potential usefulness and commitment to the project and to ensure 

that the company met the following selection criteria: 

 it could demonstrate innovativeness and provide a valid innovation challenge; 

 it was motivated towards HEI collaboration; 

 it presented an international business opportunity; 

 the business is in alignment with EU missions; 

 the company is committed to the programme and co-creation process. 

The final selection also took into account the required geographical distribution: that the 

companies should come from at least three Member States, with at least two from widening 

countries (1). 

 

Innovation challenges were created for the teams in dialogue with the selected companies. 

Each challenge had to meet the following criteria: 

                                                 
1 Widening countries include the following EU Member States: Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, 
Greece, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. 
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 it had to meet the company’s innovation and research and development (R & D) needs; 

 it had to have a future orientation; 

 it had to be relevant to the international business domain; 

 the theme had to align with EU missions and green and digital growth agendas; 

 it had to be ethically appropriate. 

 

Methodology of co-creation 

Team-based work in explorative projects, phenomenon-based project topics, 

multidisciplinary team composition, neutral facilitation and a service design-based co-

creation process are at the core of the tested co-creation concept. The tested method is 

divided into three steps. The first step is co-creation preparation and team building, the 

aim of which is to bring actors together and create innovation challenges that are relevant, 

inspiring and responsive to industry needs. The innovation challenges are formed around 

an industry-relevant and societally relevant phenomenon, topic or context to bring 

motivated people together and share common goals and interests. After the innovation 

challenges are designed, a co-creation team is formed based on the application process. 

The ideal team size for co-creation is four to six members and one dedicated facilitator. 

The second step of the process is teamwork, which is an intensive period of work with a 

predefined duration and programme. The best practice has been to have a working period 

of 6–9 weeks. In this test, a process adapted to an 8-week period was used. The process 

follows a weekly pattern, with the facilitator guiding the team’s work, creating work 

routines and assigning weekly tasks. In terms of content, the process proceeds in 

accordance with the double diamond model (Figure 1), which is widely used in the field of 

design thinking. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Co-creation process phases 

Source: Adapted from the divergence–convergence model (Banathy, 1996) by the contractor 
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In the double diamond model, the first 4 weeks form the discovery phase, during which 

the team dives into understanding the background, human behaviour, context and 

problems associated with the phenomenon. This work will lead to the definition of a 

problem, which is also the starting point of the second half of the project: the creation 

phase. In this phase, the team’s goal is to come up with as many ideas or new perspectives 

as possible. The team then selects an idea or perspective on which to focus, develops it 

further and creates from it a concept description, demonstration or other documented 

result. 

The third step of the tested method is valorisation, which aims to share the findings of the 

co-creation project with different stakeholders, take advantage of the emerging 

interactions and provide results and inspiration for the next stages of the innovation 

process. The project generates innovation and new ideas that feed into further 

development; research, development and innovation (RDI) initiatives; commissioned 

research; or other forms of industry–academia collaboration and knowledge exchange. 

 

Main results of the study 

The feasibility test was successful. All five teams completed the co-creation process in the 

given time and to the planned scope. The professionally facilitated co-creation process 

produced the desired interaction, explorative results and high levels of satisfaction. 

The results of the study are next presented from four different angles: perceived co-

creation experience, interaction, results and outcomes, and renewal capability created. 

Looking at the results from the perspective of the participants’ experience, the level of 

satisfaction with the co-creation experience was very high and the experience was seen as 

beneficial by both parties. Companies, in particular, praised the experience and considered 

it a significant new tool in the business development portfolio and as a builder of interaction 

with academia. 

The level of interaction created within the study was very high; for example, the average 

number of messages per team chat channel was 823. In addition to chat, the teams used 

formal process-integrated channels such as a creative teamwork space, online meetings 

and a task and submission management tool that was integrated into a co-creation 

platform. Moreover, the teams used their own unofficial channels for internal team 

communication and work organisation. As the test was conducted in the middle of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, all communication took place remotely using digital channels and 

tools. 

The interviews conducted with representatives of the selected companies revealed that the 

companies did not expect active and direct participation from universities and researchers 

in the teamwork. The companies felt that involving researchers in an exploratory co-

creation project did not add value; rather, it was seen as a risk in terms of losing agility or 

the exploratory approach. The teams’ interaction with secondary stakeholders was 

challenging, especially on the academia side. Despite sending invitations to a broad range 

of researchers, participation was relatively low. Furthermore, the internal communication 

of companies about the findings and results of the projects took place in the post-project 

period. As this feasibility study did not extend to that period, only the intention and goal 

of further utilisation are known, not the realisation. In this test, the primary target group 

on the academia side were students, with researchers forming the secondary target group. 

Previous experience with and observations of research collaboration indicate that the co-

creation method is difficult to adapt to the academic research tradition. Co-creation is quite 

different from academic research traditions, and it proceeds at a very different pace. In 
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addition, co-creation usually deals with phenomena in an explorative manner, and the 

results are not as detailed as those of academic research. 

Because the use of co-creation in industry–academia collaboration is relatively new, there 

is a clear need for companies to learn how to utilise the method and how to incorporate it 

in their existing operating models and processes. Nevertheless, albeit based on a single 

co-creation project, this feasibility test showed that the method and the international 

connections it generates provides significant value for participating companies. The 

companies involved in the test felt that co-creation should be made a continuous mode of 

operation to foster innovativeness, an organisational culture of curiosity and business 

renewal. In addition, the activities were perceived to reduce the mental distance between 

HEIs and the company in terms of collaboration and relationship building. 

From the perspective of co-creation results and outcomes, all teams produced the desired 

content outcomes. Overall, the test resulted in a total of 68 conducted interviews, 25 core 

insights and 45 benchmarks analysed by the teams. They developed 63 different ideas, of 

which 11 demonstrations and concepts were selected for further development. In total, the 

teams produced 162 pages of analysed final documentation. 

The results were not evenly distributed among the teams, because the different choices 

the teams made during their projects affected the number of outputs. However, the 

numbers reported above show that the co-creation method produces a lot of material to 

support innovation activities. The number of data is directly correlated with how well the 

teams implemented the exploratory approach and how well they were facilitated on their 

exploration journey. 

What was the perceived impact on the innovation capabilities of participating companies? 

The test validates the idea that co-creation activities generate a new kind of thinking and 

innovation culture very effectively. The method guides participants to work exploratively, 

so it provides participants with a new experience and expands their understanding of how 

innovation can be achieved. This learning experience, from the exploratory approach, was 

very relevant to all the companies involved in this test, allowing the following conclusion 

to be drawn: the culture of curiosity within a company can be significantly increased if a 

co-creation experience is implemented and if an internal dialogue about project findings 

and results is activated. 

The companies’ perceived impacts of the co-creation experience are as follows. 

 Company A: ‘Concepts were created in the project, and one of them will be tested 

immediately and a couple of others will be further developed later.’ 

 Company B: ‘We realised environmental issues and their high importance. These will 

be reflected on our future product range and in communication.’ 

 Company C: ‘We will look at the future product portfolio from a new perspective.’ 

 Company D: ‘We can introduce new approaches and practices to our end-customer 

training. A few ideas will be redesigned first and then we put those into our backlog.’ 

 Company E: ‘This co-creation activity will continue, and the most significant changes 

will take place slowly as our organisation begins to think differently and more openly.’ 

Finally, this feasibility test highlights the role of an intermediary facilitator in co-creation-

based collaboration. An open and trust-based operating environment requires the role of 

a neutral actor, enabling cross-border connectivity and scalability. In addition, the digital 

management system created a structure and interface for participants, and was perceived 
as valuable because it automated routine tasks related to coordination. 
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Practical recommendations by the contractor 

The contractor presents the following practical recommendations so that co-creation 

activities and interactions meet the expectations of participants. These recommendations 

can be utilised at regional, national or cross-border level. 

First, co-creation activities should not be initiated without the participation of an 

intermediary facilitator. From the users’ point of view, the intermediary actor creates a 

unified international interface and a point of access to cross-border co-creation activities. 

The added value of this role is very high, as it creates the necessary balance between the 

parties, and thus enables a trust-based open environment for exploration and innovation. 

In addition, the facilitator creates the framework, process and tools for co-creation 

activities. 

Second, motivation-driven participation should be maintained in all situations. The co-

creation method works only when teams are formed of motivated members who have a 

personal incentive to participate. A shared motivation should be built upon the team’s 

common mission, inspiring phenomenon, context or problem. 

Third, worship diversity: the teams need to be formed in a multidisciplinary way to bring 

about new perspectives and surprising encounters. The facilitator should treat all team 

members equally and prevent students from becoming a cheap problem-solving resource 

for industry. Whether the team members are experienced industry experts or first-timers, 

creating a democratic right to participate and letting all voices be heard is important. 

Fourth, all co-creation initiatives should have a well-defined and fair intellectual property 

rights (IPR) policy. Activities cannot be carried out without a clear contractual framework 

between all parties. The contractor recommends that all co-creation initiatives have an IPR 

policy which is fair to all parties and based on the value that they bring to the shared table. 

When managing a co-creation programme, the following practical recommendations should 

be considered. An exploratory approach should be maintained in all situations. This means 

that co-creation projects cannot be based on predefined performance or output targets, 

but must remain an inspiring journey of discovery instead. The process should provide a 

secure framework within which there is adequate space for ideas to be developed. In terms 

of industry–academia interaction development, the key elements are participation across 

different HEIs and a strong engagement from companies. Participating HEIs should be 

active at the industry–academia interface and invite companies to explore and co-create. 

In addition, new research initiatives should be introduced immediately after the co-creation 

process is completed. 

 

Policy recommendations by the contractor 

This study shows that systematic co-creation activities create an interaction platform 

between industry and academia. Therefore, it can be argued that co-creation activities 

bring the parties closer together and reduce both their functional and mental distance. 

When co-creation activity becomes continuous, it enables the emergence of a new kind of 

cooperation culture, and it creates and strengthens cooperation relations at the grass-roots 

level, enabling effective utilisation of other forms of knowledge exchange. Therefore, co-

creation activity should be seen primarily as a tool to increase interaction in the long term, 

and the performance of activities should not be measured by immediate innovation 

indicators such as the number of ideas generated. 
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Instead of encouraging stakeholders to build organisation-specific (e.g. specific to a single 

HEI) co-creation models, it is recommended that they seek collaboration models and 

platforms that bring together participants from multiple knowledge domains and 

organisations. Regional co-creation initiatives and programmes should be connected and 

networked with other European initiatives. The development of regional competitiveness 

should be supported by cross-border knowledge exchange and talent mobility. This cross-

border approach is closely connected with the importance of diversity. An international 

approach helps break knowledge and cultural silos, thus ensuring enriched interaction and 

unbiased perspectives. From the industry perspective, cross-border operations are vital for 

internationalisation, competitiveness and talent engagement. 

The curiosity of individuals and organisations is the fuel for innovation and renewal. This 

ability to be curious is critical, as curiosity has historically been the driving force behind 

exploring new knowledge, making inventions and experimenting with new possibilities. 

European organisations should foster this ability by giving employees time, forums and 

resources to explore topics, phenomena and technologies of interest to them. In addition, 

leaders should have the tools they need to provide opportunities for motivated employees 

to engage with academia and create mutually beneficial innovation ideas and sparks for 

further development, or just for inspiration. 

Despite the well-established benefits of curiosity, companies often discourage it. Even if 

management sees the value of curiosity and the positive outcomes it generates, there are 

still obstacles to creating such a culture. First, it is often feared that curiosity will lead to 

chaos and costly mistakes. Another major barrier is the pursuit of efficiency in 

organisations. In other words, organisations are good at implementing well-established 

processes, but are less proficient in the exploration of new and previously unknown 

directions. Therefore, the ambidextrous thinking of organisations should be significantly 

strengthened and balanced by developing explorative and experimental innovation 

capabilities that produce surprising and unpredictable insights and results, instead of well-

defined outcomes. Thus, co-creation initiatives and projects can directly influence an 

organisation’s curiosity and exploratory RDI culture in many ways. 

Open interfaces and plug-and-play connectivity should be required between different 

regional co-creation initiatives to enable cross-border activities and free participation of 

talent. Isolated or predefined co-creation initiatives and programmes should not be 

favoured; instead, international connectivity from all parties involved in the co-creation 

activities should be supported. With connectivity, academia exposes itself to open 

competition, as students can apply for co-creation activities regardless of what their home 

institution has to offer. This creates a new form of student mobility that needs supporting 

mechanisms to share costs and benefits across academia. At European level, the role of 

an intermediary operator as the facilitator of the international network, infrastructure and 

open interfaces could be of added value in terms of successful knowledge exchange. 

At policy level, remote and virtual project work and cross-border cooperation through 

digital environments should be addressed as a form of international collaboration that is of 

equal value to traditional working models based on human mobility. This will create a whole 

new market for talent, which will be easier to access because working from home makes 

individuals’ place of residence irrelevant, and, as a result, the threshold for international 

cooperation will be very low. Thus, the opportunities for international work experience for 

students and researchers are more democratic, which indicates that new ways are 

emerging for academia to measure internationalisation and knowledge valorisation. 

Joining co-creation activities and applying for projects should be simple and follow the 

same procedures regardless of a participant’s origin, home country or the HEI where they 

are enrolled. This could be facilitated by compatible methods and working practices, a 

contractual framework and cross-border interfaces across Europe. 
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The connected co-creation experience could benefit from being international for all 

stakeholders. Scaling up to European level could help to achieve this aim. 

 

Disclaimer: 

The information and views set out in this study are those of the authors and do not 

necessarily reflect the official opinion of the Commission. The Commission does not 

guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this study. Neither the Commission nor 

any person acting on the Commission’s behalf may be held responsible for the use which 

may be made of the information contained therein. 
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1 Background 

1.1 Background and scope of this study 

The European Union is a global leader in terms of scientific output, yet there is a demand 

in Europe to find new tools and methods to improve Europe’s ability to create new 

innovative output, specifically new products, services and business. At the same time, the 

pace of change in the business and innovation environment is increasing everywhere, so 

much so that even small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) cannot escape it. Agility, 

adaptability and flexibility are important, but they are reactive in nature: even with these 

skills, a company cannot react faster than the speed of change, and its foresight is limited. 

Industry needs proactive skills and a proactive culture to be able to look forward and to be 

far-sighted. There is a need to improve industry–academia interaction and to enhance 

intersectoral mobility and knowledge exchange in the EU. A co-creation approach in the 

context of industry–academia cooperation is a relatively new way to interact, and related 

practices, policies and tools are still evolving. 

This study provides context and tools to learn more about co-creation-based methods to 

build new industry–academia interaction and help decision-makers and other stakeholders 

to utilise them. 

Section 2, ‘Principles of co-creation and knowledge exchange’, introduces the building 

blocks of co-creation mechanisms. Section 3, ‘Test of demand-driven knowledge 

exchange’, defines the selected concept and methodology. Section 4, ‘Evaluation of the co-

creation experience’, provides the data from the practical testing of the concept and, 

finally, Section 5, ‘Conclusions and recommendations’, lists key findings and 

recommendations for practitioners and policymakers. 

 
1.2 Objectives of this study 

The overall objective of this study was to test the feasibility of a new demand-based 

knowledge exchange concept that will support cross-border co-creation teams to tackle a 

company’s specific research and innovation challenges. The teams consisted of students of 

higher education institutions (HEIs), researchers and companies’ own research and 

development (R & D) personnel. 

 

The main objectives of the study were as follows: 

1. to test a new demand-based knowledge exchange concept by running a minimum 

of three cross-border co-creation teams; 

2. to analyse the results of the concept testing and analyse the lessons learned by the 

participants of the co-creation teams; 

3. to present the concept and the results of the feasibility testing, to introduce the 

best practices and success stories to the contracting authority and to deliver 

dissemination material to the contracting authority for further policy development. 

The selected approach introduced in this report complements the existing university–

business collaboration schemes by introducing a mechanism to build a European-wide and 

scalable action-oriented cooperation model. With the selected approach, the aim is to 

generate enriching interaction and innovation sparks between industry and academia to 

create a basis for new research-based cooperation. The aim is also to enhance the 

collaboration culture by stimulating new sources of inspiration among companies to look 

for alternative ways to cooperate with universities and research organisations. 
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2 Principles of co-creation and knowledge exchange 

The efficiency of innovation and the ability to innovate are built on various factors: 

interaction, networks, partnerships, effective innovation practices and the ability to 

combine perspectives and bring together know-how from different entities. The challenge 

is the often limited interaction between HEIs and the surrounding society, especially 

companies. 

Creating new industry–academia cooperation is one current objective, intended to support 

an innovation ecosystem and to enhance knowledge exchange. The question, in essence, 

is how to create policies, methodologies and a culture of cooperation that have an impact 

in the areas of innovation, the application of technology and research output, and the 

creation of a better and more sustainable society. 

In this report, co-creation is presented as a low-threshold interaction model, bringing 

together industry and academia. It is a practical method in which multidisciplinary (2) 

teams, with members from both academia and industry, are formed around a focused 

innovation challenge. The challenge is defined with selected companies. 

The aim of a guided co-creation process is to enable the emergence of team-level 

interaction and the exchange of information and insights at individual level. At a system 

level, co-creation and team-level interaction aim to expand the interaction interface and 

thus create a whole new culture of innovation and cooperation. 

Often, traditional perspectives on the roles of actors, the strong position of old cooperation 

models, and financial structures and incentives undermine the adoption of new types of 

operating models. Co-creation requires new skills, operating models and methods, as well 

as intermediary organisations, to facilitate university–industry collaboration. Professional 

facilitation benefits all parties involved in the interaction and ensures the sustainability of 

the initiatives. Intermediary organisations have the capacity to understand both the 

academic and industrial points of view, and they may act as linkages, interfaces or bridging 

organisations. 

 
2.1 Knowledge exchange 

Knowledge exchange is a process that brings together academic staff, users of research 

and a broader audience and communities to increase the effectiveness of research (3). The 

process encourages the sharing of ideas, views, insights, information, experiences and 

expertise, to the benefit all parties. 

 

Examples of typical knowledge-exchange activities include (4): 

 commissioned/contract research; 

 collaborative research projects; 

 the provision to industry of university facilities, laboratories, equipment and services; 

 technology transfer projects and consultancy services; 

                                                 
(2) Multidisciplinary: involving different subjects of study in one activity (Source: Cambridge Dictionary). 
(3) Adapted from Bager (2018). 
(4) Adapted from Bager (2018) and Fazey et al. (2013). 
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 continuing professional development and training; 

 intellectual property (IP) exploitation and commercialisation; 

 events and collaboration with an external audience. 

 

Value creation and innovation happen to an increasing extent in networks and ecosystems, 

and interaction is a catalyst for innovation. Co-creation is based on an open innovation 

approach, in which innovation work involves stakeholders from multiple organisations 

(rather than in a single organisation) and, often, from multiple knowledge and cultural 

domains. As a bottom-up approach, the aim of co-creation is to support knowledge 

exchange by promoting transparency and the sharing of knowledge and know-how by 

means of practical results-oriented and demand-driven innovation processes. 

From the perspective of HEIs, collaboration with external organisations creates new ideas, 

highlights research needs and creates opportunities to initiate new research. From an 

educational perspective, it improves teaching practices, brings relevant content to 

teaching, and creates a foundation for the development of students’ professional identities 

and employability. 

Effective activities that promote strong knowledge exchange between HEIs and industry 

highlights the important role of HEIs in regional economic development, increasing the 

resilience and attractiveness of an area. This, in turn, opens up new sources of funding for 

innovation development and further knowledge exchange initiatives. 

The aim of this study was to test one type of knowledge exchange mechanism, in which 

the primary participant group was students from HEIs. 

 
2.2 Demand-driven approach 

Successful interaction and a systematic culture of interaction often require sustainable 

drivers and motivators from all parties. However, traditional industry–academia 

interactions have commonly been based on a knowledge-push approach, whereby 

knowledge is created by HEIs and then transferred to industry (Kline and Rosenberg, 

1986). The roots of this approach lie in the old model of linear innovation, which does not 

include the feedback mechanisms typical of today’s innovation models. The new models of 

innovation have been introduced to stress the importance of interactions between 

academia and industry in enabling knowledge transfer. The triple helix model of innovation 

recognises the importance of interactions among universities, the private sector and public 

institutions (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff, 2000). This approach addresses the need for 

research and education to receive feedback and input from industry, but should it be 

complemented by a continuous flow in the other direction, to meet the business 

community’s ongoing needs for new knowledge creation and skills development? 

Interaction that is initiated by co-creation methods is often based on an industry’s 

knowledge demand, as this approach ensures the relevance of the outcomes and the active 

engagement of companies. This kind of demand-driven approach complements more 

traditional knowledge-push mechanisms. As a result, information increasingly tends to flow 

in both directions, and the link between innovation and industry–academia interaction 

becomes more straightforward. 

In co-creation, a demand-driven approach does not mean that businesses delegate 

assignments to HEIs. If this happens, there is a risk that the benefits of co-creation and 

exploration disappear and the link between the parties becomes distorted. In general, 
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establishing relationships and value-generating interactions is often considered challenging 

by both parties because of their different cultures. 

There is a strong need to study new and easily accessible ways of interaction to determine 

if they can help build positive experiences for both parties and focus everyone’s attention 

on joint value creation. 

Successful co-creation supports a paradigm shift in knowledge valorisation, from push to 

pull. The push of skills and research output is complemented by mechanisms that create 

new demand and inspiration for new knowledge for the industry. This may significantly 

affect the dynamics of industry–academia interaction, as the interaction will become more 

equal and persevering, increasing mutual trust between industry and academia. 

The aim of a demand-driven approach is to provide value to industry and academia, such 

that: 

 the skills of HEIs are seen as more attractive; 

 the needs of business will be heard; 

 more links will emerge between basic research, applied research and commercial 

experimentation; 

 knowledge and understanding of the business context is made available to HEIs; 

 the activities of the two parties begin to converge in pursuit of a common goal. 

 

2.3 Exploratory approach 

In exploitative models, the purpose is to solve predefined problems. The purpose of co-

creation, however, is to openly research and seek alternative solutions that go beyond the 

current technological and knowledge boundaries (5). Therefore, co-creation is part of an 

exploratory approach whose aim is to enable a more creative vantage point. 

An exploratory approach, as the name implies, explores new phenomena and formulate 

new questions, yet it is not intended to provide definitive and decisive solutions to existing 

problems (6). Most often, one of the objectives of an exploratory approach is to understand 

a phenomenon and solve a problem that is not yet fully known or clearly defined. Another 

objective is to produce surprising and unexpected directions and outcomes, to allow 

previously unknown things to take shape and find context. 

In an exploratory approach, a co-creation team starts with a general idea and uses the 

method as a medium to identify issues that could be the focus point for future research. 

As the work progresses, the team should be willing to change its direction or focus point if 

its discoveries, new information or new insights demand it. 

The purpose of co-creation project work is not to provide conclusive or convincing evidence 

to elucidate the nature of the problem, but rather to help better understand the problem 

and its implications. Co-creation project work may provide answers to questions such as 

‘What if?’, ‘How might we?’, ‘Why?’ and ‘What could be?’. 

                                                 
(5) Adapted from Gupta et al. (2006) and Rothaermel and Alexandre (2009). 
(6) Adapted from Popadić et al. (2015). 
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The benefits of an exploratory approach include (7): 

1. adaptability and flexibility to change; 

2. new perspectives and unexpected results and insights; 

3. the effective laying of the groundwork for future studies; 

4. savings of time and other resources (by determining at an earlier stage the types of 

research topics that are worth pursuing). 

The exploratory approach enables the creation of new openings and uses more strategic 

long-term questions as a starting point for industry–academia cooperation. Good questions 

to start defining the scope and objectives for co-creation-based cooperation include the 

following. 

 What are the new and evolving phenomena that are not fully visible yet? 

 What are the changes that are barely perceptible in the world? 

 What will the adaptation capability of different consumer segments be? 

The questions above are often used a starting point for co-creation-based industry–

academia cooperation and for innovation challenge design. It can be argued that analysing 

multiple paths and different angles in the early phases of development will result in 

decision-making of higher quality than that which can be achieved using a model in which 

most decisions are made at the beginning and are subsequently implemented. 

 

2.4 Stakeholders in industry–academia co-creation 

In the model used in this study, the main stakeholders in industry–academia co-creation 

are HEIs, companies and a neutral facilitator who acts as a co-creation enabler. Indirect 

stakeholders can be involved through project work in selected phases. 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Stakeholders 

                                                 
(7) Adapted from Gupta et al. (2006) and Rothaermel and Alexandre (2009). 
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Key actors involved in the study 

In the context of this study, the following sections describe the key actors and their roles 

in the co-creation process, and how they differ in nature. 

Primary academia participants: students 

Students from HEIs (bachelor’s, master’s and PhD students) are on the front line of 

interaction. Students are the key value creators, self-motivated by personal drivers to 

invest their own time and competence in the process. Students are considered the key 

experts, as their multidisciplinarity and next-generation perspectives are highly important. 

For students, co-creation is most often study related, meaning that their work will be 

recognised with the award of credit points, an internship position or other kind of work 

experience. 

Secondary academia participants: researchers 

Researchers, in their role as experts, are invited to participate in the co-creation process 

in order to support co-creation teams, to meet company representatives and to showcase 

the research expertise available at their universities and research organisations. HEI staff 

(such as professors and teachers) also belong to this group. Interaction with them mostly 

focuses on the educational aspects of co-creation but also on industry collaboration and 

relationships. 

Primary industry participants: company representatives 

Company personnel are expected to participate in co-creation as equal members of the co-

creation team. The selected company representatives bring to the team their expertise and 

know-how in their own field, and they act as an interface between the researchers from 

HEIs and other employees of company. As such, one of their key tasks is to increase the 

involvement of internal actors in the organisation, that is to build the organisational 

audience. 

However, in co-creation, companies are not expected to define the problem and leave it 

for students to solve. Rather, the case design process is intended, with the aid of the 

facilitator, to be collaborative, involving both students and company employees, the latter 

being expected to bring their expertise to the team. 

Secondary industry participants: organisational audience 

The organisational audience is the internal target group to which inspiration, insights and 

new perspectives explored by the co-creation team are delivered, but the audience does 

not participate actively in the work of the co-creation team. 

Co-creation enabler: facilitator 

The facilitator is a neutral connector between co-creation parties, providing co-creation 

enablers such as platforms, environments and processes that allow stakeholders to interact 

and share their experiences. The facilitator maintains co-creation norms and a framework 

in which co-creation is built on trust. Facilitation is an investment to bring experience, 

expertise and methods to support students’ and companies’ value creation. 

Relationships and balance between stakeholders 

In co-creation, the company is not expected to assume the role of a customer or principal, 

setting goals or desired outcomes and acting as the client of the project. Rather, the parties 

should be equal co-developers with a common and shared goal. Transparency, fair 

agreement regarding intellectual property rights (IPR) policies and the neutral role of the 
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facilitator enable the parties’ relations to become fruitful and supportive of co-

development. 

Many methods in industry–academia collaboration include a supplier–customer 

arrangement, as well as a problem-solving arrangement, in which a solution to a predefined 

problem is sought by an academic partner or group of students. For this reason, students 

of co-creation may see companies as potential employers, and therefore focus exclusively 

on conventional solutions to direct problems. However, this can easily inhibit students from 

adopting the critical and alternative perspectives that are important in equal co-creation 

relationships. 

For co-creation, the most fruitful set-up is one in which participating students and company 

representatives see each other as equal experts – with students bringing the next-

generation perspectives, preferences, values and behavioural patterns to the team. 

Maintaining this balance often requires the role of a neutral facilitator, as well as expertise 

in dealing with these issues. 

 

Interaction with surrounding society, end users and citizens 

A phenomenon-based approach benefits from continuous interaction and information-

gathering from surrounding society and business ecosystems. Citizens and other 

stakeholders in the surrounding society can be engaged as research objects or end users. 

Changes in consumer behaviour, preferences and values are important information in an 

exploratory approach, as the identified changes and their interpretations give direction to 

exploration. 

Effective methods to interact with the surrounding society and end users are included in 

the co-creation methodology introduced in Section 3.3. Observations, interviews and 

continuous validation increase the relevance of the results and assist co-creation teams to 

refine their approaches based on the collected information and feedback. 

Ecosystem approach and networks 

Traditionally, geographical concentration of similar businesses and close proximity to a 

research institution, defined as within a 30 km radius (8), have often been seen as factors 

that strongly support innovation. Regional clusters are a good example of this phenomenon 

and arise when members of the business community, innovators and academics in a region 

generate interactions and new skills to form competitive and vibrant clusters of firms 

operating in the same industrial sector. The same applies to industry–academia 

cooperation, which mostly takes place in the local ecosystem utilising existing connections. 

It can be argued that successfully distributed co-creation breaks silos and organisational 

boundaries: the traditional open innovation approach, which, in principle, breaks the 

organisation’s own boundaries in innovation, brings extra value when the scope and 

engaged participants are extended beyond their usual knowledge areas and the local or 

regional context. Engaging participants with a diverse, multidisciplinary, experience base 

and those from different cultural backgrounds and of different generations can create 

enriching interactions between stakeholders, promoting the sharing of knowledge and 

fuelling innovation. 

Modern co-creation thinking is based on a more multidisciplinary and international 

approach. More and more, innovation and knowledge exchange are based on ecosystems, 

decentralised perspectives and globalisation. The development of interaction technology 

                                                 
(8) Half of all inventive activity by industry takes place within 30 km of a research university. Source: 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (2019). 
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and, most recently, the ‘work from anywhere’ (Choudhury, 2020) work culture arising from 

the COVID-19 pandemic are accelerating this development. Digital cooperation platforms 

provide an effective tool to bring people together across Europe. 

 

2.5 Role of neutral facilitation 

The core task of facilitation is to create a setting and opportunities for interaction and to 

activate and maintain interaction between different parties. In coaching methods, there is 

usually no neutrality of the intermediary and the objective is to guide the work to the 

desired direction and results. 

The basic functions of a neutral facilitator are divided into five areas (9): 

1. create a framework for interaction; 

2. build a knowledge-sharing attitude; 

3. establish ambidextrous thinking; 

4. enable creation of trust; 

5. promote diversity management. 

Each of these functions is discussed in more detail below. 

 

Create a framework for interaction 

As mentioned previously, there are several models of co-creation. One model of co-creation 

process is introduced next as an example. It is also the model that was used in the study. 

 

Process, working practices and enabling tools 

Co-creation teams follow a structured process, with expert facilitation. The purpose of the 

co-creation process is to provide a platform and support to enable a creative flow in 

teamwork. Typically, the process combines elements and tools from design thinking, 

strategic foresight, systems thinking and agile/lean development. The facilitator’s job is to 

guide the team through the co-creation process and enable as fruitful an interaction and 

team spirit as possible. 

Working practices aim to enable a team’s internal dynamics and interaction. These guiding 

mechanisms are used to create a safe environment for co-creation, to enable trust-based 

interaction and to allow a creative operating culture: 

 in co-creation teams, participants define their own working time, which includes at least 

one meeting between both parties every week; 

 the teams are encouraged to use virtual collaboration tools for creative co-creation 

work and a communication channel and dedicated tools for project management and 

communications. 

                                                 
(9) Adapted from Salampasis et al. (2014.) 
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In a co-creation process, working practices are based on weekly routines (see the example 

of weekly routines in Section 3.3). The practices group tasks together and direct the team 

towards a creative process. The facilitator’s role is to guide the team through the working 

practices and provide support in difficult situations, such as when problems related to team 

dynamics arise. The facilitator also provides the team with (online) tools and methods at 

various stages of the process in order to, for example, generate interactions within the 

team and with other teams through appropriate digital tools and platforms. 

 

Management of intellectual property rights (IPR) and agreements 

Successful co-creation requires clear rules for stakeholders to follow, because clear rules 

are the prerequisite for building trust, interaction and innovation. When defining the IPR 

framework, the roles of each party must be considered carefully. For example, when 

innovation work is subcontracted, a customer is paying for the results, and ownership of 

the results is often transferred to the customer. In a co-creation process, on the other 

hand, everyone is expected to participate in the project work and the value creation. 

Accordingly, everyone needs to benefit from their (time) investment and to be able to 

utilise the results. 

 

When defining the IPR framework, the following principles can be taken into account: 

 the framework shall be aligned with the value creation structure and create the feeling 

of fairness; 

 background information shall be protected carefully to use existing knowledge and 

assets in the co-creation process; 

 agreements need to be clear and detailed enough to avoid problems in later stages; 

 in open platforms and programmes, the conditions shall be the same for everyone. 

 

As described in Section 2.3, co-creation activity often uses an exploratory approach. In co-

creation, the most important results are usually ideas, observations, concepts and other 

findings that can be used to make better decisions and speed up further development. 

To balance the interests of the parties and to define an effective IPR framework, it is 

important to consider all phases of the co-creation process, as defined below. 

 

1. Background: created before or outside the process. 

Background material shall mean all kinds of material that are in the possession of a party 

before the project or material that a party has independently developed or acquired outside 

the project. 

To enable easy sharing of proprietary background material, the use of these materials shall 

be restricted and protected by confidentiality clauses (if not otherwise agreed by the 

parties). This is especially important when working with corporate partners willing to share 

their trade secrets or bringing their technologies and solutions to the co-creation process. 

 

2. Results of the co-creation process: created during the process. 

The results of co-creation are often defined to mean all results and materials created during 

the co-creation process. A well-functioning set-up for co-creation-based models is to 
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ensure the right of all parties to utilise the results in their own possible further 

development. 

Different levels of invested effort and value brought by different parties into the co-creation 

process can be taken into account, for example by defining which party gets the ownership 

of the results and which party gets a licence to use the results. 

 

3. Further development: created after the process. 

Business-critical IPR are typically created via further development by one party based on 

the findings and learnings from the co-creation process. The results of the co-creation 

process serve as an input for a further development process. 

The results of the co-creation process shall be used in accordance with the IPR framework 

defined for the co-creation process. The results of any further development shall belong to 

the party making said development. 

 

Careful management of IPR, as described above, is one of the key conditions for mutual 

trust and enables intensive interaction. The ideal conditions for joint value creation are 

most likely to occur when all participants will benefit from the outcomes. It is in the interest 

of all parties to ensure that all participants have a high level of motivation. 

Many SMEs do not have previous experience in co-creation processes and they might 

initially consider that a shared IPR set-up (relating to the results of the co-creation process) 

does not afford them sufficient protection: this is often due to a lack of understanding 

about the difference between background information and foreground, the latter being the 

jointly created results of the co-creation process. Thus, carefully defined IPR and 

agreement frameworks are very important enablers of company engagement. 

For students, IPR is not a well-known area. Co-creation process agreements can be used 

to educate participants to see the value of the results for themselves. Furthermore, in the 

European context, IPR frameworks and agreement management can be very valuable 

because they increase participants’ understanding of IPR topics and strengthen open 

innovation-oriented cooperation culture and entrepreneurial activities. 

 

Offering digital platforms and systems for interaction and co-creation management 

The role of a facilitator is to provide the necessary digital systems and platforms to manage 

co-creation activities, interaction and information flows. A co-creation management system 

should encompass at least the following elements: 

 General Data Protection Regulation compliance; 

 application flow management; 

 team building and team member management; 

 agreement management and monitoring with a digital signature; 

 co-creation process management and task management; 

 integrated team communication tools and videoconferencing; 

 integrated evaluation tools; 

 monitoring and reporting features, 
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In addition, it should be secure and easy to use. 

 

Build a knowledge-sharing attitude 

In co-creation, each actor offers access to new resources through a process of resource 

integration and interaction (Frow et al., 2012). Unless all team members have a 

knowledge-sharing attitude, co-creation will be difficult. Therefore, one of the most 

important tasks and skills of a facilitator is to create an environment that supports 

knowledge-sharing among all stakeholders. 

In the context of the study, a knowledge-sharing environment is based on the principles 

of freedom, openness and tolerance of uncertainty. Each of these principles is described in 

more detail below. 

Freedom 

The generation of novel ideas, insights and findings requires team members to feel that 

they are in charge of the progress the team is making. When team members perceive that 

they have the freedom to, for example, make choices that contradict the facilitator’s or 

industry participants’ opinions, they will feel empowered to explore and question the 

current way of working. 

Even though the sense of freedom is one of the building blocks of a knowledge-sharing 

attitude, it can be a double-edged sword. Usually, at first, having the sense of freedom is 

exhilarating and motivating to the team. However, the sense of freedom is often followed 

by the realisation of responsibility, and that is when the feelings of individual team 

members might turn from exhilaration and motivation to confusion, stress and even fear. 

The facilitator’s role is pivotal in identifying these feelings in team members, as they can 

often impede the team’s progress and make the team incapable of making decisions. 

Taking away the team’s freedom and responsibility to guide them forward would be an 

easy and tempting solution. However, this is a crucial step in team-building: the team 

needs to find its own way of dealing with the freedom and responsibility it has been given. 

The core elements for a facilitator to focus on are the acceptance of imperfection within 

the team and building the self-confidence of individuals. These are delicate matters, and 

the facilitator’s role is to highlight the small successes and gradual progress the team 

makes. Freedom as a building block for a knowledge-sharing attitude is motivating, but 

also cognitively exhausting for team members. 

 

Openness 

The main reason to emphasise openness is to be able to utilise the multidisciplinary and 

multicultural backgrounds and competences in the team. Without open dialogue and 

expression of opinions, there is a risk of wasting the potential that diversity offers. 

As a first step towards building openness, team members should understand what kind of 

people and experiences they have within the team. Therefore, it is important to get to 

know other team members on a personal level; only then can individuals start to discuss 

the specific competences and hard skills they bring to the team. 

Openness is especially important in crisis situations. Communication about disagreements 

and conflicts of interests is likely to be quicker in a team that has fostered a culture of 

openness among its members. In agile co-creation, differing opinions and challenges 

should be highlighted and discussed. This is, again, the role of the facilitator. Every time a 
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conflict arises, it is the facilitator’s responsibility to point it out and raise it is as a topic of 

discussion. 

Tolerance for uncertainty 

The lack of tolerance of uncertainty and imperfection is a common challenge in future-

oriented exploration work. Explorative future work is uncertain by nature. This uncertainty 

may cause anxiety and stress in team members, and, if not addressed, the team might be 

not be able to stay active. 

From the facilitator’s perspective, the number one overarching metric to observe is action. 

In explorative future work, action is more important than direction. Direction, on the other 

hand, can often be found through action. In other words, whatever happens, the facilitator 

should make sure that the team is actively doing something. 

The tolerance of uncertainty can be developed by controlling the amount of information 

given to the team. A team that is given information that is too detailed has the opportunity 

to fall back into the old ways of managing a project: overplannig and making predictions. 

These familiar tools, although crucial, for example in traditional R & D, prohibit the team 

from making mistakes, learning and ultimately exploring new points of view. 

It can be argued that teams that can tolerate uncertainty are usually the most effective 

ones. They do not mind creating 100 ideas even if, shortly after, all of the ideas are 

discarded and the ideation process begins again. At such levels of activity, the team is 

bound to create value, even in a short period of time. 

 

Establish ambidextrous thinking 

Organisational ambidexterity (10) is defined as an organisation’s ability to be aligned and 

efficient in its management of today’s business demands while also being adaptive to 

changes in the environment. Ambidexterity in an organisation is achieved by balancing 

exploration and exploitation, which allows the organisation to be creative and adaptable 

(Gupta et al., 2006; Laukkanen, 2012). 

It is often argued that established corporations do not have the flexibility to explore new 

business areas. One reason for this may be the so-called ‘success trap’, whereby a 

company focuses on its current business, which has historically been a success (Levinthal 

and March, 1993). One solution is to set up corporate venture operations that can explore 

new ideas safely and in isolation from the core business. Another, much lighter and more 

organisationally influential, method is to adopt cross-border and diverse co-creation 

activities. 

The facilitator of co-creation should maintain a balance in the co-creation teams ensuring 

exploratory approach in the work. Therefore, setting up the project, managing expectations 

and communicating the results must be done consciously, reinforcing the ambidextrous 

thinking of the participating organisation. 

 

Enable the creation of trust 

Chesbrough (2012) identifies three main boundaries hindering the adoption of open 

innovation: human capital mobility, the presence of internal R & D and the need for 

                                                 
(10) In the field of organisational learning, ambidexterity refers to the ability to perform both the exploiting and 

explorative tasks (Laukkanen, 2012). 
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intellectual property rules to enable open innovation. In addition to these, trust has 

generally been found to be an almost integral part of the open innovation paradigm, and 

the most significant barrier to the success of open innovation and co-creation. 

The open, networked and interactive innovation model described above requires one basic 

element if it is to work: trust (11). Trust is one of the most important factors in successful 

knowledge sharing. Co-creation is based on trust between actors. The importance of 

building trust in cooperation activities should not be underestimated. 

 

Table 1: Dimensions of trust in a co-creation context 

 

Diversity management 

Co-creation provides an opportunity to give voice to groups that would otherwise be left in 

the margins. A diverse team is one in which each individual is different in all respects. This 

means that individuals differ not only in their field of study, sex, age, religion or race, but 

also in their personality. A diverse team will include introverts and extroverts, 

environmentalists and business minds, liberals and conservatives, etc. 

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, inclusivity is the quality of trying to include many 

different types of people and treating them all fairly and equally. In the co-creation context, 

it means a fundamental approach to how teams are formed, what topics they get to solve 

and how participants are treated in a diverse, multicultural group. 

At its best, co-creation democratises innovation and gives voice to groups who might 

otherwise be left unheard and without a voice. Therefore, co-creation could have a very 

significant societal role and impact. 

 

Professional appearance of the facilitator 

The facilitator is the person who crafts the agenda and determines the activities necessary 

to achieve co-creation objectives. The facilitator guides the team through the process, 

manages group dynamics and adjusts the flow as needed. The facilitator helps the team 

choose the right tools and methods, and supports the team in making decisions. 

Strengthening innovative thinking, presenting different perspectives and asking the right 

                                                 
(11) This study adopts the definition of trust proposed by Mayer et al. (1995): trust is ‘the willingness of a party 

to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a 
particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party’, 
referring to the ‘extent that people can trust others, they can work together to create benefits that each 
individually cannot generate alone’ (Dunning et al., 2012). 

Rule-based trust Knowledge-based trust Identity-based trust 

Co-creation activities must have 
clear rules, contractual 

relationships and an IPR model 

The facilitator of co-creation 
creates an atmosphere of trust 
among the participants through 
joint action and systematic 
process. Participants should 

experience the team as a safe 
environment in which to share 
their own skills and knowledge 
for the common good 

When a co-creation team 
shares common intentions, 
goals and values, the arising 
interaction is transparent, 
accepting and understanding. 

This unleashes productivity, 
curiosity and creativity, leading 
to significant co-development 
outcomes and knowledge 
exchange 
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questions are tools with which the facilitator can guide the team through the co-creation 

process. 

When co-creation activities are treated as a mechanism of interaction between different 

parties, the role of the facilitator as an accelerator of interaction becomes significant. For 

this reason, good interaction skills are particularly important in the role of the facilitator. 

Key interaction skills should include (12): 

 making it safe and comfortable for participants to contribute; 

 understanding and being aware of different facilitation styles and whether they activate 

or make passive the participants; 

 demonstrating unwavering positivity; 

 promoting constructive feedback; 

 questioning and asking, rather than telling; 

 giving the team the freedom to think and make decisions and putting the facilitator’s 

own assumptions in the background; 

 bringing clarity and simplicity to the converging phases of the process; 

 providing enriched discussions to the diverging phases of the process; 

 maintaining neutrality and an unbiased perspective; 

 being sensitive to feelings of individuals and the team; 

 being flexible and open to change. 

  

                                                 
(12) Adapted from Adams and Means (2006). 
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3 Test of demand-driven knowledge exchange 

3.1 Objectives for the concept in this study 

The concept tested in this study supports cross-border co-creation teams consisting of HEI 

students and researchers and companies’ R & D personnel to tackle the companies’ specific 

research and innovation challenges. 

The tested concept was designed to match the following objectives: 

 strengthening the professional identity, creative capacity and skills of participants, and 

increasing their employability through team-based development; 

 increasing participating companies’ capabilities and conditions for success through 

future projects that produce concrete scenarios, as well as validated product and 

service concepts; 

 facilitating interdisciplinary and cross-border networking and knowledge exchange 

between company personnel, researchers and HEI students; 

 creating conditions for the creation of new companies and entrepreneurial activity; 

 clarifying the findings of the programme and the identified best practices for further 

development in Europe. 

 

3.2 Overview of the tested concept 

The concept is based on elements and co-creation dynamics and methods described in 

Section 2 and on the international experience of the contractor. 

Elements of the tested concept 

Team-based work in explorative future innovation projects 

The implementation model is based on team-based group work in which HEI students and 

company representatives participate actively. It is a co-creation process that is guided by 

professional facilitators with extensive global experience. The work is guided, goal oriented 

and results oriented. 

Phenomenon-based content 

Company-specific challenges are formed around business-relevant and societally relevant 

phenomena. The phenomena can be related to technology (e.g. artificial intelligence (AI) 

security or crisis-proof data economy), megatrends (e.g. circular economy, extreme 

weather events), consumer behaviour or a combination of these. 

Multidisciplinary set-up 

Every team is multidisciplinary and international, consisting of a set of students from 

several HEIs from different countries. The team’s composition is carefully designed to form 

a fruitful set-up for value creation by ensuring that the team members’ competence areas 

complement the expertise of the company representatives. 

Industry cooperation 



 

27 

 

The companies are participating in innovation projects as co-creation partners, and they 

are involved in defining the context of these projects to ensure their relevance from the 

business point of view. The collaboration focuses on learning by doing and is results 

oriented. There is genuine interaction between the individuals and businesses, and thus 

the parties get to know one another. 

Output-oriented model 

The work produces documented expert content, innovative concepts, demonstrations or 

other solutions. Through these concrete results, participants demonstrate to the labour 

market their competences regarding the phenomenon, their ability to achieve results and 

their experience of modern teamwork. 

 

3.3 Methodology 

The following presents the co-creation methodology used in this study. It builds on the 

experience of the contractor in running co-creation teams in collaboration with various 

stakeholders such as universities, students and policymakers. 

The co-creation methodology used in this study has the advantage of bringing value to all 

actors involved. This is realised by ensuring the right balance of participants and avoiding 

any stakeholder becoming too dominant in value production. 

The professional, guided facilitation of teamwork and the co-creation process is in place to 

understand the context, underlying factors, trends and global driving forces. The process 

is designed to ensure the participation of each stakeholder to their full potential, while 

nurturing fresh viewpoints and creative ideas of talents. 

The methodology is divided into three main phases: co-creation preparation and team 

building, teamwork and valorisation. The purpose and objectives of each phase and the 

interfaces are described in Table 2 below. 

Co-creation phases 

Table 2: Co-creation methodology phases 

 

Phase Purpose Objectives Interfaces 

(A) Co-creation 
preparation and 
team building 

Bring actors together to 
make co-creation 
possible 

Find content that is 

relevant to all parties 
Bring motivated people 
together and make them 
a working team 

Dialogue with industry, 
academia and students 
to make their needs 
heard 

(B) Teamwork 
Generates interaction 
that leads to the desired 
results 

Creates an atmosphere 
of constructive, creative 
and goal-oriented 
interaction 

Teams are in constant 
interaction with the 
surrounding society, 
consumers and many 
different stakeholders 
Interaction with the 
facilitator 

(C) Valorisation 
Extends the interaction 
interface and builds 
relationships 

Makes the results 
available to the parties 
and various 
stakeholders 

Interaction from primary 
stakeholders to 
secondary stakeholders, 
such as company 
audience 
Policymakers and 
business ecosystem 
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The phases of co-creation form a process and a continuum in which the previous step 

serves as an input to the next. The starting points are the needs of industry and the 

innovation ecosystem, which determine the direction for the implementation of co-creation 

activities and, eventually, affect the results of such activities. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Inputs and outputs of different phases 

Source: Demola Global 
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Methodology breakdown in each phase 

Co-creation preparations and team building 

The unifying force of a co-creation team is a common interest in and desire to work with a 

certain topic or theme. It motivates and engages participants, influences team dynamics 

and gives relevance to shared working. The desire to seek, discover and change the world 

is the best fuel for working together. 

Challenges for co-creation teams are formed around business-relevant and societally 

relevant phenomena. The phenomena can be related to technology (e.g. AI security or 

crisis-proof data economy), megatrends (e.g. circular economy, extreme weather events), 

consumer behaviour or a combination of these. 

A successful co-creation challenge gives direction and focus to teamwork and guides the 

team to look at the phenomenon from an interesting perspective. The challenge should be 

sufficiently open to enable the team to make their own decisions about the direction the 

task should take. It opens up new questions and challenges to the stakeholders and 

individuals involved in co-creation. 

 The starting point of the co-creative exploration should always be a phenomenon that 

is perceived as relevant. A premise that is a predefined problem will not lead to an open 

and explorative development process. 

 Phenomena for co-creation projects should be selected on a broad basis and should 

form a portfolio of relevant projects for participants from different backgrounds. 

 Participants in a co-creation project have the opportunity to grow their own expertise 

as well as demonstrate it by sharing project findings or participating in general 

discussions on the topic. 

 

After the innovation challenge is defined, the co-creation team is formed. The following is 

a detailed description of the tasks leading to the building of a co-creation team from the 

perspective of an intermediary facilitator. The effort required to bring together the different 

parties and to initiate interaction is significantly less when the formation of the co-creation 

team, the drawing-up of contracts and other practical tasks are the responsibility of the 

facilitator rather than of one of the participating parties. The work of an intermediary 

facilitator in creating a co-creation set-up ensures a fruitful starting point for the 

emergence of interaction and reduces the potential for any party to become too dominant 

in the co-creation process. 

The determination of the composition of the team is carried out as expert work by the 

facilitator. The application-processing and team-building features of the co-creation 

management system are designed to meet the functional needs of this process step. If 

applicable challenges are targeted by a very large number of applicants, automated 

recommendation algorithms can be used to organise the applications to speed up the 

facilitator’s work. Applications are read and the suitability of each applicant is assessed on 

the basis of their profile and the desired team profile. Once the team members have been 

selected, each chosen student is sent an automatic message advising them that they have 

been successful. If the student does not confirm that they intend to take up their place on 

the team, the vacancy will be filled by another suitable participant, following which the 

final composition of the team can be confirmed. 

The size and composition of the team are very important to the success of co-creation. 

Optimum team dynamics and functionality require a group of the right size. Research 

evidence does not provide us with an absolute optimal team size, and, as scholars have 
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pointed out, the right team size will certainly depend on the work to be performed (Hoegl, 

2008). 

In short-term teamwork, grouping and rapid development of team dynamics are essential. 

If a small team or working pairs are used, co-creation may lose its most important 

resources, that is diversity and multiple perspectives, which, of course, would decrease 

serendipity. 

The ideal team size and profile for co-creation are as follows: 

 four to six participants: a multidisciplinary and international team; 

 each team has an innovation challenge to explore and team members share their 

personal motivations; 

 each team has a professional and experienced facilitator; 

 the work is guided and goal oriented, and there is a clear structure and process. 

A multidisciplinary approach involves defining problems from different perspectives and 

areas in which objects are to be defined beyond normal and familiar boundaries. The 

multidisciplinary approach has several advantages: 

 the team will have a holistic understanding of the phenomena of interest; 

 it will take advantage of different perspectives in problem definition and solution 

design; 

 it offers a real-world approach and practical point of view; 

 it is a fundamental source of collaborative skills development. 

Creating diversity starts in the team-building phase, which should be professional and take 

into account all aspects of diversity. During the co-creation process, diversity and different 

perspectives can be promoted by facilitation and teamwork methods, but the foundation is 

always laid in the team-building phase. 
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Table 3: Tasks of an intermediary facilitator 

 

Teamwork 

This stage is the core of the whole co-creation activity. The starting point is the task given 

to the team, which is called an innovation challenge. Teamwork guidance, facilitation and 

the methods and tools support an exploratory approach. 

The teamwork phase is an intensive period of work with a predefined duration and 

programme. In this study, an 8-week period was used. 

It is good practice to create weekly routines for teamwork that create continuous 

interaction, maintain good team dynamics and force teams to deliver throughout the 

process. Table 4 lists what should be included in weekly routines. 

 

Table 4: Weekly routines 

Tasks of an intermediary facilitator Channels and tools 

Agree on the terms of co-creation activities with the participating 
companies 

Partner agreement 

In cooperation with the key persons of the partner company, 
design a need-based theme that the co-creation project will explore 

Challenge design workshops 

Formulate the innovation challenge into a format that is inspiring 
to, and engages, students 

Innovation challenge design 

Define the ideal profile of the co-creation team; this should include 
the desired competences, background and experience of team 
members, as well as the geographical and cultural distribution of 
participants 

Team profile 

Publish an innovation challenge application and communicate the 
opportunity to students and researchers as well as to university 

partners 

Platform and other 
communication channels 

Receive applications to the system and monitor their number and 
the extent to which they meet the desired profile 

Platform with application portal 

Choose the most suitable applicants according to the application 
information and the desired team profile 

Platform with application-
management and team-building 
features 

Confirm the team composition and the terms of the co-creation 
work with a team agreement and assign a facilitator to the team 

Team agreement 

Type Forum 

Interaction routine Facilitator-led team meetings 

Task routines Weekly assignment 

Active-work routines The team’s own joint working time 

Documentation routines Delivering weekly assignments and submissions 
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In addition, teams should form and agree on their own working practices and interaction 

routines. 

When multiple co-creation teams run in parallel, the work of the teams can be 

synchronised. This means that the teams start the teamwork phase at the same time and 

proceed at the same pace. This has the following advantages: 

 synergy, in terms of the student activation and application process, can be achieved; 

 interaction between teams can be generated through joint events, simultaneous 

training sessions and shared online communication channels; 

 networking is possible; 

 facilitator resources are more manageable. 

 

Valorisation 

Co-creation generates direct and immediate benefits for both parties through results and 

interaction. In addition, the corporate culture created through the projects and the 

interactions established among the key actors have a positive impact on the level of the 

innovation ecosystem. With active measures, the facilitator can influence the concretisation 

of benefits for different parties. 

Good practice includes organising a final presentation event that brings together the widest 

possible audience from both sides of the co-creation activity. The aims of the event are as 

follows. 

 Share and jointly interpret project findings, insights and results. This ensures a 

common understanding and creates new meanings and interpretations of the findings. 

 Strengthen the continuity of interaction relationships after the project in terms of: 

‒ opportunities for students to collaboration with a company when writing their thesis; 

‒ job opportunities and internships for students and researchers; 

‒ new relationships for academia; 

‒ potential recruits for companies; 

‒ new project topics for companies for co-creation or research projects; 

‒ for companies, contacts with HEI researchers and research teams. 

 Create opportunities for further content development: 

‒ further development of the idea by students or together with the company; 

‒ establishment of a start-up company to enable further development; 

‒ HEI research collaboration to implement further development; 

‒ strengthen companies’ internal communication and create new inspiration based on 

the results. 

 Make the new culture of cooperation visible: 

‒ academia gains experience in agile development and project work with industry; 

‒ both parties benefit from a whole new interaction experience; 
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‒ academia gets new elements in its studies and its attractiveness grows. 

 

Co-creation working practices in the teamwork phase 

This section presents the teamwork phase of a co-creation project from both content and 

process perspectives. The process is divided into two main stages in terms of content. The 

process is based on the double diamond model, originally presented by Banathy (1996) 

and adapted and made popular by the British Design Council (2005) in the context of 

design research. This model is a very common design process model today and is widely 

used in various types of innovation development processes. The two diamonds in the model 

describe the steps that expand or focus on the topics of the process that follow each other. 

The goal of the first diamond is to identify the right thing and ‘design the right thing’ in 

turn. The second step, ‘design things right’, focuses on creating a solution to the identified 

problem. 

 

 

Figure 3: Co-creation process phases 

Source: Adapted from the divergence–convergence model (Banathy, 1996) by the contractor 

 

The facilitator oversees the practical process all the way from publishing the challenges to 

finalising them. The facilitator is responsible for generating interest in the challenge such 

that the number and quality of applications is sufficient to select a diverse, interdisciplinary 

team. As teams are starting the process, the facilitator ensures the building of team 

dynamics, ensures that the phenomenon and context of the challenges are understood, 

schedules and introduces the process tools and urges the teams to overachieve. The 

facilitator helps participants reach a growth mindset in terms of their creative abilities. At 

the end of the challenge, the facilitator makes sure that all the requirements of the 

challenges have been met and that all stakeholders can carry on in different directions. 

The facilitator is the factor that enables good teams to achieve great results. 
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Step 1: discovery 

The starting point of a co-creation project is to understand the phenomenon, its context 

and the people involved. The focus is not only on the present, but also on the future, as 

part of the aim is to understand the trends and megatrends that will shape the future. 

Context understanding acts as the base for a team’s decision-making, which is needed 

before entering the next phase of the process: the creation phase. 

Table 5: Example of the first half of project work when the total duration of the process is 

8 weeks 

 

Step 2: creation 

Whether the team is creating future scenarios or solution concepts, the user or target 

group is kept at the centre of the team’s design. The team should experiment, challenge 

and test assumptions, fail fast, learn and iterate the solution idea or concept. 

Table 5: Example of the second half of project work when the total duration of the 

process is 8 weeks 

 

Discovery: an in-depth dive into a problem that the team is trying to understand or 
solve 

Week 1 

Personal task: phenomenon breakdown with personal mind maps to start 
learning about the topic and see the diversity of thinking within the team 
Group work: analysing the topic from a macro-level perspective through 
political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental (PESTLE) 

factors (a PESTLE analysis) 

Week 2 

Group work: stakeholder mapping to understand and identify key 
stakeholders and users related to the topic at hand 
Group work: stakeholder or user group selection on which further innovation 
and design process will be focused 

Week 3 

Group work or work in pairs: design research. Discovering, making insights 
and turning them into a problem or topic of interest through interviews, 
observations, benchmarking, online research, reviews on research papers or 
by using other relevant information-gathering methods 

Week 4 
Group work and group decision: making a synthesis on the design research 
insights and making a decision on the core problem by using affinity diagrams 

and problem trees 

Creation: come up with as many solutions or topic perspectives as possible. Choose the 
best and build it further 

Week 5 

Group work: ideation. To produce lots of solution ideas about how to create 
value for the different, selected user groups 
Team decision: making a selection of ideas 
Group work: creating the first low-fidelity prototypes of the solution 

Week 6 

Group work: creating the first value proposition for the selected idea to 
make it communicable and ready for first evaluation and feedback 
Group work: creating the first solution definitions by using, for example, the 
features–functions–values framework 
Group work: testing, evaluating and collecting feedback 

Week 7 

Group work: iterating the solution based on learnings and feedback 

Group work: creating a high-fidelity prototype to demonstrate and showcase 
the solution 

Week 8 
Group work: refining and packaging the developed solution into final 
documentation 
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Research design projects can last a long time, so the facilitator should ensure that the work 

of the team progresses in accordance with the milestones set and is completed on schedule. 

The nature of rapid development is such that any solution is only partial and so provides 

the motivation for further development opportunities. 

Modern co-creation does not always focus on finding new solutions, often it is also about 

identifying future scenarios. In this case, the creation phase changes from being solution 

oriented to being descriptive oriented. This requires the phenomenon to be aligned with 

megatrends, which involves defining future personas and writing future scenarios. The 

facilitator should identify when the team should be directed towards a descriptive-oriented 

approach in the creation phase. 

Examples of globally verified tools and methods to be used in co-creation process 

facilitation include: 

 personal mind maps – to understand internal initial views across the board; 

 PESTLE analysis – to gain an understanding of the topic from multiple, sometimes 

surprising, angles; 

 user group / stakeholder mapping – to map all relevant pieces / human factors in the 

operation environment; 

 user group selection – to choose design goals and understand who to consider in the 

design process; 

 design research – interviews, observations, traditional and unconventional research to 

understand how and why people behave, systems work, etc., as they do; 

 megatrend selection – to visualise a future regarding the topic; 

 future persona profiles – to combine future vision with identified stakeholders as design 

goals for the future; 

 scenario writing – to visualise different utopian and dystopian futures; 

 prototyping – to bring possible solution ideas into tangible designs. 

 

3.4 Overview of the testing phase 

The co-creation concept was tested by running five co-creation teams with five companies 

from Hungary, Portugal and Finland. The contractor acted as the facilitator, managing the 

process and guiding the teamwork. The contractor’s proprietary co-creation management 

and interaction system was used in the test to support the application flow management, 

team building and all the different stages of the facilitation process. 

The final concept test set-up consisted of a group of five teams. Altogether, 26 students of 

nine nationalities (Czech, German, Finnish, Latvian, Polish, Portuguese, Spanish, Romanian 

and Ukrainian) were selected for the five teams. The structure of these teams is described 

in Table 7. 

Each co-creation team consisted of four to six students and a facilitator. In order to ensure 

the cross-border dimension of the co-creation teams, the members in each co-creation 

team were selected from at least three EU Member States or associated countries. 
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Table 6: Set-up of the tested concept 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 Collaboration with European companies 

Role of the companies 

Company personnel bring to the process the needs of their organisations and the know-

how of their companies. An open-minded company representative willing to truly look into 

the future is the ideal collaborator in the co-creation process. Companies’ needs, difficulties 

and opportunities are mapped in the collaborative theme design process, after which they 

are addressed in the challenge description. During the co-creation process, company 

representatives are in dialogue with the team and provide knowledge from their industries 

to support the teamwork. 

The selection criteria used to select companies were as follows: 

 the innovativeness and validity of the innovation challenge; 

 the level of motivation towards university collaboration; 

 whether or not the company provided an international business opportunity; 

 degree of business alignment with EU missions; 

 level of commitment to the programme and co-creation process. 

The final selection also took into account required geographical distribution: that the 

companies should be from at least three Member States, with at least two from widening 

countries. 

 

Company participation in the testing phase 

Potential companies were shortlisted in cooperation with the contractor’s networks with 

European HEIs. The contractor’s experts facilitated multiple meetings with each shortlisted 

company to evaluate their potential, commitment and relevance in accordance with the 

criteria. 

Based on the criteria and discussions presented above, five companies were selected and 

approved for the study by the European Commission. 

 

Table 7: Selected companies 

Teams 5 

Companies 5 

Students 26 

Nationalities 9 

Home HEIs of participating students 17 

Facilitators 5 
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3.6 Design of the innovation challenge 

A careful challenge design process is important to define the objectives and to manage the 

expectations of all participants. Design of the innovation challenge is the starting point for 

student acquisition. Each applicable challenge is designed together with the participating 

company, including not only the phenomenon and context definition, but also the desired 

target applicant groups. 

 

The design principles for challenge design were as follows: 

 company’s innovation and R & D needs; 

 future orientation; 

 relevancy in the international business domain; 

 theme alignment with EU missions and green and digital growth agendas; 

 ethical perspective. 

The designed innovation challenges for the testing phase are presented in detail below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Innovation challenge 1 

Company Country Size Industry Product/service 

Company A Finland SME 
Business to consumer 
online 

Online marketplace for maintenance 
services 

Company B Portugal SME 
Business-to-business 

industrial components 

Production of metal components for one 

industry sector through a cold moulding 
process 

Company C Hungary SME Consumer products 
Fishing equipment manufacturer and 
distributor 

Company D Finland SME Software development AI solutions for the healthcare sector 

Company E Portugal SME Software development 

Tailored software design services in the 
fields of system design and architecture, 
cloud computing, media asset 
management and user interface / user 
experience (UI/UX) design 
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Innovation challenge 2 

Innovation challenge 3 

Buying on platforms 

Many industries have been disrupted through platforms. What are the notable differences in 
purchasing process and service path between traditional channels and platforms? 

Background 
 
The platform economy is here to stay. Most products and services that we buy and consume can be 
purchased through a platform, changing, for instance, the way we book hotel rooms and handle 
transportation services. However, several industries are lagging behind, such as household 

maintenance and repair services. 
 
There are big differences in purchase behaviour across different products and services, as well as 
between generations. Younger generations are used to purchasing through platforms and usually have 
a better understanding of the dynamics and the stakeholders. 
 
We are interested in the purchase behaviour of young adults on platforms versus traditional 
purchasing channels. Our business platform is related to home maintenance services, but what could 
we learn from the more established platform industries? 
 
Challenge 

 
What are the expectations of the younger generation when it comes to buying services through 
platforms? What are the best benchmarks and what should definitely be avoided? 
 
When considering younger homeowners, what kind of expectations do they have regarding 
professional maintenance services, such as cleaners, chimney sweepers, plumbers, air conditioner 
maintenance, etc.? Trying to make the purchasing as easy as possible, what might we learn from the 
experienced platform giants? 
 
As we are trying to revolutionise the way people access home maintenance services, what implications 
for branding should we take into consideration? 

Car Go Brrr No More 

Exhaust pipes are likely to become obsolete in the near future. How should their manufacturer adapt to 
the changing world? 

Background 
 
Cars have evolved constantly since combustion engine-powered cars became mainstream. While 
technological changes in cars have been major, exhaust systems remain an indispensable part of any 
car. However, with the current trend towards increased use of alternative energy sources, the status 
quo is about to change. 
 
Company X is an organically grown metal-stamping company with a strong and stable customer base 
that has produced metal parts for exhaust systems used mainly in diesel cars for decades. To prepare 
for the future, the company wants to take a look around the automotive industry, understand where it 

is trending towards and how it could position itself. 
 
Challenge 
 
Cars powered by electricity, hydrogen, etc., might revolutionise the whole car industry in a way that 
shakes the foundations of full value chains all the way from mechanical part producers to end users. 
What are the current leading trends, and when and how might some major changes happen? 
 
How might company X utilise its current skill set and infrastructure for an effective shift inside the car 
industry away from exhaust-related parts, while helping its current customers to adapt to the changing 
world? What role is played by the behaviour changes of car users, and do such changes have an impact 

on the industry? 
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Innovation challenge 4 

Fishing EU 

Recreational fishing has grown massively during the COVID-19 pandemic. What are the similarities and 
differences of recreational fishing around Europe? 
 

Background 
 
Along with other nature-related activities, recreational fishing has seen a significant increase during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Being a ‘solitary’ pastime, social distancing occurs naturally and does not need to 
be enforced, making fishing is a pandemic-friendly hobby. Fishing can be divided into roughly three 
categories: professional fishing, sports fishing and recreational fishing. Recreational fishers form by far 
the largest group and, because of COVID-19, this group is growing. 
 

Fishing is highly regional, and dependent on the conditions and types of water bodies present. This is 
why we are looking for a Europe-wide, multitalented team to map out the differences and similarities in 
recreational fishers’ values, behaviours and the reasons why they fish. 
 
Challenge 
 
What are the similarities and differences for why people do recreational fishing around Europe? What is 
the role of the environment where people fish? 
 
Is there something different about the ‘new wave’ of recreational fishers, compared with the seasoned 
veterans? How much time do they spend on fishing? Are there differences in the equipment or ways to 

fish? How much travelling is acceptable in the hobby? What kind of support or added value would they 
appreciate? 

Everyday AI 

In the future, everyone will benefit from at least a basic understanding of AI. How can we make AI literacy 
something to strive for? 

Background 
 
AI has become reality after originally being found only in science fiction. Its roots in science fiction may 
also explain why laypeople find the concept difficult to grasp. While AI, machine learning, neural networks 
and other relevant technologies do not need to be mastered by all, a basic understanding of their effect 
on everyday life will be important to position oneself towards the future. 
 
The demand for technological understanding is greater, or at least more widespread, than ever before, 

which means that a higher level of knowledge is required to stay relevant in the modern world’s 
endeavours, for example in the job market. How can people be engaged to care enough to learn? 
 
Challenge 
 
As with other seemingly complex technology concepts, there is currently a high threshold to cross before 
finding out what AI is all about. Younger generations find it easier, having grown up in a time when AI 
culture was booming, but older generations face problems comprehending AI, even though they have to 
face the phenomenon in their everyday lives. 
 
What means, channels, examples, tone, etc., should adopted in delivering the message so that it 
resonates among older generations? How to promote AI in an understandable way, creating touchpoints 

and resemblances to more popular and familiar contexts? What are the key drivers making people care 
about AI? 
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Innovation challenge 5 

 

3.7 Selection of individual students for co-creation teams 

Role of higher education institution students in the test 

HEI students are the unique driving force in the process and, in general, have the greatest 

influence on the success of the challenges. They are both the group with the most up-to-

date knowledge and the group that will be future citizens, professionals and leaders. They 

join the challenges with the fewest assumptions and the highest potential of all 

participants. Participating HEI students come from vastly varying backgrounds and, with 

the help of Demola’s guided facilitation process, they are led to understand their hidden 

potential and the power of combining interdisciplinary competences. 

 

Selection process 

Team selection in this test followed the process described in Section 3.3. Each team 

consisted of four to six HEI students. Teams were built around companies’ strategic 

interests, with an international and interdisciplinary approach. 

Each team was compiled using an online European-wide application process. The 

application process was open to all HEI students in Europe. It was important to use an 

online application process to ensure equal participation opportunity across the EU and to 

address internal brain drain within the EU in particular. 

Gaming as a profession 

As esports is one of the fastest-growing entertainment industries, the role of esports professional is 
going to continue to change rapidly. What is the life of a professional esports athlete in the future? 

Background 
 
Various statistics are available, but one thing is certain: gaming is by far the biggest and fastest-
growing branch of entertainment in the world. This has also boosted the growth of professional esports. 

Companies and organisations around the world are pouring staggering amounts of money into the 
development of games, events and community building. 
 
The industry and its potential for growth are huge, but the role and positioning of professional esports 
athletes in the big picture are still unclear. For example, the athletes’ careers usually start very early, 
but also end earlier than in traditional sports. Are they athletes, entertainers, influencers or something 
else? 
 
Challenge 
 
What will be the role of esports athletes in the future? What will their career look like? Where will their 
income come from: streaming, professional gaming, influencing, sponsorships, etc.? Currently, gamers’ 

training and time management is chaotic compared with that of athletes in traditional sports. How will 
‘professionalism’ affect this in the future? Will esports athletes follow the example of traditional athletes 
or will they create new ways to manage and develop themselves? 
 
Part of the esports community wants to drive the ecosystem towards traditional sports and the business 
models used there. Another part wants to keep the two clearly separated and believes that gaming 
should not be considered a sport. How does society view gamers? Are they professional athletes, 
entertainers or business-savvy game industry influencers? What do professional gamers themselves 
want to be? 
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The following information was requested in the application. 

 General student profile information. 

‒ Contact information. 

‒ Studies. 

o Student type. 

o Degree level. 

o Home HEI. 

o Attending HEI. 

o Field of study. 

o What are you studying? 

‒ About you. 

o Why are you interested in joining a challenge? 

o Which skills or characteristics make you a good co-creator? 

o What kind of a role do you usually have in project groups? 

o Uploaded curriculum vitae file. 

‒ Social networks. 

‒ Challenge availability information. 

 Challenge-specific questions. 

‒ Why do you want to be a part of this challenge? 

‒ Is there something in your past experience, hobbies, etc., that would be 

beneficial to working on this challenge? 

Applications were accepted from all HEI students, without geographical, study-level or 

other restrictions, and the team selection process was also non-discriminating. The ideal 

team would be able to look at the issues at hand from multiple angles while still remaining 

highly functional. The most important factor in team building was the intrinsic motivation 

of applicants. 

 

Table 8: Co-creation teams 

 

Team No of 

members 

HEIs No of 

nationalities 

Level of 

multidisciplinarity 
A 5 4 4 High 

B 6 6 3 Very high 

C 5 5 4 High 

D 6 5 3 Intermediate 

E 4 4 3 Intermediate 
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In most cases, teams needed some subject expertise, and in some cases this guided the 

selection of team members. Otherwise, the teams were built, whenever possible, to include 

members from all study levels (bachelor’s/master’s/doctorate), from as many HEIs as 

possible and from various interdisciplinary fields and ensuring a relatively wide cultural and 

geographical coverage. As these factors were applied with careful consideration across 

multiple teams simultaneously, each team-building process yielded unique results. 

During the process, all selected team members were considered equal and worked in 

accordance with the process, guided by the expert facilitator. The teams were exposed to 

the views and knowledge of external researchers and other experts to enable two-way 

knowledge exchange based on demand and the availability of the experts. 

 

3.8 Researcher participation 

Researchers often have a deep knowledge of their research subjects that is unavailable 

through other sources, providing a unique opportunity for participating students and 

companies, if matched properly. Researchers are invited as experts to participate in the 

co-creation process to support the co-creation teams, meet the companies and showcase 

research expertise available at the HEIs and research organisations. 

The method for researcher participation is expert sessions to provide support for the teams 

and create interaction. These expert sessions can be scheduled by the facilitators based 

on the needs of each team. Expert sessions are the key mechanism for demonstrating the 

know-how available across Europe and for triggering companies’ interest in research 

cooperation. 

Researcher engagement can be carried out based on the ideas and interesting questions 

that are rising during the co-creation process and in the discussions with the teams and 

companies. The aim is to create interest and curiosity to meet researchers and seek 

interesting knowledge combinations. Researchers can be identified by the teams directly 

or by the expert facilitators. 

In this study, researchers from Germany, Spain, Hungary, Portugal, Slovenia and Finland 

were invited to participate by the teams and by the contractor, following the process 

described above. Twenty researchers from multiple HEIs across Europe were invited to 

participate in the expert sessions. However, only four researchers responded, so most of 

the teams did not get the expert support they wanted, but were instead required to seek 

information from written sources to support their background research. 
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4 Evaluation of the co-creation experience 

One of the main objectives of the study was to explore the experience of the co-creation 
method from the perspectives of the individuals and organisations involved. This brings 
customer orientation to development and helps find points of implementation that are customer 
oriented and create value for the parties involved in the co-creation activity. 
 

Experience evaluation process 

According to the project plan, the aim was to carry out several actions for experience 

evaluation and data gathering, which are defined in Table 10. 

 

Table 9: Evaluation methods 

(1) Consensus shows the extent to which respondents agreed. Consensus is calculated by 
comparing respondents and their answers together and calculating the level of agreement 
between respondents. A consensus rate of 100 % means that every respondent gave the 
exact same answer. A consensus rate nearing 50 % indicates a high level of disagreement 

among respondents. 

 

The first surveys (pre) focused on respondents’ expectations of the co-creation process, 

teamwork and skills development. The second survey (post) was carried out after the 

active project work phase. This post-project survey highlighted the changes and brought 

out the satisfaction elements of the co-creation experience. 

 

4.1 Satisfaction 

The results of participants’ satisfaction with the co-creation experience are presented 

below. The results are presented first from the students’ perspective and then from the 

companies’ perspective. 

 

Evaluation method Target 
Consensus 
rate (1) 

Student survey 1 (pre) 77 % response rate 79 % 

Company survey 1 (pre) 100 % response rate 79 % 

Student survey 2 (post) 62 % response rate 77 % 

Company survey 2 (post) 100 % response rate 78 % 

Final meetings with companies All five companies  

Debriefing workshops with companies Five interviews  

Self-evaluation and peer evaluation 95 % of participants  

Facilitator evaluation Interviews and evaluation questions  

Interaction data Contractor’s chat log data  
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Students’ perspective 

The evaluation results clearly show that the co-creation experience was very good and 

positive from the students’ point of view. This is indicated, for example, by the high net 

promoter score (NPS) (13). The +58 score recorded among the student participants in this 

test group is relatively high (the full NPS range is from –100 to +100), especially 

considering that this was the first experience for the participants and that they themselves 

played an active role in the success of the service. 

 

 

Figure 4: NPS responses, students 

 

Table 10: NPS calculation (students) 

 

Students were very satisfied with the facilitation; the average score was high, at 8.9. When 

asked about their satisfaction of the results and outcomes, there was more variance 

(standard deviation 18.4), although the mean score was 8.3. This is likely to be influenced 

by expectations and perceptions of the project results, as well as an individual’s or team’s 

commitment to finalising the results and findings. If a participant did not internalise the 

nature of the exploratory work, it is possible that the results achieved are compared with 

                                                 
(13) The NPS concept was introduced by Reichheld (2003). The NPS is a method for measuring customer loyalty 

and satisfaction with one question: ‘How likely is it that you would recommend Company X to a friend or 
colleague?’. Schmatz et al. (2015). 
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the imaginary results of the exploitative project work, in which case the participant may 

experience a conflict between the achieved results and their expectations. 

 

 

Figure 5: Level of satisfaction of student participants 

 

The excitement level tells us much about team dynamics and motivation. Among these 

teams, the excitement level increased when comparing the start time and end time of the 

projects. Figure 7 shows that individuals were overall more sceptical at the beginning of 

the project and became more excited as the projects progressed. 

 

Figure 6: Excitement level of students 
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Another important indicator of the performance and dynamics of the co-creation team is 

the clarity of expectations. Expectation management is one of the key elements behind the 

satisfaction of participants. When students were asked at the beginning of the project 

about the clarity of expectations, 83.3 % of respondents thought they had clear 

expectations. When asked about the expectations, we received the following open-ended 

answers: 

 

 I expect to be able to come up with an end product that can be described in simple 

terms and that the group will work together to create the product with our previous 

discussions and research in mind. 

 I expect that we can produce some sort of content promoting and explaining gaming 

not only as a profession but as a whole, including every or most of the interesting topics 

discovered in our research. 

 To gain more knowledge about the automotive sector and be part of the changing 

industry. 

 Innovative and working platform. 

 To have a final product/service to solve our challenge. 

 Create a solution for [company D]. 

 That we will as a team research about the challenges in the automotive sector and 

together talk and find possible solutions and future insights. 

 I hope that the project will be better at the future. 

 A good presentation. 

 I would like to learn more about the whole issue of [topic of the Company C challenge] 

and also incorporate solutions to existing problems. 

 I expect to deliver interesting results that will satisfy me and make me proud of the 

work we had done with the team. 

 Actual concepts for [company C] for what they should do. 

 Achieve the project goal. Be able to answer all questions about the project. Go far 

beyond what was requested for the project. 

 

Feeling of belonging 

Team members need to feel that they belong together and share a common goal to enable 

effective work on a fast-moving project. Innovative and creative teamwork requires 

communication, coordination, balance of member contributions, mutual support, effort and 

cohesion (Hoegl, 2008). There was no significant difference between the results of the pre 

and post surveys. The feeling of belonging remained strong throughout the project. 
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Figure 7: Feeling of belonging 

 

During the project, the teams’ confidence improved slightly. The team members relied 

more on their own abilities and skills after the co-creation project. 

 

 

Figure 8: Team confidence, student perspective 
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The students who participated in this test reported a high level of satisfaction with their 

experience. The indicators also suggested a steady and high level of facilitation and 

professionalism. If participants joined the project with unrealistic or distorted expectations 

and the facilitation did not support the participant’s onboarding, the sense of togetherness 

and the development of team dynamics would not be positive. 

 

Company perspective 

The evaluation showed that the companies involved in the test were extremely satisfied 

and pleased with the experience. The NPS collected in the post survey was a full 100, 

meaning that respondents from all participating organisations were very likely to 

recommend a similar experience to a colleague. A co-creation project represents a typical 

service in the sense that the customer or user of the service also participates in the service 

creation itself (Grönroos, 2008) and, thus, contributes to the experience creation. The 

involvement of the customer in the formation of the service experience is particularly 

important in co-creation activities. For this reason, facilitation should always include 

mentoring company participants so that they understand their own role and responsibility 

as a creator of experience. 

 

In this study, steps were taken to ensure that only committed organisations, such as those 

involved in co-development at the required level, were included. This gives the study more 

reliability, as all the companies involved were able to evaluate the experience throughout 

its duration, in full and taking into account all the steps. 

 

 

Figure 9: NPS responses, companies 

 

 

 

0

0,5

1

1,5

2

2,5

3

3,5

4

4,5

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

%
 o

f 
re

s
p
o
n
d
e
n
ts

HOW LIKELY ARE YOU TO RECOMMEND THE CO-CREATION 

EXPERIENCE TO A FRIEND OR A COLLEAGUE?

(0 – NO, I WOULD NOT RECOMMEND, 10 – YES, I WOULD 

RECOMMEND)



 

49 

 

 

Table 11: NPS calculation of companies 

 

 

In the following section, the participating companies have assessed their own contribution 

to the service production or, in this case, their own contributions to co-development. The 

companies considered their own involvement important, and the responses indicate that 

they were able to implement it as well. 

 

 

Figure 10: Company satisfaction 

 

In this test, the satisfaction of both students and companies was very high. This shows 

that company-driven innovation challenges attracted highly motivated individuals with a 

shared desire to explore the problem, that team building was successful and that facilitation 

throughout the process was professional. In particular, the extremely high satisfaction level 

of companies indicates that co-creation activities brought direct value to their businesses. 
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An important goal of this test was to understand and identify the interaction that takes 

place during co-creation. Interaction takes place at many different levels, between different 

stakeholders and in various forums and channels. There is formal interaction that is 

controlled and activated through facilitation and processes, and then there is informal 

interaction between the individuals involved. 

The following section describes the level of internal interaction of the teams on the chat 

channel during this test, which also includes company representatives. 

 

Level of team interaction during the co-creation project 

The average number of interaction events on the chat channel during a project was 826. 

Figure 12 shows the number of interactions in each team. 

 

Figure 11: Interaction activity 

 

Interaction channels and forums 

Because the test was conducted in the middle of the COVID-19 epidemic, all 

communication took place remotely with the help of digital channels and tools. 

 

The formal process-integrated channels were as follows. 

 Team-specific and batch-specific channels in a dedicated communication 

platform. The chat platform used by the contractor (14) enabled the use of persistent 

channels and workspaces organised by batches, teams or topics, and also enabled 

direct messaging between team members and facilitators. 

 Creative teamwork space. Teams used an online whiteboard collaboration tool for 

creativity tasks. Facilitators provided ready-made templates and content frameworks 

                                                 
(14) The chat channel is based on an open-source project called Rocket.Chat. 
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to guide the teamwork at different stages of the process. (Miro Board (15) was used by 

all teams.) 

 Task and submission management on a co-creation platform. Weekly 

assignments were distributed to teams through the contractor’s digital platform, and 

teams submitted the outputs there. This platform also allowed facilitators to monitor 

the progress of teamwork and the quality of deliverables. 

 Microsoft (MS) Teams channels and video communication. With the integration 

of MS Teams into the chat channel and digital platform, all teams had videoconferencing 

channels for group work and team meetings. Moreover, events for a wider audience 

were organised via MS Teams. 

 Evaluation tools. The contractor’s digital platform includes integrated evaluation tools 

that provided self-assessment, peer review and facilitator evaluation. In addition, the 

system generates traceable certificates for those who have completed a co-creation 

project. 

The interaction channels presented above, and the ways in they were used, were closely 

related to the facilitation process and its steps. These tools were actively used by all teams. 

Because teams have autonomy over other communications and interactions, a large variety 

of informal communication channels and tools can also be used by team members and 

partners, for example: 

 direct messaging tools such as WhatsApp groups; 

 shared folders, such as Google Drive, Dropbox and OneDrive. 

 

The amount of team interaction alone does not reveal the success or value of the 

interaction. Other factors are the quality of the interaction and the interaction environment, 

as well as team dynamics. 

 

Team dynamics and functionality evaluation 

In Figure 13, the functional analyses of the teams’ and team members’ activities are based 

on peer evaluation and facilitator evaluation. These factors can be used to assess team 

performance and the underlying qualitative factors. These qualitative factors can be 

influenced by professional facilitation work, as well as by operating models and practices 

related to the co-creation process. 

 

                                                 
(15) Miro is a proprietary online visual collaboration platform for teamwork, available online (https://miro.com/). 

https://miro.com/
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Figure 12: Team functionality 

 

Differences in team dynamics and team unity emerge from these metrics. The differences 

between the teams involved in this test are relatively small, indicating that the work of the 

teams was of high quality and that there were no significant problems with team dynamics. 

Thus, building trust around the co-creation activity was very successful. 

The involvement and input of companies usually varies greatly in co-creation activities. 

Some companies want a turnkey solution to engage in interaction, while others see active 

and inclusive interaction as a significant source of benefit for themselves. Figure 14 shows 

the views of the companies involved in this test on how they could add value to the team. 

 

Figure 13: Company involvement 
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For organisations, a co-creation project such as this one represents low-threshold 

participation in academia collaboration. One of the significant factors is professional 

facilitation, which allows companies to engage in such activities without major burden, 

such as excessive time investment. Intermediary facilitation can be seen as a service for 

companies that enables interaction with academia. Overall, the companies were very 

satisfied with the facilitation of the projects. 

 

 

Figure 14: Interaction flows between stakeholders 

Source: Demola Global 

 

The black arrow represents the interaction between the primary stakeholders. Interactions 

between the primary and the secondary target groups are indicated by grey arrows. 

 

Table 12: Interaction between stakeholders 

(1) Interaction level is evaluated by facilitators. The levels are subjectively defined and 
indicative. 

Interaction parties Channels 
Purpose of 
interaction 

Forums 
Interaction 
level (1) 

Team member to team 
member 

Chat and 
informal team-
specific channels 

Knowledge 
sharing 

Weekly 
meetings, 
teamwork 
sessions and 
facilitated team 
discussions 

Very high 

Team to team Online events 
Knowledge 
sharing  

Biweekly 
sessions 

High 

Team to corporate 
audience 

Company 
internal 
meetings 
 
Documentation 
sharing 

Sharing insights 
and inspiring 
colleagues 

Final 
presentation 
 
Internal 
communication 
of the 
organisation 

Medium 
(increases after 
the project) 

Team to 
university/researchers 

Direct 
messaging 

Knowledge 
sharing 

Personal 
interaction 

Low 
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The interviews revealed that companies did not expect the active and direct participation 

of universities and researchers in teamwork. On the basis of the interviews, the following 

different models of attitude towards university cooperation can be formulated. 

Attitude A: it will be difficult to bring the methods of academic research to this open context 

In this attitude model, companies believe that co-creation should be free from the tradition 

and methods of academic research, even to the extent that such methods are seen as 

potentially hampering the creative exploration approach. 

Attitude B: the strong competence of the university will be filtered through students 

In this attitude model, it is believed that the high level of research and teaching at the 

university is directly reflected in the co-creation activities and results produced by the 

students. The overall level of competence, motivation and ambition of the students, as well 

as the methodological competence, are seen to be reflected in the work of the co-creation 

team, which also means that the benefits are passed on to companies. 

Attitude C: the co-creation activity provides input for academic research 

In the third way of thinking, co-creation activity is perceived as a low-threshold method 

that feeds new and interesting topics of applied research from industry to academia. From 

this perspective, the importance of post-project interaction and interpretation of results 

between industry and academia is emphasised. 

Interaction between primary and secondary stakeholders 

The interaction between primary stakeholders is clearly measurable and verifiable. This 

interaction lays the foundation for successful co-creation. By contrast, team interaction 

with secondary stakeholders is more difficult to verify and measure. Researcher 

engagement is the most important secondary interaction within the academia. This 

interaction has two main functions: (1) to strengthen the content value of the team co-

creation process and (2) to create new interactions between the parties. 

 

 

Figure 15: Excitement level 
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4.3 Outcomes 

The following boxes present the outcomes of the teams involved in the test from different 

perspectives. Co-creation activities are always goal oriented and aimed at concrete results 

and outputs, although they are exploratory in nature. Outputs can be viewed from many 

different perspectives, for example through hard results such as concepts and 

demonstrations, or through soft results such as the development of competences or the 

emergence of new channels of interaction and relationships. 

 

Outcomes of innovation challenge 1 (Team A) 

Outcomes of innovation challenge 2 (Team B) 

 

Buying on platforms 

Insights and learnings 

Platform business is trust business. All stakeholders need transparency throughout the value chain and 
to understand the dynamics. In particular, parties need to trust each other regarding compensation, 
whether that be monetary or in something other form. Platforms need to add value to the value chain. 
This is usually transparency, quality control or professionalism. 
Sustainability is a growing concern for consumers, and this is also starting to be visible for the 
platform-based business models. Highlighting and visualising sustainability goals, values and attributes 
is a must for future platforms. 
 
Ideas and innovation sparks 
On platforms, the customers are often amateurs. They do not understand the products or services in 
detail; thus, the platform operator can help them to better understand the pricing and importance of 
different features of the services. 

With pricing models, there are many interesting ways to facilitate the customer’s purchasing decision 
and to make sure they have the tools they need to make the right decision for themselves. This in turn 
creates better experiences on both the customer and the service provider sides. 

Car Go Brrr No More 

Insights and learnings 
The car industry is changing rapidly as a result of the development and surge in sales of electric cars. 
The usual performance metrics of the car industry will radically change in the coming years. For 
example, in a consumer’s decision-making process range is not as important as before and 
sustainability will play a huge role. 
RDI activity in the car industry also faces huge change as market growth shift towards the so-called 
BRIC economies (Brazil, Russia, India and China). A natural result will be that the focus of RDI 

activities will move towards these regions and away from the traditional car industry hotspots such as 
Europe, the United States, South Korea and Japan. 
 
Ideas and innovation sparks 
Four future scenarios were envisaged for the car industry. Most of the changes in the scenarios focus 
on the legislative issues and the speed of development of autonomous driving. 
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Outcomes of innovation challenge 3 (Team C) 

Outcomes of innovation challenge 4 (Team D) 

 

Outcomes of innovation challenge 5 (Team E) 

Fishing EU 

Insights and learnings 
Recreational activities are becoming more and more social. Younger generations in particular want to 
connect with their friends and relatives through meaningful activities. Traditionally solitude-seeking 
activities are turning into community-driven activities. 
Sustainability is also a factor in recreational activities. This is changing how recreational activities are 
viewed and which activities are likely to gain ground in the long run. 
 

Ideas and innovation sparks 
The retail industry needs to understand its role in the sustainability equation. Producers and 
manufacturers are moving to sustainable products, and the retail side should play a bigger role helping 
to teach customers about sustainable choices, and be more ambitious in this area. This support will, in 
turn, provide clear targets for manufacturers and acknowledge the need for producing more 
sustainable products. 

Everyday AI 

Insights and learnings 
 
AI and data are still a black box in the general public’s view. Experts are too technical in their thinking 
to be able to teach AI and data to a wider audience. 
On a positive note, people are slowly starting to understand the importance of AI even if they do not 
have many tools to gain an understanding of it without a deep dive into the technicalities. There is a 
huge need for down-to-earth, concrete examples of AI in everyday life. 
The education sector is going to face a big transition due to AI. The way we learn and the way we find 

information are going to change dramatically, and the education sector is likely to become increasingly 
decentralised. 
 
Ideas and innovation sparks 
There is an urgent need for everyday examples of AI to demonstrate the impact and effects of AI. The 
solutions should have a ‘familiar wow effect’, meaning that they should be impressive at the impact 
level, but not be too futuristic. Information should be disseminated in informal channels that are easy 
to use, such as podcasts or vlogs, so people can consume the information at their own pace. 
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Co-creation deliverables 

Table 14 is a summary of the most significant deliverables of this test. The number of 

deliverables does not directly correlate with their quality or value for stakeholders. The co-

creation process progresses through individual choices during the development process. 

Together with the facilitator, the teams make several different decisions during the co-

creation journey that affect the number of deliverables generated at different stages. 

The teams involved in this test produced good quantified results at different stages of the 

process. 

 

Table 13: Summary of deliverables of the teams 

 
A quantitative assessment gives an idea of a team’s productivity and ability to innovate, 

but we do not recommend drawing too many conclusions from numbers alone. In order to 

gain a deeper understanding of the relevant content produced by co-creation in this test, 

the team facilitators compiled information describing the quality of the content. The 

information in Table 15 was established from the views of the facilitators based on what 

they observed, what they discussed with the team and business partners, and what kind 

of feedback was given about the content. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gaming as a profession 

Insights and learnings 
Esports is already one of the biggest entertainment industries in the world. The number of professions 
around the industry is growing exponentially. Old pro players become coaches, mental coaches, 
commentators and team executives. The events are growing bigger as well, which will lead to economic 
growth in regions that invest in esports. 

 
Ideas and innovation sparks 
One of the core problems that the esports industry needs to solve is the fragmented landscape of 
tournaments, games and professionals. Creating more standardised contracts, salary and occupational 
benefits will fix some of the issues. Investing in junior coaching and nurturing the players to become 
professionals will be the key. 

Team No of 

intervie
ws 
conduct

ed 

No of 

benchmar
ks 
analysed 

No of 

core 
insights 
and 

findings 

No of 

ideas 

no of 

concepts 
and 
demonstrati

ons 

No of pages 

of final 
documentati
on 

A 34 8 5 32 3 71 

B 6 10 4 10 3 31 

C 12 8 5 6 2 38 

D 10 7 6 3 2 11 

E 6 12 5 12 1 11 
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Table 14: Summary of deliverables from content value perspective 

 

The interviews with representatives of partner companies revealed that the results were 

surprising. The companies had set out in search of something other than what the team 

eventually ended up with. This unexpectedness and surprise was not perceived negatively 

in any way. These findings effectively show exactly what is particularly useful in an 

exploratory approach: it leads to results that cannot be predicted. 

 

Personal skills development 

This test examined the abilities and skills developed by the co-creation project, and to what 

extent. The results show that the development of personal skills during the co-creation 

project is significant. These include, in particular, creativity, collaboration, 

entrepreneurship and critical thinking skills. 

Figure 17 shows team members’ own assessments of their level of competence before 

(pre) and after (post) the co-creation experience. The results show that students become 

more aware of their own level of competence and understood the competence 

requirements during the project work period. This phenomenon is shown by, for example, 

a slight decrease in self-assessed creativity skills compared with the initial level: 

Insight type Team A Team B Team C Team D Team E 

Innovation 
sparks and 
idea 

Two significant 
solution ideas 

The focus was 
not on 
solutions, but 

on exploring 
and 
communicating 
future trends 
and drivers 

Identifying 
a new type 
of end 

user group 

Needs and 
requirements 
for 

popularisation 
of the topic 

Several 
potential ideas 

New contexts The team found 
new types of 
benchmarks for 
the service 

Public and 
private impacts 
on the sector 
identified 

Related to 
identified 
end user 
group  

New 
communication 
platforms 

Insight: the 
context will 
change 
radically in the 
coming years 

 

Consumer 
behaviour 
findings 

Raising the theme 
of sustainability 

Sustainability 
thinking drives 
the whole 
industry 
forward 

The social 
aspect will 
rise 
strongly 

Consumer 
awareness at a 
good level, but 
limited 
understanding 
 

Follow-the-
leader thinking 
and a very 
protectionist 
culture 

Trends and 

signals 

New insights into 

how buying is 
changing 

Performance 

indicators will 
change radically 

Secondary 

activity 
will trend 

There is little 

popularised 
material on the 
topic; experts 
do not know 
how to 
communicate 

Jobs will 

increase 
significantly 
and, as a 
result, the 
whole 
phenomenon 
will grow at a 
tremendous 
rate 
 

Demos and 
concepts 

The concept of a 
pricing model 
and more 
sustainability 

One possible 
concept for 
changing the 
whole business 
model 

Couple of 
visuals 

Two feasible 
well-defined 
concepts 

One final 
concept 
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participants learn a lot about creativity and its systematic nature. Creativity is observed 

and identified differently after the project experience. 

 

 

Figure 16: Students’ personal skills development 

 

Entrepreneurship skills were mentioned in the post survey only, so no comparative data 

are available. It is noteworthy, however, that 58.8 % of respondents felt that the project 

developed these skills very significantly (defined as giving themselves a score of 91–100 

on a scale of 0–100). 

The post-project survey explored students’ perceptions of the development of their 

capabilities. The results indicate that students perceived the co-creation experience to have 

a positive effect on their abilities and, they believed, would strengthen future employers’ 

positive perception of them. 
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Figure 17: Students’ personal capabilities 

 

The test revealed which factors are relevant to students in co-creation projects and how 

they benefit personally. Acquisition and development of new skills was considered relevant 

by less than half of respondents. The graph in Figure 19 shows that students perceive co-

creation teamwork primarily as a beneficial international experience. 

 

 

Figure 18: Perceived benefits and opportunities, by students 
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Interestingly, another perceived benefit is the generation of business opportunities and 

ideas for start-up operations, in other words the project enables students to own valuable 

IPR that could serve as a basis for a future business. 

 

Organisational capability development 

All organisations involved in the test felt that the development of organisational capabilities 

was important (80 % of respondents said they were extremely significant). Although the 

perception of the experience was evenly distributed across the five points of the scale, 

respondents still clearly agreed that the development of organisational capabilities was 

important. 

 

 

Figure 19: Organisation’s abilities and skills 
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Respondents perceived that the organisational capability most likely to be developed was 

focused on ‘new innovation sparks and ideas’, which only one respondent failed to mention. 

By contrast, ‘remote and distributed teamwork skills’ and ‘personal skills development’ 

were not mentioned at all. Figure 21 shows the factors that traditionally are important for 

companies in university collaborations. Direct support for the innovation process and other 

related factors come to the fore when indirect benefits are given less attention. 

 

 

Figure 20: Organisational capability development 

 

The interviews complemented the findings of the surveys. The companies involved felt that 

they had greatly benefited from the project. One of the most significant findings was that 

participants from companies learned about their own organisation, business, market or 

customers. This can be attributed to the fact that the co-creation project brought a new 

perspective that had a positive and inspiring influence on new thinking in the organisation. 

This reflection on one’s own activities and an increase in understanding came up in 

interviews with representatives of the companies. 

Strategic thinking developed as a result of new perspectives. The following are some 

quotations from interviews: 

Sustainable development is no longer a buzzword. We must take it seriously in all 

our activities. 

We are all experts, and we think the same way. We don’t really understand our end 

customers and users enough. This is a big challenge for us. 

This opened our eyes. We have already made changes based on this. 
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4.4 Learnings from the feasibility test 

Only one company had previously participated in co-creation activities. However, all 

organisations had experience of other forms of industry–academia collaboration and 

interaction. 

The learning experience was impressive, positive and constructive for everyone. During 

this one project, companies learned a significant amount about how they could get the 

most out of co-creation projects and how best to implement the methodology. 

 

 

Table 15: Summary of lessons learned from a company perspective 

 

Organisational capability development 

The purpose of a co-creation project is to develop the innovation capacity of the 

participating organisation and create a more curious organisational culture to promote 

business renovation and innovativeness. The companies involved in this test evaluated 

innovation sparks and ideas, as well as cross-industrial issues, as the most significant 

issues. 

Company Top of the mind Perceived impact 

A 

The perspective of values brought by the 
team and its strong emphasis came as a 
surprise to us. It helped to see the topic in 
a new way 

Concepts were created in the project, and 
one of them will be tested immediately 
and a couple of others will be further 
developed later 

B 
We understood the thinking and values of 
the younger generation from a new 
perspective. This was a wake-up call for us 

We realised environmental issues and 
their high importance; these will be 
reflected in our future product range and 
in communication 

C 
Recognising this theme as a force for 
change 

We will look at the future product portfolio 
from a new perspective 

 

D 

We live in our own expert bubble, and we 
have perceptions and beliefs that can also 
be false. The gap between these could be 
huge. Through teamwork, we learned to 
see our own blind spots and better 
understand the perspective of the average 
end user 
 

We can introduce new approaches and 
practices to our end customer training. A 
few ideas will be redesigned first and then 
we put those into our backlog 

E 

Unbiased feedback for our thoughts. This 

work revealed us to think and removed 
the stress and pressure to create business 
value or benefits. If this had not been an 
open innovation project like this, we would 
never have received such insights but 
instead our gaze would have been 
narrower, and we would have only looked 
to the near future 
 

This co-creation activity will continue, and 
the most significant changes will take 
place slowly as our organisation begins to 
think differently and more openly 
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The impact of an individual project on the development of organisational capabilities is, of 

course, limited. When co-creation activities are continuous and more interaction is 

generated, the effectiveness of the activities will increase significantly. The companies 

participating in the test experienced the development of the organisation only from the 

project-level perspective. This inexperience is reflected in responses and discussions that 

address organisational-level capabilities. 

 

Highlighted role of the facilitator as a results curator 

The interviews clearly showed that companies consider facilitation to be a service that is 

relevant to them. The following roles the facilitator were perceived to be particularly 

valuable: 

 guides or forces diversity (team building); 

 acts as a message broker and content interpreter between students and company 

representatives; 

 maintains interaction and significantly influences its dynamics; 

 contributes to substantive issues; 

 interprets results and student choices for the company; 

 builds and creates links with the HEI and researchers. 

 

The following are quotations from the debriefing workshop: 

Without this kind of facilitation, we would not be able to participate in co-creation 

projects. 

A lot of documentation and results is generated; without the facilitator to filter the 

results and findings, a lot would have been fallen off radar. 

The facilitator focused our attention on the right things and signals. He had done 

the same with the team, so it worked well. 

An experienced facilitator has the ability to find the essential. 

 

Researcher engagement during the co-creation process 

In this test, students constituted the primary target group on the academia side and 

researchers constituted the secondary group. Previous experience and observations of 

research collaboration indicate that the co-creation method is difficult to adapt to the 

academic research tradition. Co-creation is very different in nature, and it proceeds at a 

very different pace. In addition, co-creation deals with phenomena in an explorative 

manner, and the results are not as detailed as those of academic research. 

Owing to the limitations outlined above, the involvement of researchers in the co-creation 

process should confined to the role of expert. Researchers should act as an external expert 

resource for the co-creation team. This allows interaction benefits to be achieved, but does 

not affect the agility of the process. 



 

65 

 

The following are quotations from the partner interviews: 

This method of development should be kept separate from traditional academic 

research. These serve different needs. 

These findings should be shared with researchers. They may contain ideas for new 

research projects. 

 

How to learn to utilise the co-creation model as a knowledge exchange mechanism 

As co-creation is a relatively new method in HEI collaboration, there is a clear need for 

companies to learn to make better use of this mechanism and to adapt it to their own 

operating models and processes. The interviews revealed that companies had already come 

to appreciate its value after just one completed project. 

The following are quotations from the partner interviews: 

In the next project, we will rely even more on the facilitator’s advice. 

Next time we won’t give students too much input. 

In the future, we can set a more open challenge to solve … 

We shouldn’t have steered the team towards the goal we set. 

 

It seems that companies learn about the co-creation process and method quickly if the 

starting point is right, the expectations are in the right direction and, above all, if facilitation 

is carried out with a high level of professionalism. 

 

4.5 Summary of evaluation results 

 
The results show that the feasibility test was successful. All five teams completed the co-

creation process in the given time and to the planned scope. Participants’ satisfaction with 

the experience was very high. Companies, in particular, praised the experience and 

considered it a significant new tool in the business development portfolio and as a builder 

of interaction with academia. 

 

On average, there was a high level of interaction within the teams, which laid the 

foundation for the implementation of co-creation methods at all stages of the process. As 

only committed companies were selected for the test, there were no challenges to 

involvement for the companies. The teams were coherent and their collaborations worked 

very well. The teams’ interaction with secondary stakeholders was challenging, especially 

on the academia side. Despite requests for cooperation, researchers’ participation did not 

reach the desired level to support the teams as experts. Furthermore, the internal 

communication of companies about the findings, concepts and results of each project most 

often took place only in the post-project phase. As this feasibility study did not extend to 

the post-project period, only the intention and goal of utilisation are known, not the 

realisation. 
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The results of the teamwork were a mix of personal experiences, generated interactions, 

learning results and innovation outcomes. In addition, results were generated at all stages 

of the co-creation process: from the discovery phase to the creation phase. Companies 

and students were satisfied with the immediate results, and the experience was clearly 

seen to increase skills and know-how and bring value. 
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5 Conclusions and recommendations 

The conclusions and recommendations of this co-creation test are presented below. This 

study has looked at co-creation from the perspective of knowledge valorisation, which does 

not merely focus on the outputs of companies and students. The knowledge valorisation 

perspective is broader and more systematic, in that a single co-creation project can be 

seen as one part of the system or as the smallest unit in a broader industry–academia 

interaction. 

 

5.1 Benefits of the concept 

On the basis of the results, it can be concluded that the parties’ satisfaction with such 

activities was very high. The research highlights the importance of interaction as a source 

and element of perceived satisfaction. In co-creation, there is a low threshold for 

generating interaction, and project work does not require significant input from the parties, 

so the decision-making threshold is also low. 

For industry in particular, two beneficial features of co-creation that were frequently cited 

were the ease of cooperation and the ease of project work. Co-creation activities were seen 

as new and agile ways of interaction where decisions are not critical and there is room for 

trial and error. 

 

Culture of curiosity 

The test validates the idea that co-creation activities produce a new kind of thinking and 

innovation culture very effectively. Because the method forces the parties to work in an 

explorative manner, it gives many people a whole new experience and expands their 

understanding of how innovation can be achieved. The learning experience from the 

exploratory approach was very relevant to all the companies involved in this test. The 

following conclusion can be drawn from this: the culture of curiosity in a company can be 

significantly increased through the co-creation experiences of key personnel and through 

the internal communication of project results. 

A similar effect can also be seen on the academia side. Students are increasingly likely to 

have the courage to participate in innovative initiatives, such as cooperating with 

companies when writing their thesis or launching a start-up company. As industry and 

academia have an even broader interface and the number of personal contact points has 

increased, bold initiatives will also be reflected in research activities. 

 

Co-creation provides a low-threshold interaction mechanism and collaboration model 

The freedom of participants to choose their level of involvement within the scope of their 

own motivation and resources is one of the most significant drivers from the industry 

perspective. In this study, the level of company involvement was high on average, but 

from a wider perspective the extent to which the industry and companies involved can 

decide their level of involvement in co-creation may be one of the most significant factors 

determining whether they have the desire to implement the method. 

It can be argued that co-creative methods are effective if they create enablers for industry–

academia knowledge exchange. However, these enablers solve the primary problems, 

which are a low level of interaction and a lack of a culture of curiosity. Co-creation methods 

do not have a direct impact on solving secondary problems, such as the exploitation of 
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research results, research commercialisation and radical innovations. This is due to the 

nature of the co-creation activity, which is fast and agile but does not deliver detailed 

results. 

Yet the greatest benefit of co-creation methods in the valorisation context is achieved 

through their networking effect: low-threshold interactions emerge, resulting in 

experimentation, a new operating culture and relationships between the parties. 

Co-creation activities should be addressed at the systemic interaction level, not at the level 

of an individual co-creation project. When co-creation activity is defined as a long-term 

mechanism of interaction between academia and industry, its benefits and effectiveness 

are easily seen. 

The co-creation method can be seen as a channel for the transfer of needs from industry 

to academia. A single project reflects the needs of an individual company: it is only when 

co-creation activities are carried out at a systemic level and co-creation projects between 

industry and academia are viewed at portfolio level (16) that we can see patterns of industry 

needs and create an overall picture of the competitive forces of the future. 

 

Talent acquisition 

It can be assumed that a shared co-creation experience will often lead to continued 

collaboration between students and companies. The project work simulates well the 

working-life situations and skills requirements that companies have today. For this reason, 

many companies also see projects as a tool to evaluate and gain work experience with 

young professionals. Companies can acquire talented people who meet their needs based 

on their performance during the co-creation project. 

In addition, the experience gives students a significant understanding of the needs of 

industry; based on this, they may orient their studies and choose subjects and courses so 

that their competence profile is better aligned with the needs of the industry after they 

have graduated. 

 

Cross-border interaction 

At European level, the network effect will be a significant benefit, making it possible to 

develop cross-border interaction on many different levels. Connected co-creation activities 

allow HEIs to have a low-threshold international collaboration that brings students and 

companies together. Therefore, students can be offered a whole new kind of international 

teamwork experience that can be easily integrated into their studies and, at the same time, 

meet the internationalisation goals set for HEIs. 

A new interaction and relationship with companies and the regional ecosystem could be 

achieved when utilising the shared co-creation practices. With the same operating models, 

contract practices and remote teamwork model, the cross-border interaction connections 

could be created easily, and adopting an internationally standardised model is effortless 

for all stakeholders. 

 

                                                 
(16) The programme and group of projects built to support the strategic goals of the co-creation initiative. The 

number of projects and participants, the emphasis on the content of innovation challenges, the targeting of 
participating companies or HEIs, focusing on selected industry needs, or the level of cross-border 
collaboration can be portfolio determinants. 
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5.2 Limitations and alignment of the concept 

Based on this test and previous experience, we can clearly identify the cases and contexts 

in which co-creation-based industry–academia interaction has its limitations. Thus, this 

approach is not suitable for all areas of knowledge exchange and valorisation. We 

recommend considering the following limitations of the concept in the given contexts. 

 Direct research output commercialisation and technology transfer. An agile co-

creation mechanism is exploratory in nature and does not work directly for research 

output commercialisation. Instead, it can be implemented to identify market signals 

and changes that provide information to support commercialisation decisions and 

future-proof go-to-market product strategies. 

 Industry problem-solving. When the problem is well known and the focus is only on 

finding or developing the right solution, the co-creation method is not the most suitable 

one. Instead, in this case, it is better to look for capable problem-solvers in the market 

and delegate specific tasks to them (e.g. direct recruitment of graduates, contract 

research and subcontracting). 

 Project management competence development. Co-creation activities are not a 

suitable substitute for the development of project expertise and project management 

skills in companies or HEIs. This kind of creative and facilitative-based model does not 

offer the support for the development of traditional project management skills, 

although it does provide significant project experience for all participants. 

 

5.3 Enabling concept scalability 

The co-creation concept is scalable to a comprehensive operating model of innovation 

ecosystems and regions. The co-creation methodology presented above can be easily 

implemented at the level of an individual project, but as a scalable operating model, the 

following factors may become bottlenecks: 

 student acquisition; 

 industry partner acquisition; 

 facilitation competence; 

 international reach and global connectedness; 

 acquisition of professional operators for neutral facilitation; 

 systematic identification of industry needs; 

 IPR and agreement management. 

As a general approach, co-creation at local, regional and national levels should strive for 

cross-border interactions and connectivity with other similar initiatives. Use of compatible 

methodologies, working practices, contractual frameworks and cross-border interfaces 

would enable scaling up of operations. In this way, local and regional programmes could 

be linked and aligned with national or EU-level objectives, and these programmes would 

allow students and companies to move freely and choose between different programmes, 

topics or focus areas based on their own objectives and needs. 

Table 17 introduces the characteristics and ways of scaling up the concept to different 

levels. 
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Table 16: Summary of scalability issues 

 
While concentration on local collaboration is beneficial, the most suitable knowledge or 

talent may not be available in the local community. In the European context, it is important 

to seek mechanisms that provide opportunities for open participation at European level to 

bring together the best know-how. 

Utilisation of digital collaboration technologies allows effective and motivation-based 

participation regardless of the physical location of the company, students or HEI staff, and 

also provides access to talent in the widening countries. By contrast, digital collaboration 

would open new opportunities for companies in the widening countries to access a broader 

range of talent across Europe. Connected co-creation initiatives could be utilised to tackle 

the European brain drain issue by providing more balanced opportunities to participants 

across the EU. Virtual cross-border cooperation, connecting organisations and talent, would 

also promote online-based cross-border employment and internationalisation of companies 

and talent communities. 

 

5.4 Practical recommendations by the contractor 

This test addressed the functioning of cross-border co-creation teams and the resulting 
interactions in a very practical way. Actors who implement co-creation activities could benefit 
from using the methodology tested in this study and its principles in order to meet the 
expectations of, and provide relevant experience to, the participants. 
 

 Local/regional National European 

Interaction 
Local HEI–business 
ecosystem collaboration 

Cross-regional Cross-border 

Diversity Multidisciplinary 
Cross-cluster 
participation 

Cross-cultural and 
different characteristics 
and lead markets 

Competence and 
capability requirement 
for the facilitator 

Competence and 
capability to manage a 
limited number of 
teams 

Competence and 
capability to manage 
hundreds of teams 

Global connectivity, 
presence and capability 
to manage thousands 
of teams 

Platform requirements 
Local application 
process and team 
management 

Full co-creation process 

support and facilitation 
management. 
Connectivity and 
compatibility 

Data-driven co-creation 
enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) system 
with application 

programming interface 
(API) support for 
institutions and 
policymakers. 
Connectivity and 
compatibility 

Resources 
Allocating funding to a 
culture of 

experimentation 

National support for 
interregional 
cooperation and 

international 
connectivity 

European-level funding 
mechanisms and 

policies 

Industry demand 
Regional 
competitiveness and 
internationalisation 

Leveraging industry–
academia interaction 
and innovation culture 
change 

Knowledge exchange 
and valorisation 

Internationalisation Connections 

Talent attraction and 
connectivity to 

international 
ecosystems 

Tackling EU brain drain 
and enabling 

ecosystem 
competitiveness 
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The study presents the following practical recommendations, which can be applied at regional, 
national or international levels to implement co-creation-based interaction and knowledge 
exchange mechanisms. 
 

How to make co-creation work? 

Neutral facilitation 

Neural facilitation ensures the optimal operating environment required for genuine co-

development. Often, a refined process and ready-made tools for managing large project 

masses are available through a neutral facilitator. 

 

Motivation-driven participation 

The co-creation method works only when teams members are motivated and have a 

personal incentive to participate. Motivation should come from the common mission, 

phenomenon, context, problem or challenge that the team sets out to explore together. 

An open application process and public challenge description allow individuals and 

organisations to apply around a unifying and motivating theme. 

 

Keep the co-creation process agile 

The co-creation process should not be defined too precisely or in detail. The process should 

provide a secure framework within which there is adequate space for new ideas to be 

developed. The duration of the process should be kept short to maintain the intensity of 

the work. An exploratory approach is difficult to maintain in a long-term process. 

 

Equal team members 

Treat all team members equally. Whether the team members are experienced industry 

experts or first-timers, create a balanced participation and let all voices be heard. A 

company representative who actively participates in the work of the co-creation team is 

an equal member of the team, not a customer or client. 

 

Maintain an exploratory approach 

An exploratory approach is difficult to maintain because we are accustomed to results-

oriented project management practices, and, in addition, it is challenging for individuals to 

tolerate the uncertainty that exploration brings. It is, therefore, understandable that, 

without strong facilitation expertise, co-creation projects have an inherent tendency to drift 

towards exploitative implementation and solution orientation. Co-creation should be a 

future-oriented exploration of an interesting theme, phenomenon or problem, and the 

desired outcome or solution should be left open and undefined at the beginning of the 

process. 

 

Students should be seen as future change-makers 
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Students should not been treated as a low-cost resource that can be utilised for innovation 

work. Students should be seen as representatives of their generation, future experts and 

decision-makers with insights, values and behaviours. Through this lens, they form their 

own perspectives on future phenomena, which might be alternative, or even contradictory, 

to today’s leaders. 

 

Expert involvement 

Bringing experts to the co-creation process should be carefully targeted to create tangible 

value. Based on this study and our experience, the external expert participation is valuable 

if the companies and the co-creation teams have a concrete need, questions or problems 

to be solved. The mentoring approach to expert involvement can easily make participants 

passive, slow down the process and be an inefficient use of resources. 

 

Take advantage of the enthusiasm after the project 

Based on this study, the best time to introduce new research initiatives may not be during 

the process, as the process focuses on creating new innovation sparks. The 

recommendation is to initiate conversation about further cooperation immediately after the 

co-creation process ends. At that point, the new ideas are on the table and the inspiration 

created supports the collaborative spirit. 

 

How to connect stakeholders and create cross-border interaction? 

Global distribution 

When the process is carried out in an online environment, teams can be assembled across 

national and time-zone boundaries. Young professionals from different cultures enrich 

participants’ thinking, and a global vision helps companies calibrate their own level of 

internationality. 

 

Open interface to connect with international activities 

The interface must be clearly defined and open, and the requirements for joining must be 

clear to regional actors and HEIs. On the basis of this open knowledge, regional actors can 

design and resource their own programmes so that they are compatible with each other, 

the free movement of skills and competences is guaranteed and a fertile environment is 

created for the emergence of new interactions. 

 

Internationalisation without moving 

A multicultural and international perspective can be effortlessly achieved by building a co-

creation team with members from several different countries. Remote working allows full 

collaboration without anyone having to travel anywhere. The threshold for participation is 

therefore extremely low. The industry reaches international talent very effectively, and 

students can easily participate in international work. 
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Cross-organisation participation of higher education institutions 

When building co-creation processes, it is strongly recommended that one seeks ways to 

engage participants from multiple HEIs. This drives diversity of thinking, expands networks 

and strengthens the culture of cooperation, enabling connecting of the dots from different 

knowledge domains around Europe. 

 

Worship diversity 

Teams need to be put together in a multidisciplinary way to bring about new perspectives 

and surprising encounters. In developing an innovation culture, diversity and divergent 

perspectives are the key value creators and reforming forces. 

 

Industry activation by higher education institutions 

From the perspective of creating interaction and building relationships, HEIs should be 

active at the corporate interface. Therefore, we recommend that academia acts as an 

inviting party for arenas of industry–academia interaction. 

 

Define fair intellectual property rights policy 

Activities cannot be carried out without a clear contractual framework between all parties. 

We recommend an IPR policy that is fair for all parties and that is based on the value that 

each party brings to the shared table. 

 

Accelerate interaction 

The facilitator should have policies and processes that accelerate interaction, such as 

events, work routines, communication channels and task management practices. The goal 

is to create a team interaction culture that is independent and self-directed. 

 

From individual projects towards continuous activities 

The test clearly validates the idea that companies need continuity for co-creation activities. 

Through continuous operations, interaction-based benefits are created, a change in an 

organisation’s innovation culture is instigated, and curiosity and future-oriented thinking 

are generated. 

 
5.5 Policy recommendations by the contractor 

This section describes some recommendations for policymakers to use co-creation-based 

mechanisms at national and European levels and build cross-border interactions between 

industry and academia. 

 

Systematic co-creation activity as an interaction platform 
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Systematic co-creation activity creates an industry–academia interaction platform. This 

study demonstrates that co-creation activity creates interaction at the grass-roots level 

between stakeholders. This results in a low-threshold cooperation model, the effects and 

significance of which may be very significant for other layers of cooperation. The 

emergence of interactions and the inherent development of a culture of cooperation opens 

doors and serves as a gateway to a wider industry–academia collaboration. 

Thus, the existing relationships and constant interaction allow for a deeper level of 

cooperation. This lowers the cost of other activation measures and significantly improves 

their efficiency. SMEs in particular may face a high threshold to starting research 

collaborations unless previous experience and relationships have been established. Co-

creation activity should be positioned primarily as an interactive platform with a clear role 

as an enabling capability in the field of knowledge exchange. 

 

From silos to a networked approach 

In the European context, it is very important to take an ecosystem approach to strengthen 

the utilisation of diverse knowledge and to build new collaborations and networks. Instead 

of encouraging stakeholders to build organisation-specific (e.g. specific to a single HEI) co-

creation models, it is recommended that those interested in the process seek collaboration 

models and platforms that bring together participants from multiple knowledge domains 

and organisations. 

This cross-border approach is closely connected with the importance of diversity. An 

international approach helps break knowledge and cultural silos to ensure that the 

participants do not think alike. At the same time, the European approach supports 

knowledge exchange, creation of new networks, talent engagement and 

internationalisation of companies. 

A networked approach and cross-border connectivity can be reached by driving 

international initiatives at European level and by connecting different regional initiatives to 

international platforms and programmes by promoting clear interfaces. 

 

Fostering organisational curiosity and ambidextrous thinking 

European organisations should foster an organisational culture of curiosity by giving 

employees time, forums and resources to explore topics, phenomena and technologies of 

interest to them. Leaders should have the tools necessary to provide opportunities for 

motivated employees to engage with academia and create mutually beneficial innovation 

ideas and sparks for further development, or just for inspiration. 

Despite the well-established benefits of curiosity, companies often discourage it. 

Management may see the value of curiosity and the positive outcomes it generates, but 

there are still obstacles to creating such a culture. First, curiosity is feared to bring chaos 

and costly mistakes. Another major barrier is the pursuit of efficiency in organisations. This 

is reflected in the natural need to set clear goals for experimentation and to set 

expectations of the outcomes of such experimentation. 

The problems mentioned above point to the need to develop a culture of curiosity within 

organisations. This ability is critical, as curiosity has historically been the driving force 

behind exploring new knowledge, making inventions and experimenting with new 

possibilities. New research shows that curiosity is much more important to a company’s 

performance than was previously thought (Kashdan et al., 2018). Co-creation projects can 

directly influence an organisation’s curiosity and exploratory RDI culture in many ways. 
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Incentive mechanisms should be created to encourage organisations to experiment, 

explore and feed curiosity to create new empowering inspiration. However, the barrier is 

often a requirement for purposefulness and detailed planning of development work; in 

other words, exploitation dominates and exploration remains in the background. 

Organisational ambidexterity requires an organisation to use both the exploration and 

exploitation approaches to be successful, which is similar to being able to use the right 

hand and the left hand equally. The emphasis should be on knowledge valorisation and 

RDI-related mechanisms that would enable and lead to explorative initiatives. Industry and 

academia should have more freedom to explore without predefined targets and expected 

outcomes. Investing in organisational curiosity initiatives, contextual ambidexterity (17) 

and industry–academia interaction platforms may have a positive impact on known 

problems in the knowledge exchange and valorisation fields. 

 

Open interfaces and plug-and-play connectivity 

We recommend open interfaces and common practices for co-creation activities, which will 

allow any regional initiative or even a single HEI to be linked to international co-creation 

activities. With these interfaces, the academia exposes itself to open competition, as 

students can apply for co-creation activities, regardless of what their home HEI has to 

offer. This creates a new form of student mobility that needs support mechanisms to spread 

the costs and benefits across academia. 

The operating environment described above and its challenges highlight the role of a 

neutral operator as the facilitator of an international network, infrastructure and open 

interfaces. Participation should be made possible for all institutions, regardless of their 

location, possible regional competitiveness differences or programme objectives. 

 

Utilisation of digital cooperation 

The COVID-19 pandemic has expanded the opportunity to use the digital sphere to bring 

people together to work effectively. It is expected that the use of digital cooperation will 

continue to a great extent after the pandemic restrictions are lifted. Global remote virtual 

teamwork will enable new forms of mobility and talent attraction. We have witnessed a 

very rapid development of work-from-anywhere culture in organisations; following on from 

this, it makes sense to prepare and create practices for the rise of study-from-anywhere 

behaviour. 

The recommendation is to drive the use of digital tools to enable the connection of the best 

expertise and talents and to build open cross-European participation. This study shows that 

digital cooperation enables very effective participation of the most motivated talent across 

Europe and brings new opportunities for companies and HEIs to cooperate. 

Digital and face-to-face interactions should be seen not as competing approaches, but 

rather as ways to broaden the participation of new industry and academia groups and to 

make the initiative significantly more scalable. 

 

Focus on demand-driven experimentation 

                                                 
(17) Gibson and Birkinshaw (2004) define contextual ambidexterity as ‘the behavioral capacity to simultaneously 

demonstrate alignment and adaptability across an entire business unit’ (p. 209). 
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As the pace of change increases, industry is constantly faced with new technologies, trendy 

phenomena, new contexts of use and new forms of consumer behaviour. Companies should 

identify and be aware of these emerging phenomena and understand their implications for 

their own business context. This raises the need to study, understand and contextualise 

new phenomena quickly and with agility. 

Therefore, alongside long-term and in-depth academic research cooperation, there should 

be a tool that constantly raises new research questions and problems and responds to the 

need for experimentation. Continuous experimentation raises new needs and demands that 

could be explored or developed more systematically using other development methods. 

 

Alignment: co-creation as enabler for knowledge valorisation 

Systematic co-creation activities create an extensive system of interaction and network 

between the industry and academia. It is a layer of interaction at the grass-roots level that 

constantly generates new relationships, innovation sparks and a culture of cooperation. 

The purpose of co-creation activities is not to disseminate research results or create 

commercial innovations, but to serve as a base for the enablers of knowledge valorisation. 

Knowledge valorisation needs good soil to be fertile. 

Often the problem may be too much focus directly on valorisation activities rather than 

focusing on the underlying problem of the lack of interaction, the incompatibility of 

operating cultures and the difference between industry and academia in terms of pace. 

Therefore, co-creation initiatives may have a significant impact on enabling new forms of 

knowledge exchange and on the effectiveness of existing practices. 
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Getting in touch with the European Union 

IN PERSON 

All over the EU, there are hundreds of Europe Direct information centres. You can find 

the address of the centre nearest you online (https://europa.eu/european-

union/contact_en). 

ON THE PHONE OR BY EMAIL 

Europe Direct is a service that answers your questions about the EU. You can contact this 

service: 

– by freephone: 00 800 6 7 8 9 10 11 (certain operators may charge for these calls); 

– at the following standard number: +32 22999696; 

– by email via the website (https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en). 

 

Finding information about the European Union 

ONLINE 

Information about the EU in all the official languages of the EU is available on the Europa 

website (https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en). 

EUROPEAN UNION PUBLICATIONS 

You can download or order free and priced EU publications online 

(https://op.europa.eu/en/publications). Multiple copies of free publications may be 

obtained by contacting Europe Direct or your local information centre (see 

https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en). 

EUROPEAN UNION LAW AND RELATED DOCUMENTS 

For access to legal information from the EU, including all EU law since 1952 in all the 

official language versions, go to EUR-Lex (http://eur-lex.europa.eu). 

OPEN DATA FROM THE EUROPEAN UNION 

The EU Open Data Portal (http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en) provides access to data sets 

from the EU. Data can be downloaded and reused for free, for both commercial and non-

commercial purposes. 

https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
https://europa.eu/european-union/index_en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publications
https://europa.eu/european-union/contact_en
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/
http://data.europa.eu/euodp/en


 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

This feasibility study discusses the adaptability of an explorative 

co-creation method in an industry–academia knowledge exchange 

context. This study is based on the empirical evidence of the co-

creation experience of five European companies and cross-border 

student teams. 

The study clearly shows that the co-creation experience is relevant 

and adds value for all parties. In addition, it creates innovation 

sparks and ideas that act as inputs to the next stages of the 

innovation process. This study emphasises the importance of a 

connected and cross-border approach with a neutral intermediary. 

The study’s implication is that industry, academia and 

policymakers should emphasise the power of explorative methods 

in the fields of innovation development and knowledge exchange. 
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