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The purpose of this study is to systematize and consolidate a scattered literature on the theme of firm-user
collaboration by focusing on the strategic, organizational, and managerial dynamics of firms. To achieve this
aim, a systematic review of 152 articles was carried out. Papers were first organized into six clusters of firm-user
collaboration: (1) Identifying and Selecting Users and Ideas, (2) Organizing Collaboration with Users, (3)
Networking with Users, (4) Engaging Users in the Innovation Process, (5) Developing Resources and Capabilities

to support Collaboration with Users, and (6) Strategizing for Users’ Involvement. The main topics within each
area were then organized sequentially, following a typical innovation-management process to facilitate the
identification of further research opportunities and under-addressed topics that could be relevant to tackle. The
paper contributes to the innovation literature by providing a firm-centered perspective on the strategic, orga-
nizational, and managerial preconditions and dynamics needed to enable and enhance collaboration with users.

1. Introduction

In the last two decades, there has been a rapid increase in the number
of theories, concepts, and methods related to users’ contribution to the
innovation process of firms (Bogers et al., 2010; Felin et al., 2017). The
reasons are numerous. Internet technology has made users’ involvement
in the innovation process significantly cheaper and easier than ever
before, thus increasing the number of firms using online platforms,
communities, and other methods to interact with users (von Hippel,
2017). More and more firms have also begun recognizing the distinctive
advantages of collaborating with users while developing new offerings,
and consequently have begun to organize themselves to maximize the
efficiency and effectiveness of such collaboration (Chatterji and Fab-
rizio, 2014; Schweisfurth, 2017).

The literature has first looked at users as people innovating the firms’
products independently and to answer their own needs. This perspective
on users is well captured by the definition of user innovation (UI) and its
related theory coined by Eric von Hippel (1976). It was later than users
started to be considered as potential assets for firms and their innovation
strategies. This change in the perspective is mainly due to Henry Ches-
brough (2003) and to his open innovation (OI) theory, in which firms
collaborate with external stakeholders (including different kinds of
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users) to increase the efficiency and effectiveness of their innovation
processes. So, essentially for their own return.

Over time the boundaries between the two theories have been
blurring (Bogers et al., 2017) as long as firms have started to apply more
and more ‘distributed’ (Bogers and West, 2012) or ‘networked’ (Hur-
mellina-Laukkanen et al., 2021) collaboration strategies mixing up ele-
ments typical of both the paradigms (Bartl et al., 2012; da Mota Pedrosa
et al.,, 2013; Dahlander and Magnusson, 2008; de Aratjo Burcharth
et al., 2014; Hienerth et al., 2014a,b).

Take the case of IBM, a giant in the computer-software industry. In
1999, IBM started collaborating with Eurotech, an Italian mid-sized
software company listed on the Milan stock exchange, on a new proto-
col for IoT connectivity for the industrial sector called Message Queuing
Telemetry Transport. The protocol was based on an idea by Eurotech
that applied a typical OI strategy. The two companies later realized that
additional support was needed to help make the protocol a market
standard. Hence, in 2011, they decided to release the protocol for free to
the open-source community Eclipse Foundation, which started to
develop it autonomously, following a typical UI strategy. The protocol
finally became both an OASIS standard (Organization for the
Advancement of Structured Information Standards) and an ISO standard
(International Organization for Standardization) on the market,
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allowing IBM and Eurotech to become the leaders in the sector.

This study looks at the scattered literature on firm-user collaboration
to carry out a review that aims to highlight how firms can maximize
their collaboration efforts with users. In particular, our paper aims to
provide an answer to the following research questions:

1. What are the core research areas and topics related to the theme of
firms organizing and managing collaboration with users?

2. What are the under-scrutinized areas and topics and the resulting
research opportunities for scholars in the field?

To answer these two basic research questions, we first review
selected literature and organize the extant studies into clusters by topic.
We then introduce a sequential (process-based) framework that is
typical of innovation management to spotlight under-addressed themes
and further research opportunities to be addressed by scholars.

Our paper provides a potential answer to various calls raised by
scholars for the need to come to a better understanding of the internal-
to-firm dynamics of user involvement. Aligning with Bogers et al. (2017)
and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al. (2021), we think that especially with
the rise of hybrid forms of user involvement and the advent of new types
of intermediaries (crowdsourcing platforms, digital innovation hubs,
etc.), a deeper understanding of the strategic and organizational
mechanisms through which firms can collaborate with users is needed.

2. Theoretical background

von Hippel (1976) first discussed the role of users as innovators in his
pioneering article ‘The Dominant Role of Users in the Scientific Instru-
ment Innovation Process’, published in Research Policy. This article gave
rise to a broader discussion on the ‘locus’ of innovation activity, a dis-
cussion that was later broken down into different research streams.

Some years later, Chesbrough (2003) advanced a new (open) inno-
vation theory, which is rooted in the assumption that the sources of
knowledge are widely distributed in the economic environment and that
firms need to open up their internal-innovation processes and actively
build external coalitions with various stakeholders, including users
(West and Bogers, 2014) to remain competitive. To do that, firms need to
employ explicit, planned strategies to obtain novel ideas and technolo-
gies from both inside and outside a firm’s borders and empower
commercialization opportunities for technologies, products, and solu-
tions developed in-house to maximize the overall return on innovation
(Chesbrough et al., 2006).

Users’ motivation to be involved in the innovation processes of firms
span from fulfilling some specific and personal needs that cannot be met
by firms even through mass customization, to personal learning, the
pleasure from engaging in innovation, helping others and, last but not
least, the potential financial rewards (De Jong et al., 2015; Stock et al.,
2015).

On the side of firms, over time the many advantages of involving
users in innovation processes have become clear to firms (von Hippel,
2006). Therefore, firms started putting in place new strategies, organi-
zational solutions, routines, and managerial processes to optimize the
contributions provided by users (Dahlander and Magnusson, 2008; Bartl
et al., 2012; Hienerth et al., 2011, 2014a,b; Katila et al., 2017).

More in general, studies in the area of user innovation have shifted
from being almost entirely focused on lead users and the contribution
they can give to firms (Urban and von Hippel, 1988; von Hippel, 1986)
to a collaborative approach of user participation called ‘co-creation’, in
which the locus of innovation is shared among multiple actors, including
users (Roberts et al., 2014; Gustafsson et al., 2012) and orchestrated by
firms (Hurmellina-Laukkanen et al., 2021). This has been facilitated by
the exponential growth of internet-based platforms based on
user-generated content, like-minded communities, and cost-effective
technologies e.g., digital prototyping through which users can develop
preferred products and services (von Hippel, 2017).
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Gradually, firms have been asked to find a balance between the need
to ‘control’ their (open) innovation strategies and the need to actively
release part of their knowledge for free to external contributors to
maximize acceptance and diffusion (Laursen and Salter, 2006; O’Mah-
ony, 2007). This implies that user and community management shall
become an integral part of a firm’s (open) innovation strategy (Dah-
lander and Wallin, 2006; Jeppesen and Frederiksen, 2006). Aligning
firms’ aims and strategies with users’ goals and needs is not easy but it is
key to ensure success to the collaboration (Hienerth et al., 2014a,b;
Pisano and Verganti, 2008; Van Oost et al., 2009). Changes in a firm’s
business model (Dahlander and Magnusson, 2008) and strategic lead-
ership levels may also be needed (Bartl et al., 2012; da Mota Pedrosa
et al., 2013) to prepare the ground for collaboration with users and to
reduce potential defensiveness against external ideas among employees
(de Aratijo Burcharth et al., 2014). The same can be said for a firm’s
platform designs and reward structures, which can enhance users’
involvement (Nambisan et al., 1999; Foss et al., 2013).

However, such a goal is not easy to achieve. A wide survey carried
out by Bradonjic et al. (2019) has shown that still today top and middle
managers of firms largely underestimate the real potential of users,
hence potentially failing to optimize their involvement into the inno-
vation processes of the firms they belong to.

The literature on firms-users collaboration is well developed, but it is
also dispersed in many areas. Further, as noticed by Fiiller et al. (2014, p.
274), little is known about hybrid solutions (in between open and user
innovation) ‘such as innovation-contest communities [where] the
initiative is centered on a certain brand or company’. Given the variety
of the topics involved, a systemization of the literature will be useful to
scholars interested in contributing to the research field on firms-users
collaborative innovation.

3. Methodology

The review process consists of three phases, which are further
detailed in the following subsections.

3.1. Defining protocols

Following Tranfield et al. (2003), we conducted a systematic review
of the literature with the intent to answer the above-stated research
questions and to identify core and under-scrutinized research areas
related to the theme of firm-user collaboration. The research process was
organized into separate consecutive phases, each having clear inputs
and outputs:

- Phase 1: Defining the topic boundaries and selecting potentially
relevant articles

- Phase 2: Applying inclusion and exclusion criteria to select relevant
papers

- Phase 3: Categorizing and grouping the studies into clusters

In Phase 1, we first investigated Web of Science and Scopus to obtain
a ‘golden source’ of studies that fit with our goal. To do so, we set the
topic boundaries by applying specific keywords, or a combination of
keywords, including the following: ‘user innovation’, ‘user driven’, ‘user
centric’, ‘innovat* & user’, ‘user led’, and ‘open innovation & user’. We
started with a broad spectrum of concepts to limit the risk of excluding
relevant articles dealing even in minor parts with internal-to-the-firm
dynamics. Since the active role of users in the innovation process is of
crucial importance for our review, we applied keywords that could
result in as many articles concerning users’ role in the innovation pro-
cess, regardless of theoretical framework.

We limited the search process to peer-reviewed journal articles
written in English, hence excluding other types of publications. We did
not apply any time limitations because of the relative youth of the body
of literature. In addition to studies published in the business and
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management field, we initially included papers published in more
technical fields, such as computer science and telecommunications,
limited to those that contribute to the organization and management of
firm-user collaboration. ICT technologies impact user-firm dynamics in
many ways which can also be addressed by scholars not working in the
business and management field. The search process from both databases
yielded a set of 970 potentially relevant articles.

In Phase 2, we applied more precise exclusion criteria to narrow
down the relevant studies. First, all off-topic papers and off-topic jour-
nals, such as nursing and medical journals, were removed from the
database unless they dealt specifically with firm-user innovation aspects
and focused on non-medical issues. The excluded topics mainly dealt
with external variables and dynamics not controllable by firms (e.g.,
communities’ inner dynamics, the role of institutions, mere classifica-
tions of user types, etc.), or internal variables and dynamics in general,
with no specific reference to users (e.g., innovation strategies in general,
organization routines to foster innovation, leadership styles to nurture
creativity, etc.). After a first round of exclusion, we reduced the number
of articles to 565.

We then applied further inclusion and exclusion criteria to full arti-
cles to get closer to our topics, as follows:

@ We included articles that identify users (or communities of users) as
the main and active source of innovation;

@® We excluded articles that consider users as just one of the (many)
potential external sources of innovation (along with suppliers, uni-
versities, research centers, other firms, etc.).

@® We excluded articles that focus on external-to-the-firm spheres,
namely, users’ characteristics and innovation specifications (radical/
incremental) generated by them.

@® We excluded articles on marginal topics, including those dealing
with user entrepreneurship, the commercialization of innovations,
and users’ involvement in the innovation-diffusion process, as they
do not focus on the ‘generative’ phase of innovation.

Perhaps the most challenging task in Phase 2 was to separate studies
apparently dealing with user innovation from the perspective of firms
but, in reality, not dealing with any active management action taken by
firms. To ensure consistency in the review process, the three co-authors
reviewed the abstracts of all the articles, and each article was reviewed
in its entirety by at least two co-authors. Any disagreement between the
two was resolved through a discussion involving all three co-authors.
Altogether, 152 articles fulfilled all criteria.

Phase 3 included classifying the papers for methodologies, support-
ing theories, and main results, and categorizing them into various
clusters using a tagging methodology (Randhawa et al., 2016). To
reduce the possibility of bias, the three co-authors initially worked
independently. Tags were then discussed in joint sessions and fine-tuned
until full agreement was reached. The tagging procedure followed a
bottom-up approach. We started by associating and combining various
tags into second-order concepts (the sub-themes of each cluster) and
then into six third-order constructs (the clusters) (Fig. 1 1. The process
started from a wide variety of tags associated with each article in the
first step, followed by the combinations of similar concepts, and the
creation of more profound tags to identify the sub-themes in the second
step. Going over the tags and scrutinizing the notions behind them, we
categorized all the articles into six clusters.

3.2. Field mapping
The collecting of studies was concluded in April 2020. We observed a

significant increase in the number of publications in the field starting

1 The code list presented in the first iteration phase is neither complete nor
exhaustive and should be considered just as an example.
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from 2008. The trend reached its peak in 2019, suggesting an increasing
interest by scholars and further developments to be expected in the next
few years. Table 1 provides an overview of the most represented journals
in our database and gives an idea of the variety of sources our review
relies on.

In total, 114 studies (72%) were empirical in nature, followed by 29
(20%) conceptual studies and 13 (8%) reviews. Seventy-six (68%) of the
empirical studies employed qualitative methods (mostly case studies)
and 30 studies (27%) employed quantitative methods. A majority of the
papers were based on Ul theory (34%) and OI theory (16%). Additional
theoretical frameworks include co-creation theory, creativity theory,
and idea- or information-management theories.

4. Results

As anticipated, the grouping activity led to the identification of six
third-order constructs—hereafter referred to as ‘clusters’—that cover
the whole spectrum of research dealing with the firm dynamics of user
innovation. These clusters were named as follows: (1) Identifying and
Selecting Users and Ideas, (2) Organizing Collaboration with Users, (3)
Networking with Users, (4) Engaging Users in the Innovation Process,
(5) Developing Resources and Capabilities to support Collaboration with
Users, and (6) Strategizing for Users’ Involvement.

4.1. Cluster 1: Identifying and Selecting Users and Ideas

The first cluster includes articles dealing with the processes and ac-
tivities for (a) identifying and integrating the most promising ideas into
firms’ new product-development processes, (b) identifying and inte-
grating the best and most creative users into firms’ innovation activities,
and (c) defining the most effective methodologies and tools that firms
can use to select users and ideas.

Users’ creative activity has increased considerably in recent years,
especially that which is carried out in online communities and platforms
(Battistella and Nonino, 2012; Fiiller et al., 2014; Hienerth et al., 2014a,
b). With the increase of ideas, users, and platforms, it has become more
challenging for firms to identify and separate promising ideas (and
collaborators) from mediocre ones, especially considering that collabo-
rative innovation processes within communities of users are mostly
self-organized, while collaboration relationships are loosely coupled (De
Toni et al., 2012). Consequently, an increasing number of studies has
started to describe firms’ procedures and tools to separate the ‘wheat’
from the ‘chaff’ and to reach higher efficiency and effectiveness in the
selection process (Ruiz and Beretta, 2021).

Another key theme included in this cluster concerns enhancing users’
creativity, engagement, and creative potential. This can be achieved by
using appropriate tools (communication tools, customization tools,
testing tools, and sharing tools) to enhance the collaboration experience
and/or request the help of expert intermediaries (Lalicic and Dickinger,
2019; Oksman and Kulju, 2017). Simply using platforms (such as
open-innovation platforms like Innocentive.com) does not suffice to
create effective collaboration with users. Users can easily lose their in-
terest or find collaboration over structured and complicated or not in
harmony with their inner motivations (Roberts et al., 2006). Experts and
intermediaries can avoid this problem by creating platforms for firms
that can generate more engagement among users (Windasari and Visita,
2019) and provide them with greater autonomy (Ye, 2018).

The literature discusses the compensative role that a firm’s em-
ployees can play in bridging the gap between the firm and communities
of users having limited skills and autonomy. This function can be real-
ized through direct technical support (Huang et al., 2018) or with some
backup in complex situations, such as when users must choose between
alternative technological options that have pros and cons (Yan et al.,
2018).

With the advancement of IT- and Al-based technologies, the litera-
ture has started to shed additional light on tools and techniques that can
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Fig. 1. Iteration process leading to the identification of the six clusters.
Table 1 literature. Living labs provide real-life settings that facilitate co-creating
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simplify the selection of ideas and users (Franke and Piller, 2004;
Nambisan, 2002). These include text-mining methods that may ease the
identification of promising product and service concepts, starting from a
broad spectrum of ideas and sources (Kim and Park, 2019; Olmedilla
et al,, 2019). The use of automatic idea-screening techniques and
user-generated big data can allow firms to identify ideas with good
potential at an early stage, thus saving time and energy (Trabucchi et al.,
2018; Christensen et al., 2018).

Living labs have attracted significant scholarly attention in the UI

innovations through the participation of skilled users (Dell’Era et al.,
2019). Living labs are independent from firms, but they might represent
potential sources of new business ideas, as both the products and tech-
nologies of a firm’s interest can be accelerated while still in the early
stages. Transparency and willingness to collaborate are essential to
activate the necessary trust-building process between users and firms
(Hakkarainen and Hyysalo, 2016) and to make the processes of knowl-
edge transfer and absorption fluid (De Moor et al., 2010).

4.2. Cluster 2: Organizing Collaboration with users

In his famous book Overcrowded, Roberto Verganti advances the
intriguing suggestion that getting new ideas is no longer an issue for
firms. The real challenge, says Verganti, is to generate value from them
and, in some cases, to escape the ‘paradox of ideas’, which states that the
more ideas available, the poorer the quality of the innovation produced
(Verganti, 2018). A similar argument was previously advanced by Ed
Catmull, CEO of Pixar, in a discussion concerning Pixar’s success. Ac-
cording to Catmull, this success is mainly rooted in excellent people
acting as embedded lead users and in proper organizational routines in
place in the company (Catmull, 2008).

In general, academic research has highlighted that firms often fall
short in taking advantage of users’ ideas not because the ideas are not
good enough, but because of a lack of organizational readiness (Li et al.,
2016). Studies in the second cluster focus specifically on the organiza-
tional dynamics needed to generate value from users’ ideas. Three main
topics emerge from our review: (a) the organizational-design elements
and routines needed to maximize interaction with users, (b) the role of
employees as internal lead users, and (c) the elements of firm culture
that favor collaboration with users.

Open-innovation literature has extensively discussed how a failure to
collaborate with users by a firm’s employees (the well-known ‘not-
invented-here’ syndrome) may constitute a severe impediment to
collaboration. However, inadequate organizational structures and rou-
tines might represent even more severe impediments to collaboration
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(Gales and Mansour-Cole, 1995; Schaarschmidt and Kilian, 2014). A
failure to change established routines and an increased burden on em-
ployees have been identified as pressing obstacles to the full realization
of collaboration with users (Olson and Bakke, 2001; Chesbrough and
Appleyard, 2007).

According to Keinz et al. (2012), firms first need to define their users’
involvement strategy, such as by distinguishing between a ‘searching’,
‘harvesting’, ‘collaborating’, and ‘ecosystem’ strategy, and then need to
adjust their organizational structure and human resources-management
side, such as by creating appropriate incentive systems, to fully benefit
from collaboration with users. Taking the opposite perspective, ac-
cording to which strategy follows organizational change, Foss et al.
(2013) identify the decentralization of decision-making and fast hori-
zontal coordination through internal-communication mechanisms as
necessary components of an organizational-redesign process aimed at
allowing firms to absorb knowledge from external sources and fully
deploy a user-based innovation strategy.

Regarding the nature of users, while early literature focused almost
exclusively on how to scout lead users from outside firms (Baldwin and
von Hippel, 2011), some recent studies have started inquiring about the
presence of lead users operating from the inside Schweisfurth (2017);
(Hurmelinna-Laukkanen et al., 2021). We refer here to the so-called
embedded lead users (ELUs), firm employees who exhibit lead-user
characteristics (Schweisfurth and Herstatt, 2016). As with external
users, ELUs can provide firms with novel ideas and creative solutions if
put in the right circumstances (Schweisfurth and Raasch, 2015). How-
ever, different from external users, ELUs can take advantage of their
social resources (i.e., structural, relational, and cognitive capital) to act
as effective bridges between the firm and external users (Schweisfurth
and Herstatt, 2016).

Specific organizational dynamics are needed to benefit from such
sources. Ghasemzadeh et al. (2020) stress the role of a supportive
environment to stimulate employees’ self-efficacy, which, in turn,
shapes the ‘lead-user’ attitude of employees.

Finally, innovation culture plays a vital role in determining the
willingness and ability of an organization to successfully benefit from
external sources of innovation (West and Bogers, 2014). A supportive
innovation culture is one in which organization members feel comfort-
able coming forward with ideas and are encouraged to do so,
corporate-entrepreneurship initiatives are provided with support, and
innovation is given importance for the long-term survival of the firm.
Innovation culture is certainly a co-determinant of the effectiveness of
Ul strategies at the organizational level, but it is not a silver bullet. In
this regard, Agostini et al. (2016) find that innovation culture acts along
with other factors (i.e., performance management, autonomy, and in-
ternal networking) as a moderating factor in the relationship between
user involvement and the radical-innovation performance of a firm.
Even concerning the public sector, Liang et al. (2018) reach a similar
conclusion, as they highlight the importance of an organizational
climate that encourages users to innovate in public-service
organizations.

4.3. Cluster 3: networking with users

Studies in the third cluster deal with relational and network dy-
namics. Relational dynamics refer to both the management of formal
relationships/networks with innovation brokers, such as crowdsourcing
platforms or living labs, and communication issues between a firm’s
employees and users (and the communities they might belong to). Such
dynamics often face difficulties due to the conflicting desires of firms
and users: for the former, a desire to control innovation processes and
appropriate their benefits, and for the latter, a desire for transparency,
accessibility, and unfettered participation (Henkel et al., 2013; West and
O’Mahony, 2008).

There are several ways to deal with this mismatch (Andersen and
Mgrch, 2016; Fichter, 2009; Parjanen et al., 2012). One is to rely on
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external intermediaries that can mediate between the parties. Living
labs might represent a possible solution (Hakkarainen and Hyysalo,
2016) because they act not only as knowledge intermediates but also as
facilitators of innovation-oriented business relationships, for example,
by defining the rights, roles, and rules of the participants. Another
strategy is to have ‘your man in Havana’ and integrate the firm’s agents
within communities of users to smooth collaboration with its members
(Fichter, 2009). Such agents (differently called ‘promoters’ or ‘cham-
pions’) can also be external to the firm, hired by the firm among the
community members, and can provide firms with access to supple-
mentary resources and know-how, thus enhancing user support and
user-to-user collaboration (Andersen and Mgrch, 2016; Parjanen et al.,
2012).

Another way to solve the mismatch is to change the firm from the
inside. The multiple-case study conducted by Parmentier and Man-
gematin (2014) in the context of digital creative industries provides
useful suggestions in this regard by revealing product and service fea-
tures that stimulate users’ creativity, integrate users’ contributions into
development efforts, and build common identity between users and the
communities they belong to. The question of how to balance the need to
share information and knowledge with users, and the protection of the
core sources of a firm’s competitive advantage is still debated (Lauritzen
and Karafyllia, 2019; Miozzo et al., 2016). Paradoxically, in a later study
Parmentier (2015) argues that to avoid conflicts, firms need to reduce
control over communities and users and open up their assets in order to
achieve greater control over the innovations produced. Indeed, the
greater the opening up of assets, the greater the chances that users will
provide solutions that meet the specific needs of the firm.

Several sociological factors play a key role in facilitating the rela-
tionship between firms and users, such as trust, transparency, mutual
agreement on aims, and a sense of belonging. Symbols, rites, and shared
representations might also help to line up the values and interest of users
and firms (Heiskanen et al., 2010). Indeed, social and cognitive in-
consistencies can damage the processes of joint idea generation and
innovation, as Passila et al. (2013) have pointed out. In particular, the
authors suggest using the “forum theatre” technique to maintain
balanced and open dialogue between users and firms.

4.4. Cluster 4: Engaging Users in the innovation process

Firms may face various managerial challenges in incorporating
users’ ideas and products into their New Product Development (NPD)
processes and organizational routines (Bengtsson and Ryzhkova, 2013).
Take, for example, a firm using a stage-gate-like process for new product
development that is willing to open up its innovation process to users.
Such a firm will need to precisely identify the phases/stages in which to
include users, the tools to integrate their contributions, and the impact
the users are expected to have on the whole process. This ‘practical side’
of firm-user collaboration is under-represented in the literature.

The fourth cluster includes papers dealing with (a) the management
of innovation processes and (b) the integration of users in those pro-
cesses. We can recognize two main sub-topics within the cluster. The
first is related to the managerial methods, tools, and competencies
needed to involve and support users in different innovation practices,
while the second deals more specifically with user integration within the
innovation process. However, it is not easy to set clear boundaries be-
tween the two.

The methods firms can use to facilitate the involvement of users
include scheduling co-development activities and creating joint teams
with shared roles and responsibilities (Kuusisto et al., 2013). However,
the literature is still far from identifying any single mechanism able to
guarantee the greatest involvement possible. The study by Nambisan
et al. (1999) tests many mechanisms, including customer-support units,
user groups, user labs, and relationship management, but the results do
not offer a ‘one best way’ and suggest that firms create a sound mix of
involvement mechanisms to enhance users’ propensity to innovate and
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collaborate in NPD activities.

Something similar could be said about the capabilities that firms
need to integrate users. Although the advent of online platforms has
facilitated increased user involvement and participation, the full inte-
gration of users into firms’ innovation processes also remains a matter of
ability to integrate. In this vein, Bengtsson and Ryzhkova (2013) refer to
a set of competencies that include motivating users, compensating them
adequately, and following-up on their ideas to reach an effective inte-
gration. To this list, Abrell et al. (2018) add the ability to understand
users’ problems and the value of their knowledge, to select the most
relevant users, to match them with the various phases of the NPD pro-
cess, to translate users’ ideas into specifications, and to enable timely
feedback.

In terms of the innovation process, a recurring theme of discussion in
the literature concerns how and where to integrate users within a firm’s
NPD process. The earliest and most creative phases—the idea-
generation, business-case, and prototyping phases—are generally the
top candidates. However, some studies support the idea that users could
also be usefully integrated beyond such early phases (Hienerth, 2006;
Magnusson, 2009). Digital technologies may allow firms to extend users’
involvement to later phases when a product is already on the market and
needs continuous optimization (Bosch-Sijtsema and Bosch, 2015).

To some extent, firms need to strike a balance between their internal
ideas- and innovations-management process and users’ processes, with
the latter being very different from the former. In this regard, Tietz et al.
(2005) analyze the ‘stage-gate’ mentally used by users while innovating,
and find it composed of just two stages: idea generation and idea real-
ization. They warn firms against involving users in complicated NPD
processes and invite them to simplify such processes in order to maxi-
mize and streamline user involvement.

However, simplifying the process does not mean reducing touch
points with users. On the contrary, firms must be aware that the
collaboration process with users proceeds along two levels. The first is
the formal level, which can be thought of as a stage-like process with
clear boundaries and a division of labor. Firms seek to manipulate and
optimize this process at each specific phase to gain the most value out of
users (von Hippel and Katz, 2002) The second is the informal level,
which is characterized by a continuum of problem-solving and
knowledge-sharing activities nurturing a process of mutual
cross-fertilization of knowledge between the users and the firm (Bogers
and Horst, 2014; Fuchs, 2011).

4.5. Cluster 5: Developing Resources and Capabilities to support
collaboration with users

Studies in this cluster deal with various topics connected to the role
played by specific firms’ resources and capabilities—such as absorptive
capacity, knowledge management, and intellectual property (IP) right-
s—in enabling the management and valorization of external ideas and
creators. The theme of absorptive capacity plays a prominent role in the
literature. Absorptive capacity refers to a firm’s abilities to identify the
value of new external knowledge and apply it for commercial ends
(Spithoven et al., 2010). As we have seen when it comes to user inno-
vation, employees’ attitudes toward open innovation are key to enabling
a dialogue with users. But for a firm applying a user-innovation strategy,
a simple willingness (or positive attitude) exhibited by some employees
might not be enough. Abrell et al. (2018) claim that firms need to
develop and raise their absorptive capacity regarding the innovation
potential of users to execute their open strategies. They argue this can be
done by exposing employees to users’ knowledge and encouraging
direct contact between users and employees. The same operation can be
done internally in case a firm aims at valorizing its embedded lead users,
as Laviolette et al. (2016) have stated.

Putting employees in direct contact with external users is also an
effective way of transferring tacit knowledge that can be difficult to
articulate, absorb, and integrate (Schaarschmidt and Kilian, 2014; von
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Hippel, 1994). The study by Bretschneider and Zogaj (2016) identifies
two strategies that firms can use to access users’ tacit knowledge. The
first is storytelling, which can be used as a mechanism to enhance the
transfer of knowledge that cannot be codified, and through which users
can foster a shared understanding with internal employees and
encourage innovative problem solving. The second is the direct obser-
vation of users, which provides an opportunity for firms to see and
experience users’ tacit knowledge directly. In general, research has
shown that additional managerial effort is needed to allow firms to
translate potential users’ ideas into innovative solutions, particularly
when these solutions are radically new. Therefore, proper knowledge
management is crucial to capturing and converting external learning
into firm-specific capabilities (Ashok et al., 2016).

With the expansion of online communities and the emergence of
techniques like big-data management, researchers have started to
explore the capabilities that can help firms acquire co-created knowl-
edge (de Zubielqui et al., 2019; Martinez-Torres and Olmedilla, 2016;
Wang et al., 2020; Yuan, 2019). In this regard, Randhawa et al. (2017)
state that to maximize knowledge transfer from online communities
(through OI intermediaries), firms need to enable specific
knowledge-boundary-management mechanisms at the syntactic, se-
mantic, and pragmatic levels, and develop a set of capabilities at each
level to enable knowledge transfer and encourage knowledge
absorption.

Another central theme in this cluster is IP management, which is
important given the tension between the opportunity for firms to open
up their innovation processes to users and the desire for them keep a
certain level of control over the knowledge generated. The studies we
analyzed identify and discuss specific appropriation mechanisms (Gama,
2019; Stefan and Bengtsson, 2016), such as IP modularity and selective
revealing (Henkel et al., 2013, 2014), used to overcome this tension.
Other studies examine compensation strategies in the form of both
monetary and non-monetary rewards as a way for firms to obtain
acquisition rights to co-created products (Boudreau and Lakhani, 2013;
de Beer et al., 2017).

Adopting a contextual perspective on IP management in co-creation,
Tekic and Willoughby (2020) claim that limited I[P management is
needed when there is a firm-to-one (single user) relationship. The most
popular knowledge transfer modes include patent acquisition and
exclusive licensing. Things change considerably in firm-to-many con-
texts, where IP management cannot be easily controlled. In such con-
texts, firms tend to apply more unrestricted IP-management
mechanisms, such as open-source or creative-common licensing, or
completely evade any licensing arrangements.

4.6. Cluster 6: Strategizing for Users’ involvement

Involving users in the innovation processes may heavily impact the
organizational structures, processes, routines, and, as a result, the cost
structure of a firm. For this reason, defining a strategic route for coop-
eration is necessary to achieve the intended results of the collaboration
process (Cheng and Huizingh, 2014) and to overcome managers’ skep-
ticism (Bradonjic et al., 2019). This cluster includes studies dealing with
strategic aspects of UI, such as collaboration strategies, decision-making
processes, and business modeling. Different from the previous clusters,
the studies we present in this section are more scattered and hardly
connectable to well-defined research streams.

One of the first and most important questions that firms must ask is,
is it worth collaborating with users or not? As Raasch (2011) argues, the
costs of collaboration may outweigh the benefits. In some cases, it could
be more beneficial for firms to discourage users from collaborating
instead of incentivizing them. This argument leads to a wider discussion
about collaboration as an opportunistic decision taken by firms. What
are the boundaries of such opportunism? What is the right balance be-
tween give and take? The topic is open and involves discussions of
ethical relevance to corporations. Dahlander and Magnusson (2008)
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adopt a pragmatic approach to how firms can strategically manage re-
lationships with community members to maximize their returns. By
‘pleasing’ users and increasing their reputation within the communities
they belong to, firms can obtain greater control over the whole inter-
action process and maximize the level of knowledge produced.

A related theme of strategic relevance is that of selective revealing:
how much information should firms disclose and share with users? Much
depends on the role that users are expected to play in the innovation
process (just idea providers in the early phases, or something more?) and
the type of information a firm aims to obtain from them (is it of strategic
relevance or not?). The greater the user involvement in the process and
the strategic relevance of the information possessed by users, the greater
the need for firms to reveal and share more information with them
(Wandahl et al., 2011).

At the highest level of strategy-making, we found that competitive
imitation and isomorphism play a role in user-innovation strategies.
Indeed, when firms open up their processes, competitors tend to follow
(Llanes, 2019). The theme of alignment between a firm’s general stra-
tegies and user-innovation strategy (or strategies) is also key. For
example, in the context of mobile applications, Eshet et al. (2017)
distinguish between collaboration strategies that best fit a ‘cost leader-
ship’ base strategy and Ul strategies that suit a ‘differentiation’ strategy.

Finally, the need for firms to innovate their business models, or
develop brand new ones, to increase the benefits from collaboration
with users is a theme that was first discussed by Chesbrough and
Appleyard (2007). In user-centered business models, value is co-created
between the user and firm through continuous interaction (Hienerth
et al., 2011). For firms, shifting to such a business logic can be prob-
lematic for a number of reasons (Hienerth et al., 2011; Kohler and
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Nickel, 2017; Saebi and Foss, 2015). Kohler and Nickel (2017) make a
list of best practices that firms can implement to align their business
models with users, which includes enhancing users’ commitment
through positioning the firm and the users around a common goal,
involving users in value-capture processes, preserving value-creation
logic over time, allowing users to have fun, and cultivating a sense of
belonging.

5. Discussion and research opportunities

Keeping in mind our research questions, we further re-organized the
clusters and main themes within each cluster following a logical and
process-based sequence that combines elements of the ‘innovation pro-
cess’ described by Dodgson et al. (2014: Fig. 1.1) with the ‘model of the
innovation process’ crafted by Tidd and Bessant (2020: Fig. 1.5). In
particular, Fig. 2 makes a parallel between the typical innovation pro-
cess followed by a firm and the sequence of activities that firms organize
and manage with users, both internally and with intermediaries, per the
literature we collected. As shown by Fig. 2, the extant literature con-
centrates mainly on the central phases of the process: selection of ideas
and users and users’ subsequent involvement in the innovation process.
Less studies address the preceding phases of developing a
user-interaction strategy and organizing a firm for user innovation. We
also found a limited number of studies on the subsequent phases, like the
after-launch and long-term integration of users within a firm’s innova-
tion processes—a topic of clear strategic importance that, in our opinion,
deserves more attention from scholars in the future (Keinz et al., 2012).

Starting with the innovation-strategy phase, we cannot avoid
remarking that despite the several calls for a deeper investigation of the
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strategic aspects of firm-user collaboration (Bogers et al., 2017; Ches-
brough and Appleyard, 2007; Hosseini et al., 2017), the literature still
suffers from a lack of theoretical and empirical research. Among the
most popular strategic themes we identified business modeling, with a
particular focus on value-creation mechanisms (value propositions).
Value-capture mechanisms (revenue models) deserve more research:
should firms revise and involve users in their revenue model beyond
compensating them for their ideas? How? We think that emerging
business models based on the active engagement of users in revenue
generation, like ‘The Consumer Brand®, could inspire new research
questions to scholars.

A research area we found to be quite covered in the literature is
firms’ revealing strategies (Hienerth et al., 2011; Saebi and Foss, 2015),
while a connected but in our opinion still under-researched area is firms’
appropriation strategies (Randhawa et al., 2016). Thus, attention needs
to be broadened to questions such as: How can firms maximize the
appropriation of the results of collaborative innovation processes
without breaking the code of ethics linking them to users? And what
mechanisms could favor appropriation?

Future research may focus on the relationship between users and
governance (Keinz et al., 2012). Should users play a more active role
within firms’ governance bodies? And which kind of users? For example,
we think that some interesting research questions arise in the case of the
‘lead user’ and popular influencer Chiara Ferragni recently joining the
board of directors of the Italian fashion company Tod’s. Extending in-
quiry beyond the role of users as just idea generators begs questions
regarding using users as problem creators (posing to firms new chal-
lenges to be solved), not just problem solvers (Majchrzak et al., 2018;
Alexy et al., 2020).

Furthermore, the measurement of the returns from user-
collaboration strategies deserves more consideration. We refer, in
particular, to the development of key performance indicators and other
control and accountability tools and mechanisms for firms-users
collaboration strategies.

Another central theme is IP management and associated knowledge-
control mechanisms (Henkel et al., 2013; Stefan and Bengtsson, 2016).
This theme brings us back to the openness-control dichotomy and how to
wisely manage such embedded friction in user-firm collaboration. The
theme of IP management deserves further examination in the digital
context. Digital collaboration requires the development of agile tools for
managing IP rights without putting an excessive burden on firms and
users.

Moving to the area of organizing innovation in Fig. 2, the most
debated themes relate to the organizational structures (Agostini et al.,
2016; Hosseini et al., 2017; Ghasemzadeh et al., 2020), the routines
(Keinz et al., 2012; Nambisan et al., 1999) needed to manage collabo-
ration with users, and the role of absorptive capacity. The organizational
mechanisms needed to reinforce collaboration have received less
attention than the three above (Foss et al., 2013; Yordanova, 2018).
Additional research could address the mechanisms rooted in digital
technologies (i.e., augmented reality, virtual reality, remote collabora-
tion, etc.) that could further enhance collaboration.

At a similar level of analysis, further research should also consider
deepening the motivational and emotional mechanisms that encourage
the integration of users in the innovation processes, with a particular
focus on the role of empathy. Open-innovation research in the health
care sector has already recognized the importance of empathic listening
for patients (and caregivers) in the development of health care solutions
that not only meet patients’ clinical needs, but also ease their hospital-
ization process and increase the effectiveness of medical treatments (see,
for example, McDonagh and Thomas, 2010). Other sectors could benefit
from the application of similar methods as well, especially in cases in
which users’ well-being is highly dependent on innovation, such as

2 https://www.theconsumerbrand.co.uk.
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products and services for elderly or handicapped users.

The literature we reviewed put considerable attention on the theme
of absorptive capacity as an organizational prerequisite for collabora-
tion with users (Ashok et al., 2016; Abrell et al., 2018; Yuan, 2019).
Hence, it is not easy to suggest original research avenues with regard to
this theme. However, we think there is still room to examine, both
theoretically and empirically, how absorptive capacity can be generated
collectively, and in particular, through the interaction among firms,
users, and knowledge intermediaries (Spithoven et al., 2010).

Finally, we found a limited number of studies concerning the micro-
foundations perspective that lies between management and psychology.
Hence, our knowledge about the attitudes, mindsets, and values that
encourage employees inside a firm to effectively collaborate with users
on the outside is still limited.

Moving at the phase ‘searching opportunities’ in Fig. 2, here we find
a variety of studies dealing with the identification of potential collabo-
rators, whether they be internal or external to the firm. Concerning in-
ternal collaborators, an emerging and promising theme in the literature
is that of embedded lead users (ELUs) (Schweisfurth and Herstatt, 2016;
Schweisfurth and Raasch, 2015a,b). Identifying and selecting skilled
external users is anything but simple for firms. In this sense, leveraging
and nurturing internal lead users could allow firms to save time and
energy in the process of talent scouting and management (Hurme-
linna-Laukkanen et al., 2021). However, the overall quality of ideas
provided by ELUs, compared to external lead users, is still unknown
(Schweisfurth, 2017) and would benefit from additional study.

The theme of innovation intermediaries (i.e., brokers, promoters,
communities, digital-innovation hubs, etc.) is becoming more and more
central in the innovation literature, as firms become aware of the diffi-
culties related to managing users’ expectations. For this reason, studies
tend to focus on the mechanisms that intermediaries employ to over-
come communication barriers and conflicts between firms and users
(Hyysalo et al., 2016; Lauritzen, 2017; Dell’Era et al., 2019). However,
additional research across all phases of the innovation process is needed
to understand the strategies, organizational mechanisms, processes, and
routines through which firms may optimize their collaboration efforts
and maximize user expectations. It is also worth noting that users change
over time; they accumulate experience in collaborating with firms and
modify their expectations and behaviors towards them. Thus, additional
research could address the theme of users’ life cycle and look at the most
appropriate strategies and tools for managing groups of users with
different skills and experiences.

In the ‘producing and selecting ideas’ stage of Fig. 2, we enter the
managerial phase of the collaboration process. This phase starts with the
mechanisms and tools for identifying users and ideas. Many of the
studies we reviewed drew attention to the fact that more and more firms
are shifting toward adopting new technologies to collect the enormous
amounts of data coming from the user side and ease the identification of
users and ideas. We refer to employing technologies, such as Al, machine
learning, and big data analytics, for identifying the most valuable ideas
and most promising users (Kim and Park, 2019). Given the increasing
pervasiveness of such technologies in every area of business manage-
ment, additional research is needed to investigate the processes, mech-
anisms, and skills needed to effectively integrate them into firms’
user-driven innovation processes (Christensen et al., 2018; Trabucchi
et al., 2018).

Finally, the two main themes in the ‘implementing the process’ phase
of Fig. 2 are the capabilities needed by firms and their employees to
effectively integrate users, and the integration of users within firms’
NPD processes. The latter is particularly under-developed and in need of
additional theoretical contributions. The integration of users throughout
the whole NPD process (as well as the whole product life cycle, as pre-
viously discussed) represents an opportunity that firms have already
started to exploit, especially in relation to the evaluation activities
normally included in the ‘gates’ of a stage-gate-like NPD process. The
case of LEGO and its LEGO Ideas platform, as well as the new LEGO Lead
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User Lab, has received lots of media coverage and attention from busi-
ness scholars, but more and more companies are looking for concrete
solutions for how to integrate users in their idiosyncratic NPD processes
to obtain specific results, and more importantly, how to keep them
involved throughout the whole process. Keeping users involved
throughout the whole innovation process has been shown to mitigate the
risk of failure (Fiiller et al., 2006; Moore, 1987).

Concerning the theme of capabilities, the question of how to combine
firms’ and users’ skills to generate radically new products and services is
still partly unanswered. A related question is, what are the skills firms
need to manage users’ knowledge coming ‘in block’ (i.e., from web
platforms, open contexts, communities of users, etc.)? Here the main
challenge deserving further consideration is how to maximize the value
of users’ knowledge without creating bottlenecks in firms’ innovation
processes while meeting users’ expectations in terms of (timely) feed-
back, rewards, and further involvement.

6. Conclusions

Collaboration with users has forever changed how firms manage
innovation. But things change fast, and firms need to keep up with new
trends, especially considering the increasing pervasiveness of digital
technologies and social media, which make interaction among users and
firms easier and cheaper—as well as deeply different. Trabucchi et al.’s
(2018) study on the use of user-generated big data to inform firms’
innovation processes is illuminating in this regard. Big data generated by
users coupled with advanced Al-enabled interaction technologies (such
as third-generation chatbots) are expected to overturn the current
interaction paradigm, opening up new avenues for firm-user
collaboration.

Internal-to-the-firm conditions, such as strategies, managerial pro-
cesses, and organizational dynamics, are and will remain essential for
firms to successfully maximize collaboration with users. The same is true
of resources and capabilities. We aimed to look at the firm side of user
collaboration to provide a narrative account of the existing literature
and to identify the most important strategies, processes, dynamics, and
routines that make such interaction successful.

Our study not only identifies the most covered topics in the field of
firms-users collaboration, but also suggests many research opportunities
that deserve scholars’ attention. Inevitably, this study is subject to
limitations, and mainly the following two. First, despite the care given to
article selection, some studies may have been overlooked, and therefore
our representation of the literature could be biased. Because firms-users
collaboration is very fluid topic, it is not easy to capture all of its aspects.
Second, to ensure the relevance of our review to the topic at issue, we
limited our study to articles published in scholarly journals. Such
selectivity entails the risk of ignoring studies published in other forms of
media, primarily books.
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