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I Co-creation is a means to improve and foster the participation of end-users by actively involving 
them in innovation processes. This is believed to yield a number of benefi ts, including bringing in ad-
ditional knowledge and creativity; building partnerships and trust; increasing end-user satisfaction; 
and fostering legitimacy and acceptance.

II Implementing co-creation is challenging for various reasons, such as:
a Diff ering values assigned to scientifi c and extra-scientifi c knowledge – mixing ‘objective empirical 

knowledge’ with ‘more subjective and judgmental’ knowledge

b Need for ‘intercultural’ dialogue between scientists and societal actors to translate and integrate 
diff erent kinds of knowledge

c Lack of fl exibility in R&I funding to adapt projects to emerging co-creation opportunities

d Lack of skills in knowledge integration and boundary management

III European research & innovation policy could foster co-creation in sustainability, e.g. by
a Fostering conceptual clarity for the term co-creation and embedding a binding and clear defi ni-

tion in H2020, Cohesion and Territorial funding call texts

b Stipulating co-creation in mission-oriented R&I calls covering topics where societal impact and 
hence meaningful stakeholder participation is essential

c Adapting existing and developing new funding instruments to provide more fl exible and 
open-ended forms of science funding

d Fostering skills for knowledge integration in science education
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RECREATE is a 5-year project running from 2013 to 2018, funded by the European 
Commission. It is carried out by a consortium consisting of 16 key partners from 
European research and industry and is led by the Joint Institute for Innovation 
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Effi  ciency and Raw Materials.
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The concept of co-creation originated from both the 
private and the public sector. In either context, 
co-creation means 

In the private sector, actively involving end-users 
in various stages of the production process (i.e. 
co-creation) allows for incorporating their experi-
ence and knowledge into new products or services. 
This can help corporations produce more effi  cient-
ly and improve their products or services, thus 
increasing customer satisfaction and loyalty and 
eventually gaining competitive advantage.1 , 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 

7 Thus, end-users here are seen as co-producers of 
products and services.8 In this context, the concept 
of co-creation dates back to the 1980s9 but has 
gained momentum in the context of user innovation 
towards the end of the 1990s, with a recent focus 
on the co-creation of value.10, 11

Co-creation in the public sector refers to active-
ly involving citizens in social innovation processes 

with the aim of improving public service design and 
delivery as well as decision making processes and 
governance performance. This is especially rele-
vant in times of growing social challenges (such as 
demographic change and urbanisation) and dimin-
ishing public budgets.1, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16 Hence, in this 
context co-creation means encouraging citizens 
to take an active part in and seize opportunities to 
drive innovation processes, generate innovative ide-
as and thus enhance public innovation capacities.16, 
17, 18 In order to achieve long-lasting changes in 
the relationships and positions of diff erent actors, 
such co-creation processes need to be open and 
honest, so that both public authorities and citizens 
become complementary actors in the quest for en-
hancing public service quality.1 16, 19  Furthermore, 
such processes necessitate access to information 
and resources and require crossing organisational 
boundaries.1, 16 Co-creation in the public sector is a 
rather recent concept.16, 19

With public trust in governments waning and gov-
ernance perceived as declining in quality in Eu-
rope and globally for several years20, 21, fostering 
co-creation in the public sector is essential to help-
ing re-establish trust and improving the quality of 

…To improve and foster the participation of 
end-users (customers in the private sector; 
citizens in the public sector) by actively involving 
them in innovation processes. 

 Policy support needed to foster 
 co-creation (of knowledge, products 
 and services) in European research   
 and innovation

I Co-creation – 
 Rationale of an important concept

Sustainability innovation in public and private services and products requires and 
benefi ts from involving end-users into research, design and production processes. Yet 
such co-creation not only faces formidable challenges in practical implementation, but 
also requires a clearer focus in European research and innovation funding.
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governance.16 For market-oriented innovation in 
the private sector, stiff  international competition – 
resulting from increasingly global value chains and 
consumption patterns – and the pace of techno-
logical change require companies to involve their 
customers in new product development. Co-crea-
tion via end-user involvement allows companies to 
better match customers’ needs and avoid market 
failure.22, 23 Thus, co-creation can help companies 
gain a competitive advantage, because co-created 
products and services are more customer-relevant 
and  valued.22

Overall, the concept of co-creation

• encompasses several stages:

i Co-design and co-production of knowl-
edge, products and services – in both the 
private and the public sector; 

ii Co-implementation of social innovations 
and services in the public sector. Thus, 
the concept closely relates to public par-

ticipation, collaborative governance and 
community involvement.1, 24 

• is believed to yield benefi ts, including 

i Tapping into additional knowledge and 
creativity;

ii Improving the allocation of resources and 
hence effi  ciency;

iii Allowing the establishment of long-term 
relationships, partnerships and trust; 
thus

iv Increasing end-user satisfaction; and 

v Fostering legitimacy through citizen ac-
ceptance and consent.

II Co-creation – 
 Rationale of an important concept

Co-creation also is of key importance in science and 
research. This particularly applies to sustainability 
science, which aims to contribute to solving press-
ing global social and environmental problems (e.g. 
climate change, biodiversity loss, resource deple-
tion) by involving science and society in designing 
and co-producing knowledge for sustainable solu-
tions.25, 26 , 27, 28 

In the course of the 1990s, sustainability scholars 
argued that, in order to tackle such complex so-
cial-ecological issues, science needs to integrate 
and implement new modes of knowledge production 
in order to generate knowledge that is

• Scientifi cally sound, i.e. based on extended peer 
review, refl exivity and accountability; and  

Socially robust, in the sense that it is oriented to-
wards fi nding creative solutions for real-world prob-
lems by integrating knowledge from various scientif-
ic and societal actors.25, 26, 28, 29, 30

Along with this participatory turn in science31, 32, 

diff erent concepts emerged, such as post-normal 
science33, 34, Mode 2 science35 and the concept of 
transdisciplinarity27, 28. These concepts share the 
view that 

… Scientifi c fi ndings should be reviewed by ex-
panded groups of peers and generated by conduct-
ing research as an interactive system. This system 
should allow manifold opportunities for diff erent 
stakeholders to participate in order to hold scien-
tists accountable for science and technology choic-
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*Source: Mauser et al. (2013)25: p. 427

Figure 1: Co-creation of societally relevant knowledge for solving real-world problems in sustainability science*

es, restore public trust and thus halt the erosion of 
scientifi c authority.32 

These concepts highlight that, in order to introduce 
the expertise, views, expectations and reactions of 
non-scientifi c stakeholders into the scientifi c pro-
cess, meaningful participation is required at vari-
ous stages of knowledge creation, i.e. in designing, 
conducting and evaluating research.32 This entails 
not only making non-scientifi c actors equal or main 
knowledge producers, but also moving away from 
passive consultation and beyond collaboration in 
data collection and analysis towards partnership and 
participation in the co-design of research questions, 
research programmes and research projects, their 
funding and possibly also their evaluation.32, 36, 37

The following fi gure from Mauser et al. (2013) de-
picts several consecutive steps in the co-creation of 
knowledge relevant for solving real-world problems: 

1 Co-design of research topics and questions 
as well as review of research proposals – 
jointly done by scientifi c and extra-scientifi c 
actors; 

2 Co-production of societally relevant knowl-
edge through inter- and transdisciplinary 
knowledge integration – activities lead by sci-
entists, but with the involvement of extra-sci-
entifi c actors; and 

3 Co-dissemination of the results and knowl-
edge produced, which we suggest broadening 
to the co-implementation of joint solutions to 
societal problems and co-evaluation of joint 
research. This is done both by scientifi c and 
extra-scientifi c actors, with the latter being 
substantially involved.
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European research and innovation policy focuses 
on fostering and scaling-up research and innova-
tion – leading to new knowledge as well as to ev-
idence that helps better understand the risks and 
benefi ts of diff erent policy options; yielding better 
products and services; enhancing competitiveness 
and employment; and improving overall well-being 
in Europe. 38, 39

In  order to achieve this, the European Commission 
set forth three main goals for European research 
and innovation policy:40 

1 Open Innovation – aims to improve the trans-
fer and circulation of knowledge across and 
between companies, research institutions and 

users in order to transform it into products 
and services, create new markets and thus 
strengthen entrepreneurship. Hence, open in-
novation considers the user an essential part 
of the value creation process, so that knowl-
edge can be of societal use and economic val-
ue. This requires setting conducive framework 
conditions via regulation, fi nancing, forging 
public support and facilitating market access;

2 Open Science – aims to make science more 
reliable and responsive by enhancing co-
operative work in scientifi c processes and a 
greater diff usion of knowledge through digi-
tal technologies. This necessitates promoting 

Here, we understand co-creation in sustainability 
science as going all the way towards fostering such 
partnerships, thereby allowing for mutual learning 
between science and society to jointly develop sus-
tainability solutions.28 

Achieving such partnerships and mutual learning is 
challenging for various reasons. For one thing, exist-
ing power relations and power asymmetries hamper 
mutual learning, as the diff erent actors vary in their 
access to information, participation opportunities 
and being heard and listened to.28, 29 Hence, estab-
lishing partnerships and enabling mutual learning 
requires researchers and societal actors to meet at 
eye level, where scientifi c and extra-scientifi c knowl-
edge is equally valued.27, 28, 44

This creates the need for integrating diff erent types 
of knowledge and ‘intercultural dialogue’. Such a 
dialogue involves translating the diff erent types 
of knowledge so it becomes understandable and 
accessible to all partners involved and instigating 
refl exive learning among the partners for recurrent 
validation of fi ndings.25, 27, 28, 45 

Integrating these knowledge types towards joint 
societal problem-solving leaves researchers on 
unfamiliar ground. Generating and applying knowl-
edge for solving societal problems entails purposive 
and normative aspects. Hence, ‘objective empirical 
knowledge’ mixes with other kinds of knowledge 
that a scientifi c perspective might view as subjective 
and judgmental, perhaps raising questions about 
its quality or production process.27 Alongside lack-
ing skills in knowledge integration and boundary 
management, a perceived lack of scientifi c rigour 
poses a formidable challenge to (young) researches 
in engaging with and pursuing co-creation in their 
careers.25, 27, 28 

The many benefi ts that co-creation promises to de-
liver pose a strong argument to tackling those chal-
lenges and stepping up eff orts to foster co-creation 
in sustainability science. This can – and should – be 
done not least via European research and innova-
tion policy and funding. 

III Co-creation in European research 
 & innovation policy/funding
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open access to scientifi c data, to research (re-
sults) at an earlier stage in the research pro-
cess (while protecting intellectual property) 
and to open source software and tools. Thus, 
Open Science allows end users of knowledge 
to themselves become producers of knowl-
edge, ideas and eventually innovation. Hence, 
it closely links to open innovation.

3 Open to the World – aims to maintain Eu-
rope’s scientifi c presence in and contribution 
to global knowledge markets by fostering in-
ternational cooperation in research and in-
novation toward solving global problems and 
tapping into business opportunities in new 
and emerging markets. This requires setting 
framework conditions that support interna-
tional cooperation as well as open access to 
knowledge and scientifi c processes. This fo-
cal area closely links to both Open Innovation 
and Open Science.

Set up to pursue these three goals, Horizon 2020 
forms the EU’s current framework research and in-
novation programme. Running from 2014 to 2020, 
European policy makers equipped the framework 
programme with a budget of almost 80 billion 
EUR.40 While offi  cial documents on Horizon2020 
make no explicit reference to co-creation41, the 
theme of Responsible Research and Innovation 
(RRI) is closely related. RRI takes the issues of open 
access and open innovation further because RRI is 
“a dynamic and iterative process by which all stake-
holders involved become mutually responsive and 
share responsibility regarding both the outcomes 
and process requirements.”42

I n doing so, RRI aims to foster science and innova-
tion that delivers ethically acceptable and socially 
desirable outcomes.44 The European Commission 
introduced RRI as a cross-cutting issue in Horizon 
2020 in order to “reduce the distance between 
science and society […] and to involve society in 
discussing how science and technology can help 
create the kind of world and society we want for 
generations to come.”43

As co-creation contributes to designing societally 
relevant and inclusive research and innovation, it 
refl ects the European Commission’s approach to-
wards RRI. 

There are no overarching strategies on co-creation 
in European research & innovation policy apart from 
open science and RRI. Therefore, we turned to inter-
viewing relevant experts involved in and tasked with 
implementing co-creation in ongoing projects and 
relevant networks. For this purpose, we

a selected projects under Work Programme 
2016/2017 for SC5, which call texts ex-
plicitly tasked with implementing co-cre-
ation

b contacted the European network of living 
labs

c to fi nd out about how European research 
funding could support and foster co-cre-
ation.

We conducted, on average, 30-minute long tele-
phone and personal interviews with the institutions 
tasked with a) planning and executing co-creation 
activities in the awarded projects, and b) running 
the European network of living labs. Interview part-
ners received three key questions to prepare for the 
interview:

1 How do you defi ne and apply co-creation 
in your project?

2 What do you see as potential barriers to 
applying co-creation in your project?

3 What should European research and in-
novation policy do to foster co-creation 
in sustainability research?

We took interview notes and sent them to the in-
terviewees afterwards for a fi nal check or possible 
corrections. The fi nalised notes we then used for 
this policy brief. We will describe the main fi ndings 
in the next section along the above three questions.
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Selected H2020 projects

We selected potentially relevant calls by searching 
and scrutinizing the call texts for the term co-cre-
ation and for its logic and scope as detailed in the 
call texts. Furthermore, we selected only projects 
that, by the time of the interview, had already been 

running for at least half a year in order to allow for 
greater insight on co-creation processes. 

This procedure yielded the following calls for inter-
viewing:

Topic code Topic title Project title Project acronym

SC5-06-2016 

a) Managing technology 
transition (2016)

Pathways towards the 
decarbonisation and 
resilience of the European 
economy in the timeframe 
2030-2050 and beyond

Innovation pathways, 
strategies and policies for 
the Low-Carbon Transition 
in Europe

NNOPATHS

SC5-06-2016 

a) Managing technology 
transition (2016)

Pathways towards the 
decarbonisation and 
resilience of the European 
economy in the timeframe 
2030-2050 and beyond

Realising Innovation in 
Transitions for Decarbon-
isation

REINVENT

SC5-06-2016 

b) Assessment of the 
global mitigation eff orts 
in the perspective of the 
long-term climate goal 
(2016)

Pathways towards the 
decarbonisation and 
resilience of the European 
economy in the timeframe 
2030-2050 and beyond

COP21: Results and Impli-
cations for Pathways and 
Policies for Low Emissions 
European Societies

COP21 RIPPLES

SC5-10-2016 Multi-stakeholder dialogue 
platform to promote 
innovation with nature to 
address societal challeng-
es

Development of a mul-
ti-stakeholder dialogue 
platform and Think tank to 
promote innovation with 
Nature based solutions

ThinkNature

SC5-13-2016 New solutions for sustain-
able production of raw 
materials

Sustainable Low Im-
pact Mining solution 
for exploitation of small 
mineral deposits based 
on advanced rock blast-
ing and environmental 
technologies

SLIM
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Living labs and the European 
Network of Living Labs

Living labs constitute a specifi c approach to involv-
ing end-users in innovation processes so that they 
have the opportunity to adapt and co-develop cus-

tomised products to better fi t their needs.8, 46 Living 
Labs are defi ned as

For this purpose, living labs are organised as pub-
lic-private-partnerships and designed for real-life 
experimentation and extensive stakeholder involve-
ment.47 Thus, co-creation in living labs enables 
end-users to have a lasting impact on and contrib-
ute to innovation.

The idea of living labs dates back to 2006 when, 
under Finnish Presidency, the EU considered living 
labs a fi rst step towards “a new European R&D and 
innovation system, entailing a major paradigm shift 
for the whole innovation process”. 48 Pushing the 
technology frontier and translating research & in-
novation results into new products and services to 
improve community life via living labs bridges the 
agendas of Horizon 2020, the Cohesion Policy and 
Territorial Cooperation Programmes while position-

ing regions and cities as leading actors in European 
innovation strategies.48

In order to advance and ensure the quality of pro-
cesses and results from living labs across Europe, 
the EU launched the European Network of Living 
Labs (ENoLL) in 2006. ENoLL works on, inter-alia, 
creating pan-European experiments, prototypes, 
standards and inter-lab protocols following stand-
ardised excellence criteria.47 One hundred and six-
ty living labs worldwide are currently members of 
ENoLL. 49 In order to become a member, living labs 
must submit an application via annual waves of calls 
for membership; based on an evaluation process, 
ENoLL selects benchmarked living labs and grants 
them the use of the ENoLL label.49, 50

… open ecosystems that enable business and societal innovation […] [and] off er an open-innovation space for 
co-creation, testing and validation of products and services like scaling up of products and services to new 
markets.” (Bódi et al. (eds.) 2016: 15)47

Defi nitions and applications of co-creation: 

IV Lessons learned on (barriers to) 
 applying co-creation

Lessons from selected Horizon2020 projects

According to the selected projects, co-creation 
means engaging stakeholders early on and contin-
uously to 

i generate legitimacy and improve decision 
making for all involved in the context of 
plural values and deep uncertainties;
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ii build trust with and among diff erent 
stakeholders from business and industry, 
civil society, policymaking and academia; 
and

iii mobilise stakeholders to get involved in 
jointly developing and discussing pro-
ject-relevant strategies and pathways. 
This, in turn, necessitates identifying the 
scope, space and times where stakehold-
ers can be directly involved and testing 
ways to best engage them. 

Interviewees deemed participation and stakeholder 
involvement important in all project contexts, but 
with the scope and depth of co-creation diff ering. 
For instance, in the context of mining, co-creation 
supports raising social awareness and discussing 
social licenses to operate mines. Hence, any explo-
ration activity would do better to plan ahead in terms 
of a social license to operate where a mineable de-
posit has been found. But in terms of co-creation for 
project development and guidance, open innovation 
appeared the more important form of stakeholder 
participation. 

Another project employed co-creation via a co-cre-
ation panel (consisting of NGOs, civil society 
members, public policy/government and business 
groups) to identify and discuss future pathways, 
thereby helping the project to make choices about 
its direction. The project viewed this as a weaker 
form of co-creation as it does not follow the ration-
ale of co-creation to improve decision-making.

Actual co-creation approaches, i.e. ways of en-
gaging stakeholders, also varied across the se-
lected projects. Overall, interviewees considered 
workshops with stakeholders a key element for the 
co-creation of project-relevant strategies and path-
ways. However, stakeholder exchange should be 
tailored to respective target group needs to allow 
for and motivate participation in the exchange. For 
instance, involving city offi  cials via workshops last-
ing several hours (a half-day or so) seemed to work 
better than trying to get industry involvement. In the 
latter context, setting up local and industry-specifi c 
think-and-do-tanks for pooling practice appeared 
to work well. In addition to face-to-face meetings, 
online platforms are another means to engage mul-
tiple stakeholders in identifying problems and good 
practices via a kind of „mini facebook“.

Potential barriers to applying co-creation

The interviewees noted diff erent barriers as ham-
pering and complicating co-creation.

Integrating diverse kinds of knowledge and ex-
pertise, from academic/scientifi c to practical, into 
project guidance proved diffi  cult because views and 
advice seemed partially contradictory or to pull 
the project in diff erent directions at the same time. 
Hence, synthesising diverse kinds of knowledge and 
expertise for project guidance constitutes a chal-
lenging task in co-creation. Linked to diff erent kinds 
of knowledge and expertise, interviewees stated that 
involving a diverse set of external experts is essen-
tial to ground the discussions in relevant and salient 
issues. However, the diff erent kinds of knowledge 

and expertise also yielded advice that did not fi t the 
technical specifi cities of the project or went beyond 
what the project could accommodate given its per-
sonnel, fi nancial and time capacities.

Another major barrier to co-creation through stake-
holder participation is getting stakeholders to 
attend co-creation events. People have limited 
time and cannot or might not want to participate 
in co-creation activities. As there is neither any 
obligation to attend nor, often, suffi  cient resources 
available to compensate stakeholders for their at-
tendance time and travels, engaging them continu-
ously is challenging. Stakeholders rightly ask, “what 
is in co-creation for me?” While they might learn 
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The role of European research and innovation 
policy in fostering co-creation in sustainability 
science

Alongside the barriers identifi ed, interviewees sug-
gested several ways how European research and 
innovation policy could foster co-creation in sus-
tainability research.

Supporting researchers in organising and achiev-
ing co-creation. In H2020 calls and project reality, 
the burden to organise and achieve co-creation is 
mostly on researchers, and less on other actors 
targeted for involvement in co-creation. This leaves 
researchers somewhat alone in understanding what 
to do with co-creation and how to manage it. Hence, 
there should be support from and dialogue with the 
European Commission to foster co-creation through 
guidance on how to engage stakeholders and how to 

take up feedback and advice obtained. Such guid-
ance should help researchers to answer the follow-
ing questions relevant to meaningful co-creation: 

• Who are relevant stakeholders that should be 
contacted?

• How to contact them?

• What are appropriate options for engaging which 
stakeholders?

As many researchers have no direct contact to 
private sectors partners, a platform facilitating ex-
change, for instance, would be helpful. This could 
be linked to the matchmaking or knowledge broker-

interesting things by attending co-creation events, 
the project (team) usually learns more and acquires 
proprietary knowledge. Mostly, project teams suc-
ceed in getting general interest from stakeholders 
to participate. Yet if stakeholders fi nd fi rst encoun-
ters not relevant to their activities and co-creation 
events receive signifi cantly fewer participants than 
invited/targeted, then actual participation stops. 
Therefore, interviewees considered it essential that 
the projects and their stakeholder events maximise 
relevance to external stakeholders. This could be 
done by teaming up with key actors from diff erent 
stakeholder categories, for instance with business 
associations, municipalities, government agencies 
or civil society organisations.

The culture of an(y) organisation might be more or 
less conducive to working with or “against” open 
innovation as a form of co-creation. For instance, 
any company based on patents might be reluctant 
to or against engaging in open innovation and 
co-creation.

In the context of the H2020 programme, interview-
ees felt that to win bids projects, they had to go for 
co-creation. That led to many co-creation activities 
and workshops, even if this does not entirely fi t the 
premise of the project. This, in turn, could lead to 
rather pointless workshops and frustrating partic-
ipation events for all those involved. Furthermore, 
interviewees perceived the project action descrip-
tions (DoA) to be infl exible. As these are often 
the documents according to which the projects 
are monitored, projects need to follow the sched-
ule of deliverables and meetings as laid out in the 
DoA. However, the DoA often becomes outdated 
as the project progresses, and changing DoAs is 
time-consuming. Hence, having to follow the DoA 
clashes with co-creation needs for fl exibility, new 
stakeholder constellations and varying co-creative 
engagement approaches. Thus, following the DoA 
precludes the ability to adapt the project pathway to 
emerging needs and opportunities. 
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age events that some national contact points off er. 
Support by the European Commission should also 
encompass fi nancial support to reimburse stake-
holders for participation, both in terms of travel 
costs and time spent. If everybody (not least gov-
ernment and research policy) wants co-creation but 
there are no incentives for the non-scientifi c actors 
to take part in co-creation, then this is a very asym-
metric relationship.

Increasing the fl exibility of project management 
and budget. The rather linear processes laid down 
in DoAs to fi rst prepare research work and then hold 
co-creation workshops with stakeholders hold up 
poorly in a non-linear reality and need to be adapted 
to ongoing processes and relevant emerging issues. 
This requires the fl exibility to deviate from DoAs in 
order to foster co-creation and enable projects to 
make more use of professionals with expertise in 

PR, government relations and knowledge brokerage. 
This seemed more promising to interviewees than 
having academic researchers trying to invent novel 
and interesting ways of engaging people. This also 
needs more budget fl exibility, including for sub-con-
tracting, over the course of a project, e.g. to hire 
specialist fi rms for communication and relations 
management. 

Linking funding to certain conditions. Co-creation 
has a place in mining as a way to involve stakehold-
ers from the very beginning. R&I policy could foster 
co-creation by linking the funding provided to min-
ing companies to conditions they must fulfi l, such as 
involving some stakeholders early on. In particular 
larger mining companies would know the impacts of 
their excavation actions and could tell people from 
the start what they are doing and potential impacts 
and benefi ts.

Defi nitions and applications of co-creation

According to the interview, the international net-
work of benchmarked Living Labs (ENoLL) has 
collected and shared a large number of scientifi c 
research materials and study results about open 
innovation and end-user engagement methods 
and tools throughout its 12 years of existence. For 
the purpose of analysing innovation stages and 
categorising Living Lab projects, ENoLL usually 
references Dimitri Schuurman’s8 matrix to identi-
fy where a Living Lab (LL) is placed as regards the

1 maturity stage an innovation is at: idea, con-
cept, prototype, pre-launch, launch, post-
launch; and

2 level of analyses of a LL project: micro, meso 
or macro.

ENoLL also uses this approach for evaluating LL 
applications and selecting new members. Every 
year, ENoLL invites new LL members to apply to 
its network. Of the around 50-60 submissions an-
nually, ENoLL selects only 20-25 based on a list 

of 20 criteria49, including: 

• Co-created values from innovation processes;

• Strength and maturity of multi-stakeholder 
partnership (quadruple helix, i.e. ensuring the 
involvement of actors from the four groups of 
academia, citizens, private sector and public 
sector);

• Commitment to open innovation practices; and

• Openness of the stakeholder partnerships.

Past years of labelling experience show that simply 
rejecting applications for LLs reduced the interest 
and commitment of the applicants towards engag-
ing in LL type activities. Therefore, as part of the 
annual Open Living Labs Day event, ENoLL now of-
fi cially off ers a Learning Lab on day 0 of OpenLiv-
ingLab Days, where ENoLL discusses unsuccessful 
submissions with the applicants to improve their 
bids for re-submission. ENoLL aims to scale this 
kind of learning further but has to look for additional 

Lessons in regard to living labs
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Potential barriers to applying co-creation

ENoLL welcomes that public participation and 
end-user engagement are among the basic crite-
ria for H2020 calls so that public participation and 
end-user engagement no longer remain at the will of 
project proposal teams. However, R&I policy could 
further foster co-creation by making it mandatory 
for all projects proposing to use LLs to apply the 3O 
(Open science, Open innovation, Open data) agenda. 

In this context, ENoLL could furthermore recom-
mend that its defi nition and quality criteria for us-
ing LL become much more visible and maybe even 
mandatory for any H2020 proposal that proposes 
to use LL (as quality criteria for LL proposals un-
der H2020). ENoLL could act as an accreditation 
check for any such H2020 proposal. Alternatively, 
H2020 proposals should at least clearly reference 
ENoLL’s work and H2020 proposal evaluators could 
be asked to specifi cally check whether this has been 
done.

Setting up and running LLs requires certain skills, 
such as talking to private companies and knowing 

how to handle co-creation methodologies and the 
human factor therein. This requires a combination 
of skills from diff erent professions, such as met-
rics, psychology and economic/business models. 
In order to ensure the quality of co-creation and 
LL activities, such skills and new professions need 
to be translated into curricula. Fostering such 
skills and professions would also help to scale the 
application of co-creation and LLs across Europe 
because LLs cannot be copied in their format from 
one location to another. Instead, LL hosts need a 
good understanding and the right set of skills to 
transfer LL lessons learnt to other locations and 
contexts.

Furthermore, there is need for political support, 
especially in those parts of Europe where few 
LLs exist and politicians are not systematically 
engaged in co-creation. This will also produce 
benefi ts in terms of systematic behavior change in 
policymaking and building skills in policy makers.

funding because the current membership fee is too 
low to cover the costs. Based on estimations, the 
network has a potential outreach to 50 million cit-
izens through the LLs already labelled (more than 
400 since ENoLL’s establishment in 2006).

In a signifi cant number of H2020 calls, public 

engagement and user involvement is either en-
couraged or set as a prerequisite for successfully 
applying. ENoLL is currently working on creating 
a trademark and becoming a sort of accreditation 
body, as many H2020 proposals use the term Living 
Lab without actually referring to the defi nitions used 
and standards set by ENoLL. 
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• Stipulate co-creation in mission-oriented 
R&I calls covering topics where societal 
impact and hence meaningful stakeholder 
participation is essential

• Foster conceptual clarity for the term co-
creation and embed a binding and clear 
defi nition in H2020, Cohesion and Territorial 
funding call texts

• Require project proposals that suggest using 
Living Labs to either

• seek approval by ENoLL or

• refer to and apply the quality criteria and 
standards for living labs elaborated by 
ENoLL

• Adapt existing and develop new funding 
instruments to provide more fl exible and 
open-ended forms of science funding that 

• provide and allow for room for 
experimentation and fl exibility in project 
execution and the use of project funding 
to allow adapting research processes 
to emerging needs and opportunities 
for co-creation, e.g. via unforeseen 
subcontracting of professionals in PR and 
knowledge brokerage

• require setting up meaningful stakeholder 
participation processes 

• fund or provide other incentives for 
stakeholder participation in co-creation 
(travel costs and time spent)

• foster mutual learning among diff erent 
stakeholder groups

• Support researchers in organising and 
achieving co-creation, e.g. by

• providing guidance on how to engage 
stakeholders 

• facilitating stakeholder identifi cation and 
contacting for researchers, for instance 
by setting up exchange platforms or 
matchmaking events

• Fund research projects that 

• assess the added value of co-creation 
from a political and cultural perspective 
to identify, evaluate and possibly quantify 
the democratic, governance and socio-
political value of co-creation

• highlight the relevance of co-creation as a 
process and strategy to address potential 
democratic defi cits or performance gaps 
in public services

• Improve the capacities of funding agencies to 
assess and handle transdisciplinary project 
applications, which may be accompanied by 
a higher risk-return ratio as they are open-
ended and bring in changes/stakeholders 
that could lead to disruptions in the project

• Foster the development of standards of 
‘‘excellence’’ for transdisciplinary research 
and promote their use among evaluation 
systems, inter-alia, for project funding, 
scholarly performance assessment and peer 
reviewing

• Foster skilling for knowledge integration and 
boundary management in science education

V Policy support needs



CO-CREATION IN SUSTAINABILITY SCIENCE 13  

POLICY BRIEF NO. 9 

 1 Voorberg, W.H., V.J.J.M. Bekkers & L.G. Tummers (2015). A Systematic Review 

of Co-Creation and Co-Production: Embarking on the social innovation journey. 

Public Management Review, 17 (9): 1333-1357 

 2 Prahalad, C. K., & Ramaswamy, V. (2000). Co-opting  customer competence. 

Harvard Business Review, 78 (1): 79-90. 

 3 Von Hippel, E. (2007). Horizontal innovation networks - by and for users. 

Industrial and Corporate Change, 2 (1): 1-23. 

 4 Banyte, J., and Dovaliene, A. (2014). Relations between customer engagement 

into value creation and customer loyalty. Procedia – Social and Behavioral 

Sciences, 156: 484 – 489 

 5 Grissemann, U. S., & Stokburger-Sauer, N. E. (2012). Customer Co-Creation of 

Travel Services: The Role of Company Support and Customer Satisfaction with 

the Co-Creation Performance. Tourism Management, 33: 1483-1492. 

 6 Chesbrough, H. (2006). Open innovation: A new paradigm for understanding 

industrial innovation. In: Chesbrough, H. Vanhaverbeke, W. West, J. (Ed.), Open 

innovation: Researching a new paradigm. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1 - 14 

 7 O’Hern, M. S., & Rindfl eisch, A. (2010). Customer co-creation: a typology and 

research agenda. Review of Marketing Research, 6: 84-106. 

 8 Schuurman, D. (2015). Bridging the Gap between Open and User Innovation? 

Exploring the Value of Living Labs as a Means to Structure User Contribution 

and Manage Distributed Innovation. Doctoral dissertation, Ghent University, 

Belgium. 

 9 See e.g. Von Hippel, E. (1987). Cooperation between rivals:Informal know-how 

trading. Research Policy, 16 (6): 291-302. 

 10 Ranjan, K.R. and S. Read (2016). Value co-creation: concept and measurement.. 
Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science 44 (3): 290-315 

 11 Vargo, S. and Lusch, R. (2004) Evolving to a New Dominant Logic for Marketing, 
in: Journal of Marketing 68 (1): 1-17 

 12 Bason, C. (2010). Leading public sector innovation: Co-creating for a better 
society. Bristol: The Policy Press 

 13 Mulgan, G., & Albury, D. (2003). Innovation in the public sector. London: 
Innovation in the Public Sector, Strategy Unit, Cabinet Offi  ce. 

 14 Bates, S. (2012). The social innovation imperative: Create winning products, 
services, and programs that solve society’s most pressing challenges. New York: 
McGraw-Hill. 

 15 Hartley, J. (2005). Innovation in governance and public services. Past and 
Present, Public Money & Management, 25 (1): 27-34. 

 16 Alves, H. (2013). Co-creation and innovation in public services. The Service 
Industries Journal, 33 (7-8): 671-682. 

 17 European Commission (2011). Empowering people, driving change: social 
innovation in the European Union, Luxemburg: Publications of the European 
Union. 

 18 Sørensen, E., & Torfi ng, J. (2011). Enhancing collaborative innovation in the 
public sector. Administration & Society, 43 (8): 842-868 

 19 Magno, F., and Cassia, F. (2014). Public administrators’ engagement in services 
co-creation: factors that foster and hinder organisational learning about 
citizens. Total Quality Management & Business Excellence 26 (11-12): 1-12. 

 20 European Research Centre for Anti-Corruption and State-Building (ERCAS) 

(2015). Public Integrity and Trust in Europe. Berlin 2015. URL http://www.

eupan.eu/fi les/repository/20160202135959_2016-01-21_-_Public_

integrity_and_trust_in_Europe_-_fi nal.pdf, 
accessed 9 January, 2018.  

 21 OECD (2017). Government at a Glance 2017. Highlights. URL https://www.

oecd.org/gov/government-at-a-glance-2017-highlights-en.pdf, accessed 9 
January, 2017. 

 22 Kristensson, P., Matthing, J., and Johansson, N. (2008). Key strategies for the 
successful involvement of customers in the co-creation of new technology-
based services. International Journal of Service Industry Management, 19 (4): 
474-491. 

 23 Schuurman, D., Coorevits, L., Logghe, S., Vandenbroucke, K., Georges, A., & 
Baccarne, B. (2015). Co-creation in Living Labs: Exploring the Role of User 
Characteristics on Innovation Contribution. International Journal of Services 
Sciences, 5 (3-4): 199–219 

 24 Pollitt, C., & Hupe, P. (2011). Talking about government: The role of magic 
concepts. Public Management Review, 13 (5): 641-658. 

 25 Mauser, W., G. Klepper, M. Rice, B.S. Schmalzbauer, H. Hackmann, R. Leemans, 
H. Moore (2013). Transdisciplinary global change research: the co-creation of 

knowledge for sustainability. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 5 
(3-4): 420–431 

 26 Pahl-Wostl, Claudia, et al. 2013. Transition towards a new global change science: 
requirements for methodologies, methods, data and knowledge. Environmental 
Science and Policy 28: 36-47 

 27 Hirsch Hadorn, Gertrude, David Bradley, Christian Pohl, Stephan Rist, and 
Urs Wiesmann (2006). Implications of Transdisciplinarity for Sustainability 
Research. Ecological Economics 60 (1): 119–28. 

 28 Jahn, T., Bergmann, M., Keil, F. (2012). Transdisciplinarity: Between 
mainstreaming and marginalization. Ecological Economics 79: 1-10 

 29 Nowotny, H., Scott, P., Gibbons, M. (Eds.), 2001. Re-Thinking Science: Knowledge 
and the Public in an Age of Uncertainty. Polity Press, London. 

 30 Lang, D.J., Wiek, A., Bergmann, M., Stauff acher, M., Martens, P., Moll, P., Swilling, 
M., Thomas, C.J. (2012). Transdisciplinary research in sustainability science — 
practice, principles, and challenges. Sustainability Science 7 (Supplement 1): 
25–43. 

 31 Jasanoff , S (2003). Technologies of humility: citizen participation in governing 
science, Minerva 41: 223–244. 

 32 Science Europe, German Research Foundation and German Ministry of Education 
and Research (2017). The Rationales of Open Science. Digitalisation and 
Democratisation in Research. German Research Foundation, September 2017. 

URL http://www.dfg.de/download/pdf/dfg_magazin/internationales/

rationales_of_open_science.pdf, accessed 15 January 2018. 

 33 Funtowicz, S.O., Ravetz, J.R. (1991). A new scientifi c methodology for global 
environmental issues. In: Costanza, R. (Ed.), Ecological economics: the science 
and management of sustainability. Columbia University Press, New York. 

 34 Funtowicz, S.O., Ravetz, J.R. (1993). Science for the post-normal age. Futures 25 
(7): 735–755. 

 35 Gibbons, M., Limoges, C., Nowotny, H., et al. (1994). The New Production of 
Knowledge. Sage, London. 

 36 Schäfer, T. and Kieslinger, B. (2016): “Supporting emerging forms of citizen 
science: a plea for diversity, creativity and social innovation”, Journal of Science 
Communication, 15 (2): 1–12. 

 37 Prager, K. (2016). Is co-creation more than participation? Integration and 

Implementation Insights, URL https://i2insights.org/2016/07/28/co-

creation-or-participation/, accessed 15 January 2018. 

 38 European Commission (2016). Open Innovation - Open Science - Open to the 
World. A Vision for Europe. European Commission, Brussels. 

 39 European Union (no date). Research and innovation. Available online: http://

eur-lex.europa.eu/summary/chapter/research_innovation.html?root_

default=SUM_1_CODED=27 (accessed 12 February 2018). 

 40 European Commission (2018). What is Horizon 2020? Available online: https://

ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/what-horizon-2020 (accessed 12 
February 2018). 

 41 European Commission (2011). Horizon 2020 - The Framework Programme 
for Research and Innovation. COM(2011) 808 fi nal. European Commission, 
Brussels. 

 42 Klaassen, P.; Kupper, F.; Rijnen, M., Vermeulen, S., Broers, J. (2014). Policy Brief 
on the State of the art of RRI and a working defi nition of RRI. Athena Institute, 
VU University Amsterdam; p. 4. 

 43 RRI tools (no date). RRI in a nutshell. Available online: https://www.rri-tools.eu/

about-rri (accessed 12 February 2018). 

 44 Mobjörk, M. (2010). Consulting versus participatory transdisciplinarity: a refi ned 
classifi cation of transdisciplinary research. Futures 42 (8): 866–873. 

 45 Strang, V. (2009). Integrating the social and natural sciences in environmental 
research: a discussion paper. Environment, Development and Sustainability 11: 
1–18. 

 46 Schuurman, D., L. Coorevits, S. Logghe, K. Vandenbroucke, A. Georges, 
B. Baccarne (2016). Co-creation in living labs: exploring the role of user 
characteristics on innovation contribution. Journal of Services Sciences, 5 (3-
4): 199 – 219; DOI: 10.1504/IJSSCI.2015.074218 

 47 Bódi, Z., J. Garatea, A.G. Robles, D. Schuurman (eds.) (2016). Living Lab Services 
for Business Support and Internationalisation. European Network of Living Labs, 
Bruxelles, Belgium. 

 48 European Commission Smart Specialisation Platform (2017). Living Labs for 

regional innovation ecosystems. URL: http://s3platform.jrc.ec.europa.eu/

living-labs, accessed 3 May, 2018. 

 49 ENoLL (2018). 12th Wave of Membership – how to apply? ENoLL, Brussels. 

 50 ENoLL (2018). How to become a member? URL: http://enoll.org/about-us/, 
accessed 3 May, 2018. 

 References used



CO-CREATION IN SUSTAINABILITY SCIENCE 14

POLICY BRIEF NO. 9

Policy Brief No.9, May 2018
Co-creation in sustainability science – Challenges and potential 
ways forward in implementing co-creation in European research 
and innovation funding

Authors  Martin Hirschnitz-Garbers  Ecologic Institut 

Layout   Sarah Garbers  Illusine: Atelier für Design und Illustration

Berlin, 2018

This publication refl ects only the author's views and the European Union is not liable for 
any use that may be made of the information contained therein.

Photos:
Cover page: AdobeStock_©Rawpixel


