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Abstract: Today, we are facing new and challenging situations with the 
growing financial crisis and the difficult times for companies with a decreasing 
number of customers and declining revenues. It is therefore important for 
companies to challenge their way of thinking and developing innovations. An 
up-coming approach to innovation is to open up the innovation process and to 
include users in this process. Due to immaturity of this approach, there is little 
knowledge on how these communities should be designed and used to really 
support companies’ innovation processes. In this paper, we illustrate how and 
why users engage in innovation communities, as well as the nature of these 
users. We do this with the objective to render results that can guide companies 
on how to utilize their on-line user communities in order to accelerate user’s 
participation in open innovation processes. 

Keywords: Open Innovation; User Involvement; Innovation Communities; 
Living Lab; Participation;  

 

1  Introduction 

In the society we are living in today, there are many challenges for companies to handle 
with the financial crisis and the difficult time for different branches. This new situation 
confronts company manager’s traditional way of thinking and acting to survive during 
these windy conditions. One way for companies to face these challenges is to invest their 
time and effort in developing innovations, and hence, contribute to societal growth. Much 
evidence can be found that indicates that innovation is a fruitful way for firms to live long 
lives in prosperity. Therefore, the question is not about why companies need to 
innovation but rather how they should innovate [1]. Traditionally, innovation processes 
has been a closed process where firms hold on to the philosophy that successful 



 

innovation requires control and that innovations are best accomplished within the walls of 
the firm [2]. Following this line of thought, companies need to generate all their 
innovative ideas themselves and for many years, this model has been considered to be the 
right way to bring ideas to market [3, 4]. However, towards the end of 20th century a 
number of factors, such as the mobility of knowledge workers started to erode the closed 
innovation approach. Adding to that, the closed approach to innovation with large R&D 
departments has become more expensive and its return on investments is decreasing due 
to e.g. escalating competition in product markets and shorter product life cycles. The 
growth of these factors have contributed to the emergence of the open innovation 
approach [5].  

Taking an open innovation approach means to embrace the idea that innovative ideas 
does not have to reside within the organization and the assumption that research does not 
have to originate inside the firm to profit from it. Hence, it is increasingly important for 
firms to find and tap knowledge from stakeholders outside the organization [2].  

One initiative, contributing to facilitating open innovation is on-line innovation 
communities. Today, many companies such as LEGO, Nokia, and TeliaSonera, have 
developed communities where people are invited to contribute with their innovative ideas 
and to test innovations before they are introduced at the market. 

However, there is little guidance in existing literature on how online user 
communities should be designed and function to sufficiently influence the innovation 
process. It is therefore important to create knowledge on how these innovation 
communities or so-called beta-test communities are used today, and by whom, to be able 
to fully harvest their potential. Based on that, the aim of this paper is to illustrate the 
nature of these users together with how and why users engage in innovation communities. 
The objective with the results of our research is to guide manufacturers on how to utilize 
their on-line user communities in order to accelerate user’s participation in open 
innovation processes. In the following, a brief introduction to the area of open innovation 
and the use of innovation communities is given. Thereafter, we will present the different 
communities we have studies together with our method and results from the data 
collection. Finally, the lessons learned from this study are presented.   

2 Open Innovation and Innovation Communities 

The term open innovation was first coined by Henry Chesbrough in his book with the 
same name [6]. Chesbrough define open innovation as the use of purposive inflows and 
outflows of knowledge to increase the speed of internal innovation processes, and expand 
the markets for external use of innovation, respectively. As such, open innovation can be 
seen as a paradigm that assumes that firms can, and should, use external ideas as well as 
internal ideas, and internal and external paths to market, as the firms seek to advance 
their technology. Open innovation, therefore, combine internal and external ideas into 
architectures and systems [3, 7].  

Today, contemporary organisations apply open innovation as a means to overcome 
the limitations of closed approaches. In the closed approach, companies’ revenues are 
limited to sales of their products while in the open approach it is possible for 
organisations to make money in every stage of the products life-cycle by for example, 
selling or licensing out concept ideas or products that are not in line with the companies 



 

strategies [8]. Chesbrough [6] divide open innovation into three elements; culture, 
structure and business model. Taking an open innovation approach force organisations to 
embrace an entirely different culture in their way of thinking such as, for example, 
accepting that it is more important to build a better business model than getting to market 
first [2]. The change in structure means that it is important to develop mechanisms in 
support of importing and exploring knowledge and ideas. When it comes to business 
models it becomes vital for organisations to implement a flexible approach in using a 
diverse set of business models to facilitate the open innovation approach [2]. In this 
paper, we focus on the structure of open innovation in terms of mechanisms for importing 
ideas and knowledge from interesting stakeholders, for example potential users.  

Stimulating and facilitating users to participate in open innovation initiatives is timely 
and suitable due to the Web 2.0 phenomenon which increase users’ possibilities to make 
a change. Users go from being passive content consumers into active participants in 
producing content, solving technical problems, and contributing to development of 
innovations [9, 10]. This makes open innovation similar to the open source communities 
where the tradition is that different stakeholders are included in the development of new 
products and services.  

Technologies that oftentimes are used to facilitate user involvement at companies 
web-sites are discussion forums, weblogs, wikis [11], and on-line user communities, or 
brand communities as they sometimes are called [12]. The basic idea with these 
intermediaries is that members of the community contribute with new innovative ideas 
on-line, either individually or together with other members [13]. Due to the extremely 
tight competition of users on the web, there is a challenge to attract users by offering 
them an added value.  

In Antikainen and Väätäjä’s [13] study of motivating factors for users to participate in 
on-line communities they identified fourteen factors, namely: altruism, care for the 
community, enjoyment, firm recognition, friendship, ideology, interesting objectives, 
knowledge exchange, monetary rewards, need, peer recognition, recreation, reputation, 
and sense of efficacy. These factors are important to consider when designing on-line 
communities as they give guidance to what motivates users to participate and contribute, 
but as such, they do not explain how users actually use these communities, or how these 
communities should be designed to be motivating for the users. In our study, we explore 
two different user communities with the aim to increase the collected knowledge on how 
users use these communities. 

3  Methodological approach  

In this study, we compare two different user communities, Innovation World (IW) 
and Botnia Living Lab (BLL). Innovation World is an on-line user community place that 
was launched in 2008. In this community, potential users can meet and share ideas with 
other innovative people and the users can test the latest mobile services before they are 
introduced at the open market. This on-line community also offers the users an 
opportunity to share their ideas, give comments, and engage in discussions with others, 
and by this mean possibly influence future development. Users can also rank the different 
ideas and the idea with the highest ranking may be taken under consideration for 
development. The aim of Innovation World is to get insights into users needs and to turn 
their needs into fully functioning and desired services.  



 

Botnia Living Lab was launched in 2003 and is an environment in which users can 
contribute to the innovation process by taking active part in the development and test of 
ideas, mobile and stationary services, and products such as mobile phones, computers, 
and games. In this environment, registered users are invited to participate in the 
development of different technologies by using them their real lives for some time before 
they give feedback on their experiences of the service in on-line questionnaires, focus-
groups, phone-interviews or paper questionnaires. In short, Botnia Living Lab is a 
gathering of public, private partnerships in which businesses, researchers, authorities and 
users work together with the creation, validation, and test of new services, business ideas, 
markets and technologies in real-life-contexts [14]. 

We have chosen to include these communities due to their similarity in terms of using 
technology as a means for user involvement in the development of innovations. In this 
study, we have used on-line questionnaires as the method for data-collection, and the 
questionnaires were analyzed and related to each other. We have not been able to extract 
the same system logs from the systems due to a lack of technological support for this kind 
of actions. Therefore, the data reported on from Innovation World includes system logs, 
and the data reported on from Botnia Living Lab includes more information about whom 
the users actually are. The combination of these studies gives insights into users’ usage of 
the community as well as their expectations on this kind of on-line environments. Thus, 
the data complement each other to give a richer picture on how users involve themselves; 
and as such gives implications for future research themes.  

Data Collection at Innovation World 

The user study at Innovation World was conducted as a structured survey with a 
questionnaire. The questionnaire consisted of 24 questions and was sent to 880 users by 
e-mail. 71 users answered the questionnaire. The questionnaire was available on 
Innovation World’s site for one week and the percentual participation was about 8 %. 
The user that participated was rewarded with a music voucher for downloading five 
songs.  

The results from this survey showed that most of the users (47%) were in the age 
between 36-45 and 81 % were male. Most of them worked in an office.  

The users of Innovation World visit the site a few times a month or more rarely, and 
when they visit they look for new ideas, participate in discussions and they look for new 
products to use. Most of the users use it to vote for ideas (59%), write ideas (52%), and 
read other ideas (48%). The users spend most of their time in the idea function even 
though they can try new services, or visit the lounge where they can communicate, and 
discuss subjects such as ideas, services, and other issues with other users. The users’ 
expectations before they joined Innovation World were that it should be a place to share 
ideas and to keep up-to-date about the progress in mobile services and the users’ response 
show that Innovation World live up to their expectations. The main reason for not visiting 
the site more often is that the content is not updated frequently enough.  

When it comes to system-logs, the data show that the average time users spend on 
their visit is 1:51 minutes and 83 % of Innovation Worlds visits are unique. The users 
state that they would be motivated to post or rate ideas more actively if they were 
rewarded and if it was more ideas to rate or comment available. The users also said that 
they would visit Innovation World more frequently if the information about ongoing 



 

activities were clearer, for example in a newsletter, and if the site became easier to 
navigate, especially in the mobile phone browser.  

Data Collection from Botnia Living Lab 
The study at Botnia Living Lab was also designed as a structured survey using an on-

line questionnaire. This questionnaire consisted of 26 questions and was sent to 4900 
registered users. 271 users responded which is a percentual participation on about 5.5%. 
The questionnaire was available on Botnia’s website for a week and the participating 
users were rewarded with two lottery tickets. Among the 271 users, 44 did not match the 
pre-defined criteria that they should have participated in a test, and 29 did not answer the 
whole questionnaire, hence, these answers were sorted out. 

The results from this survey showed that most of the users (31 %) were in the age 
between 21-30 and 27 % were in the age of 31-40 years old. In this survey, 60% were 
men and 40% were female, most of them work. When being asked about their degree of 
education and its direction, most users, 54%, had a university degree and 41% had a 
technical direction of their education. 68 % are employed, 5 % have their own company, 
and 15 % are students.  

When it comes to participating in the user activities at Botnia Living Lab, the results 
of the study show that 25 % of the users have participated in one or two activities, and 
40% have been involved in more than three user involvement activities. 

Among these users, approximately 95 % use their mobile phone and the Internet 
several times a day. The users have been members of the community for several years, 
but visit Botnia Living Labs webpage more seldom than each month and when they visit, 
they participate in user activities or read about on-going activities. Some of these users 
view themselves (45 %) as utility users of technology, meaning that when they realise 
that a product or service is useful and some people in their surrounding use it, they also 
start to use it. 4 % view themselves as innovators, meaning that they develop the 
application they need, 12 % can be identified as lead-users, which means that they 
usually recognise a need of product or service before they are available at the market and 
28 % view themselves as technology enthusiasts. This means that they usually want to 
start to use a product or service as soon as it is available at the market.  

These users willingness to participate in user involvement activities are determined 
by factors such as if they can win something, if the topic is of interest, if they get an 
ability to influence the technology development and the surrounding society and if they 
feel that their opinion is of importance. Most of these users are also active in other 
communities such as Facebook and Buzzador and they are motivated to be active in 
communities if these offer an opportunity for personal growth, social networking, giving 
vent for their creativeness, sharing things with others. The users also participate in 
communities if other people in their network participate, if the community is of interest, 
if they can receive a gift or other incentives, and merely for their own enjoyment.  

The users of Botnia Living Lab, in general, never use internet to develop their own 
applications or services, to write blogs, do schoolwork, play on-line games, up-load 
content, participate in discussion forums or for commenting others content or 
contributions. On the other hand, they often use internet to search for information, handle 
e-mails, read news, do bank errands, communicate with friends, and for taking part of 
what others have up-loaded. 



 

4  Lessons Learned 

In this study, we learned that the most of the users in these communities are male in 
the age between thirty and forty; they have a university degree with technological 
direction, are employed, and are frequent users of both mobile phone and internet. When 
it comes to sex, Innovation World have a higher degree of men (81%) while Botnia 
Living Lab have a more balanced sex distribution with 60 % men and 40 % women. One 
possible reason for this might be that Botnia Living Lab is not focused on technology 
development, but rather focus on user involvement in diverse activities. One of 
Innovation World’s aims is to catch the attention of a diverse set of users, but based on 
this survey it seems like they attract users with similar characteristics as other 
technologically focused communities, such as Nokia Beta Lab [15]. This leads to low 
diversity in the community indicating a risk of biased results since the users do not 
represent the society at large. In addition, diversity of the community is important for the 
wisdom of the crowds to work [16]. Hence, it is important to develop a strategy to reach a 
diversified user group in terms of e.g. gender, age, education, and level of technology use 
when setting up an innovation community.  

We also learned that users of these communities are not frequently visiting the 
community for different reasons, such as a lack of activities, and when they visit, they 
stay for less than two minutes. This indicates that the content on the community is not 
engaging, and dynamic enough to stimulate the users to actively take part in the 
communities’ activities. Hence, to stimulate activities and user involvement larger user 
groups with dedicated users is a prerequisite. Related to users engagement in these 
communities we have also learned that most of the visitors at Innovation World are 
unique users, while at Botnia Living Lab the users have been a part of the community for 
several years. One obvious reason for this is the set up year for the community, but there 
might be other possible reasons as well, such as the user involvement in technology 
development in real world contexts posed by Botnia Living Lab.   

The users of Innovation World found the site difficult to navigate which might have 
influenced their willingness to really look into all the features on the community. In this 
case the Innovation World designers have chosen a new and innovative design of their 
community, which initially influence usability aspects such as effectiveness, efficiency 
and learnability [17] for the users due to their unfamiliarity with the navigation structure.  

One interesting thing with Botnia Living Lab is that many of the users have been 
members for several years, but they are not frequent users of the web-site. This 
community pushes information to their users via SMS, informing them about on-going 
and up-coming events and this information seems to trigger users’ willingness to 
participate. The issue of information was also on thing the users of Innovation World 
mentioned as a desired activity to stimulate them to participate more actively. Based on 
that, we can learn that pushed information is a suitable way to stimulate user participation 
in these contexts. Hence, users are more reactive than proactive.  

Yet another lesson we learnt from this study is that these community users are mostly 
motivated to participate if they are rewarded for their contributions, or if they can win 
something. The monetary incentive has also been identified by Antikainen and Väätäjä 
[13], but our study adds the competitive factor as motivating for user participation.  

In sum, based on our lessons learned, we see that there are many aspects concerning 
user involvement in open innovation in online communities which needs to be further 
studied and developed. For example, the design of both the innovation process and the 



 

online communities as such, how to create a dynamic and living community, and how to 
recruit a more varied set of users.  
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