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Abstract: Social media are becoming an increasingly relevant channel for user 
involvement. However, their uptake in Living Labs environments, as a means 
to engage users in innovation processes, is still limited. The aim of this paper is 
to explore challenges and opportunities related to the usage of social media for 
user involvement in co-creative processes, The findings presented emerge both 
from the available literature and case studies, and emphasise four different 
dimensions influencing user engagement: content, community, platform and 
innovation process. Based on these dimensions, the authors propose a basic 
framework, intended as the point of departure for taking the next step toward 
the construction and verification of theoretical constructs that can help inform 
and guide future innovation projects. 
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1 Introduction 
Social media are becoming an increasingly relevant channel for user involvement. As of 
2012, more than 60% of the European population is online, and almost half of them are 
present on Facebook, the world's most popular social network 
(http://internetworldstats.com). The potential for using social media to relate to users and 
customers has been highlighted by several authors (e.g. Granat, 2006, Vasalou et al., 
2008, Kaplan and Haenlein, 2009, Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010), and organizations are 
already using them to involve users in innovation process. Well-known early examples 
are Starbucks' My Starbucks Idea (http://mystarbucksidea.force.com) and Dell's Idea 
Storm (http://ideastorm.com), followed by UserVoice (http://uservoice.com) and 
GetSatisfaction (http://getsatisfaction.com). 

Given the appeal and availability of social media, one would expect a broad uptake of 
these technologies for user involvement in Living Labs. The Living Lab concept, first 
theorized by Lasher et al., (1991), can be seen as a general approach to innovation that 
involve users in co-creative processes within the context of the users' everyday life 
(Ståhlbröst, 2012b). According to (Bergvall-Kåreborn et al., 2009), a Living Lab is, “a 
user-centric innovation milieu built on every-day practice and research, with an approach 
that facilitates user influence in open and distributed innovation processes engaging all 
relevant partners in real-life contexts, aiming to create sustainable values”. In Living 
Labs users are typically involved through face-to-face methods borrowed from other 
fields, such as anthropology and human-computer interaction, including observation, 
focus groups, ethnographic research (Følstad, 2008), cultural probes (Bergvall-Kåreborn 
et al., 2010), future workshops and prototyping (Svensson et al., 2010).  

Currently there are more than 300 Living Labs associated to the European Network of 
Living Labs, ENoLL (http://openlivinglabs.eu). Nevertheless, apart from the Finnish 
Open Web Lab (OWELA, http://owela.vtt.fi), the Norwegian RECORD online Living 
Lab (http://livinglab.origo.no), and a few other presented cases (Cleland et al., 2012) 
(Laizane and Haukipuro, 2012), very few of them have taken up social media to 
complement current used methods for involving users in co-creative processes.  

Prior work advocates that Living Lab administrators lack a sufficient overview of 
available solutions for online user involvement (Følstad and Karahasanovic, 2012), which 
affects the recruitment and maintenance of an actively contributing pool of user 
participants. In particular, the mobility of social software users suggests that recruitment 
and maintenance of user communities is highly challenging (Ståhlbröst, 2012a), and there 
is not sufficient knowledge today with respect to motivating factors in online groups, 
which are composed of voluntary contributors (Ståhlbröst and Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2013).  

The paper aims to shed light on opportunities and threats concerning the application 
of social media for user recruitment and involvement in Living Lab innovation processes 
and presents the findings from a research project named SociaLL (http://sociall.origo.no). 
These findings emerge and further elaborate on seven challenges for user engagement 
identified in previous research (Ståhlbröst, 2012a). Firstly, the paper provides a 
presentation of a review of available literature, which is followed by the research context, 
describing the methodology applied in the research. Thereafter, it presents the results 
from the data collection phase, and, based on these findings, it proposes and discusses a 
framework that supports the maintenance of user engagement in online Living Lab 
communities. Finally, our conclusions are presented.  



 

2 Social Media and User Innovation Processes 
Social Media can be defined as a group of internet based applications that build on the 
ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that enable the creation and 
exchange of user-generated content (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010). This user-generated 
information can be harnessed in the search for innovation, employing both a passive and 
active approach - netnography and profiling vs. community engagement, idea 
competitions and participatory design (Helms et al., 2012).  

Social media can support user involvement in all phases of the innovation process, for 
example in idea generation, (e.g. Hutter et al., 2011, Leimeister et al., 2009), software 
development (e.g. Barcellini et al., 2008), beta-tests (e.g Di Gangi and Wasko, 2009), 
field evaluations (e.g. Isomursu et al., 2007) and design (Johnson and Hyysalo, 2012). 
These authors argue that, when planning user involvement by means of social media 
services, managers should consider the shifts in developer–user social distance, the 
cumulated user knowledge beyond one project, and the user-generated content, both in 
the main service and interconnected user-owned services (Johnson and Hyysalo, 2012). 
Leminen and Westerlund (2012) indicate that actors in Living Labs have both individual 
and mutual motives to participate in the innovation development network. From an 
individual viewpoint, the role of extrinsic motivators is crucial. As private persons 
become sources of ideas and innovations, an appropriate reward and incentive system 
that secures payback for all the actors involved should be in place (Ståhlbröst and 
Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2013).  

However, Leminen and Westerlund (2012) observed that users do not always mention 
financial compensation as a significant reason to participate in the project. Conversely, 
they perceive that participation in a Living Labs initiative enables them to influence 
companies’ innovation development in a specific area of their personal interests 
(Leminen and Westerlund, 2012, Ståhlbröst, 2012b). In other words, they could influence 
something that is meaningful and has an impact on their personal life and consumption 
habits. Therefore, they might consider a token gift, or mere formal recognition of their 
efforts in the project, as a sufficient reward (Leminen and Westerlund, 2012). 

Along the same line, findings of a study conducted at the Botnia Living Lab show 
that the most important factors motivating users to participate in an online innovation 
community are learning, curiosity, and entertainment (Ståhlbröst and Bergvall-Kåreborn, 
2011), which are intrinsic motivators. Similarly, Antikainen (2011) indicates new 
viewpoints, a sense of efficacy, fun, and a sense of community, as the most important 
factors affecting users’ participation in these communities, with the latter representing a 
strong strategy for creating a user base (Budweg et al., 2011). 

Engaging and invigorating online Living Lab communities has been challenging in 
many situations, even in cases where social media had clear benefits compared to current, 
co-located, ways of working. Schaffers et al. (2009) indicates the initial change resistance 
towards “yet another tool” as a main challenge to be overcome. This is often caused by 
the tools lack of maturity at the time they are proposed to the users (Budweg et al., 2011), 
which makes it difficult to sustain their use beyond the initial testing stage (see: Schaffers 
2009). Also, it is important that social software support multiple platforms, so that 
stakeholders can access the Living Lab whenever they see it fits (Ebbesson and Svensson, 
2012), for instance when commuting. 

Building trust and operational transparency is also a necessity to commit Living Lab 
users (Leminen and Westerlund, 2012). To feel involved, users should be treated as equal 
co-creators instead of research objects (Ståhlbröst, 2012b). This poses severe challenges 
to the Lab administrators with regards of creating an environment where people can be 
open about their knowledge and still maintain secrecy about their internal issues. 
Creating a relaxed atmosphere and providing concrete materials to begin idea exploration 
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is a way to cope with this issue (Lucero et al., 2012). Users, on the other end, can be 
activated in online discussion by well-defined questions and clear guidelines (Beaudin, 
1999), problem-centric and curiosity-arousing wording of the tasks (Friedrich et al., 
2012) and clear deadlines (Kienle and Ritterskamp, 2007). Hence, the facilitator has to be 
skilled in managing activation methods, such as e-mails, to maintain pace in users 
contribution (Friedrich et al., 2012).  

One of the most critical tasks is mediating the feedback from users to developers and 
vice versa (Gumm et al., 2006, Antikainen, 2011, Bergvall-Kåreborn and Ståhlbröst, 
2010). The lack of real time interaction makes it harder to govern the participants’ work 
in the virtual setting than in face-to-face activities. Facilitators have to balance between 
dominant users and their quieter counterparts to let everyone add to the discussion 
(Ebbesson and Svensson, 2012). Moderation in this sense doesn’t only mean restricting 
or allowing certain activities, but also supporting the Living Lab staff in monitoring more 
conservative users to promote them to become more active. Facilitator skills become 
crucial in scenarios were different types of user groups interact, especially when there is a 
great deal of distance between them, not only spatial but also social and (Ebbesson, 
2012). 

Looking at the innovation process, users seem to be motivated by formal procedures 
and knowledge of the Living Labs objectives, such as the facilitator ultimate goals, a 
thorough explanation of the initiative’s background, and more comprehensive role 
descriptions of the participants (Leminen and Westerlund, 2012). Also, it is important to 
plan for flexible development goals, to be adjusted and readjusted based on the on-going 
work throughout the project (Leminen and Westerlund, 2012, Ståhlbröst, 2012b). Setting 
too strict objectives and tasks in the beginning of the Living Labs project, rather a long-
term vision, has shown to be counterproductive (Leminen and Westerlund, 2012). Also, it 
is important to document and analyse the accumulated knowledge as the process 
progresses. 

3  Research Context and Methodology 
In this paper we report on the findings from two focus group interviews that were carried 
out within the realms of the SociaLL project. In that project the objective was to create 
valuable use of social software for the co-creation in existing Living Lab infrastructures. 
Hence, these two focus-group gave us further knowledge on recruitment factors and 
motivators for engaging in Living Lab activities by means of social media. The first with 
a pool of experts in innovation projects, the second with master degree students within a 
computer science program. 

A focus-group session is an in-depth discussion in which a small number of people 
(usually 8-12) from the target population, under the guidance of a facilitator (moderator) 
discuss topics of importance for a particular study/project (Adams and Blandford, 2005). 
It is basically a qualitative method in which the moderator, with the help of 
predetermined guidelines, stimulates free discussion among the participants on the 
subject of inquiry (Bloor et al., 2001, McQuarrie and McIntyre, 1986, O'Heocha et al., 
2012). This method is useful for creating interactive communication among newly 
constituted conversation groups who share characteristics of interest which in our case 
was innovation by means of social software (Wibeck, 2000, Bloor et al., 2001). The 
method is especially suitable in investigating people´s views or attitudes on a certain 
phenomena. 

The study was conducted keeping well in mind that the results of focus-group 
interviews have to be treated with some caution, since they can only suggest plausible 



 

answers, and cannot be indicative of the distribution of attitudes or beliefs in the 
population. 

Focus-group 1 
The first focus group was conducted during January 2013 with experts in innovation 
projects with academic background. The session involved in total 8 people: 5 PhD 
students, 2 senior researchers and 1 professor (responsible for the subject of Product 
Innovation) from a division called Innovation and Design. The session, which lasted for 
about 1 and half hours, was audio-recorded and then transcribed by the moderator, who 
also covered the role of note-taker during the session. The transcripts were validated with 
the participants, who, is some cases, provided further elucidations and comments. 

The session was kicked-off by a brief introduction from the moderator, to remind 
purpose and rules of the focus group. The participants were asked to describe themselves, 
their experience with innovation processes and with social media tools. The discussion 
was initially oriented toward more general issues, slowly flowing into more specific ones. 
At the end, a few probing questions were asked to reveal more in-depth information or to 
clarify earlier statements or responses. 

A main topic that drove the discussion was the difference between short-term online 
innovation initiatives and long-term ones. Short-term initiatives were intended as those 
executed “una tantum”, and lasting from a few days to several weeks. Long-term 
initiatives were intended as communities that gather continuously, during a significant 
amount of time, spanning over several years.  

Focus-group 2 
A second session was organized with students in the “Organisational development 
through IT” master degree course. Since most students were not co-located, it was 
decided to arrange a teleconference focus group to reach out the highest number of 
possible participants.  

Participation was voluntary. In total, 4 people provided availability; however only 3 
eventually joined the group. The first participant had children in adult age, worked as GIS 
engineer in a mapping company and was a debater in local newspapers. The second 
participant was 50 years old and worked as web administrator. The third participant had 
worked in the topic of information security for more than 10 years. Overall, they were all 
knowledgeable in the topics of information sharing, data security and social media, while 
their experience with innovation projects was not outstanding.  

The session lasted for about 1 hour, and was run using Adobe Connect®. The 
moderator also covered the role of the note-taker during the session, and later transcribed 
the audio-recordings. The transcripts were validated with the participants, without further 
elucidations being received.  

Following a brief introduction, the students were asked to introduce themselves, 
describing their experience with innovation processes and social media. The discussion 
was initially oriented toward generic issues, slowly flowing into more specific ones. 
In sum, the project aim was not to gain a deep understanding of a specified group, but 
rather to understand the phenomena in a broad sense. The diversity of the groups made it 
possible to collect a wide array of experiences and expectations about social media as 
support for innovation processes. Hence, the findings are mainly indicative, but still show 
tendencies and aspects relevant for innovation process managers aiming to use social 
media as a tool to support their processes.  

In the pursuit of finding the factors that influence recruitment and commitment, an 
analysis of the focus-group interviews was carried out. In order to support a holistic and 
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thorough analysis of the results, the interviews were transcribed verbatim before digging 
into the analysis of the material. This process kicked off with an open analysis where the 
transcripts were read with an open mind to find patterns and themes in the data 
(Thomsson, 2002). Thereafter data were color-coded, and by clustering the data four 
main themes emerged as the most relevant in relation to user recruitment and 
commitment, which are: innovation process, content, community, and platform. 

4 Aspects influencing user engagement in Living Lab online processes 

Innovation process 
Activities in Living Labs aiming to involve online innovation communities need to be 
organized and guided by a well-defined process, in which objectives, problems and 
activities needed to carry out the process are defined (Friedrich et al., 2012). This was 
also an issue that was posed during the focus groups in our study, in which a will to 
contribute to something concrete was expressed. Immature or high level descriptions 
might give the feeling that the innovation is too far from the user daily experience. 
However, an innovation that is experienced as very mature might also be demotivating, 
because users can feel constrained in the possibility to have a say in technical matters and 
they might experience that the action span they have are limited. Hence, balancing the 
maturity level of the innovation that is developed in the Living Lab is an important factor, 
since the opportunity to have impact on the innovation is a main element for creating 
commitment and engagement, as one of the participants recognised: “I would like to be 
able to see any effect, if I would be able to see the results, I would like to contribute. My 
motivation is not to be credited, but I want things to change, so I want to see what the 
outcome is”.  

The timing of the innovation activity is another important aspect when engaging users 
in Living Lab online activities, as recognised in previous studies (Ståhlbröst, 2012a). In 
this study, the expected length of the activity was highlighted as important for user 
recruitment and engagement. As one of the participant stated: “I would rather take part 
in short-term initiatives, because they would give me more control and insight on what is 
going to happen. In a long-term initiative, I have little possibilities to see an outcome: I 
will probably lack time and resources to hang around long enough”. Long-term 
initiatives have a somewhat higher threshold for the users to engage. In these processes, 
the purpose changes from “creating” to “learning”, which also has been recognised as a 
motivating factor for users engagement in innovation processes in general (Ståhlbröst and 
Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2011). Another way to create a commitment to the innovation 
process is to divide it into sub-tasks and goals that are clearly defined with a fixed 
deadline, because it has been observed that participants contribute more on deadline days 
(Kienle and Ritterskamp, 2007). Dividing the work into small and well defined tasks is 
also aligned with the crowdsourcing trend, where the people of the crowd are motivated 
to contribute to micro tasks rather than grappling with a large task (Muhdi and Boutellier, 
2011).  

To conclude, in order for users to engage in Living Lab online innovation processes 
by means of social media, it is important that the goals are defined, the tasks are small, 
and the timing of their efforts is suitable. The users also want to gain something for 
themselves when they decide to hang out in the community and to share experience with 
its members. This gain does not necessarily need to be personal, but can be in terms of 
visible influence on the final innovation.  



 

Community 
Creating an online innovation process also requires that the Living Lab organises a 
functioning community. The objective of a community and its expected life cycle were 
lively debated in the focus group interviews. Participants stated that it would be 
beneficial to create separate communities for each specific innovation, with a specified 
end date.  A community could also be set up with the endeavour to run it for a longer 
period of time not being limited to a specific innovation. It can work either way 
according to the focus-group participants, but they would probably be more likely to 
participate in short-term communities since they are motivated to see the impact of their 
efforts on the final innovation.  

To create a lively and vibrant community it is important to create a sense of 
belonging to it (Bacon, 2009, Ståhlbröst, 2012a). That was also one of the most debated 
issues in the focus groups. Participants stated that, when the aim it so share experience 
and passion, they mainly look for groups and individuals that are similar to themselves. 
Participation is no longer driven by the need to “be part of the crowd”, rather it is more 
important to feel “part of the tribe”. Only in this way it is believed possible for people to 
come back to the community and contribute continuously. As expressed by one of the 
participants: “I would like to be there only if the group is small /…/ It would be better to 
get invited to a small group that wants to help, that wants to do something… In my ideal 
world, this community should be quite small”.  

Emerging from these inputs, one of the participants also elaborated on the ideal size 
for an online community for being effective with problem solving: “I think you have to 
hook up in social media, but if you have to discuss something important you have to 
narrow it down to something smaller, so it is not open for the all mass. Maybe a 
conversation group with 4-5 people”. It is also important to get to know each other in the 
community: “If I do not know the person there is no way I am going to contribute.” 
Hence, to create commitment among the users, Living Labs need to create small and 
well-defined communities where people can meet and interact with likeminded 
individuals. 

The creation of commitment to the community and the innovation process is also 
highly influenced by the feedback the users get. Here the focus group participants stated 
that: “I would definitively stop sharing if nobody shows interest”, or that “I feel so 
childish when I post something and nobody likes or give comments”. Here a facilitator 
can mediate the feedback from the users to the developers, from the developers to the 
users, and also between the users in the community (Gumm et al., 2006, Antikainen, 
2011). In our study, the importance of a facilitator was confirmed. The participants also 
expanded her/his role to not only guide the tribe, but also to expose himself for creating 
trust: “I would like to have a facilitator that I know who he is, what he has done, what 
his/her background is”.  

The group further elaborated on the means of interaction between the members in 
the community, reasoning on the most and least motivating mechanisms. Comments are 
perceived as more engaging, as they show more interest compared to a “like”. They are 
preferred to “likes” even if negative, because they show more “effort” from the 
counterpart. Although less motivating than comments, likes are considered an important 
form of “confirmation” and “acceptance” within the community. One of the participants 
said she was even used to remove posts with the least number of likes, in order not to 
sound as an “uninteresting” person. 

Another aspect that creates commitment to the innovation process is the possibility to 
get rewards. One thing that function as a reward in Living Lab activities can be the 
possibility to achieve a higher status in the community: “They have also a lot of 
encouraging methods for the users to contribute, such as badges. I can get a mail saying 
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that I have obtained a badge, because I have contributed so much”. Hence, rewards do 
not necessarily need to be monetary but can also be in terms of recognitions or status 
(Ståhlbröst and Bergvall-Kåreborn, 2011, Leminen and Westerlund, 2012). There is also 
a difference in the nature of the reward is different types of communities such as short-
term or long-term communities. In the first, rewards could be linked to problem-solving 
and to tangible results, for instance to a certain level of completeness in the project. In the 
latter, rewards are more closely connected to learning objective and personal training 
(Hars and Ou, 2002, Muhdi and Boutellier, 2011). Based on this discussion, Living Labs 
who wants to create a lively community around an innovation needs to consider the size 
of the community, perhaps having small groups that already are familiar with other 
groups, and that can be expanded with more people by invitations. What is important here 
is to create and sustain a tribe like feeling to keep the users engaged and committed. 
Living Labs also need to design a rewarding system that encourages different types of 
users to become committed to the process.  

Content 
A community is nothing without an appealing content. This was also acknowledged by 
the focus-group participants as an important factor to get them motivated. As explained 
by one of the participants: “If you want good inputs you have to get them when something 
is triggering interest, when something happens”. She further explained that this kind of 
engagement is not generally lasting for long time: “It works in that moment only, after a 
while the moment is gone”. It is also important to make the innovation initiative visible. 
As one of the participants stated: “I would only participate if the topic pops up in my 
face, if it is debated in the media. I would not go out and search for it.”  It is therefore 
important to advertise and make people interested in the debate and to communicate the 
content in the community and the process.  

However, it is not enough to have appealing and timely content; it also needs to have 
good quality. One of the participants observed that the amount of likes received on input 
can have a reverse relationship with the quality of the content. An artistic picture might 
get a lot of likes, although it provides a minimum contribution from an innovation point 
of view. On the other end, people often receive a few likes when trying to be more 
creative and make a point: “You can get trapped in the idea of getting as many likes as 
possible, and then your only desire is to be seen as a person. What you write is about you 
to be seen, not the idea to be seen. You can get likes that have nothing to do with the 
innovation in itself”. Here, the power of the community can work in two directions: an 
input can get a lot of attention without really being relevant to the innovation, or poor 
contributions are corrected by the community, as seen in for example the development of 
Wikipedia (Nov, 2007).  

Content providers also need to feel safe, both with the social software platform as 
well as with the Living Lab behind the community. If they feel safe, their willingness to 
contribute to the processes becomes strengthened. The focus-group participants 
highlighted the issue concerning how people are going to use the information uploaded 
on community. As one of the participants reminded: “Even if I am surrounded by friends, 
it is a good strategy to think that my worst enemies may see what I contribute with, or 
talk about”. This attitude triggers self-censorship behaviours, as reminded by some of the 
participants, who stated: “When you speak open in social media it is hard to be totally 
honest”. In sum, to engage people, it is vital for Living Labs to stimulate and support the 
production of quality content and make it visible to a broad audience. In addition, Living 
Labs needs to stimulate users curiosity and make sure that content being produced in the 
interaction among the participants are handled with great care.  



 

Platform  
The online innovation process needs to be situated in a platform that supports, stores, 
monitors and motivates its operations. O’Brien and Toms (2008) state that user’s 
subjective experiences with the IT platform are central to user engagement. The choice of 
social software platform also influences users commitment to the innovation process 
(Ståhlbröst, 2012a). Here, several aspects are important to consider. Firstly, the social 
software and its familiarity, its suitability for the task at hand, the possibility to support 
project specific adjustments and its aesthetic appeal. Secondly, users commitment to the 
innovation process is also influenced by the selection of social software and the nature of 
the community it attracts (Ståhlbröst, 2012a).  

People also remember enjoyable and useful experiences and want to repeat them and 
this relates to user’s feelings of being drawn in, interested and having fun during the 
interaction with the social software platform (O’Brien and Toms, 2012). This means that 
the social software platform needs to support focused attention among its users. Related 
to the social software is also the security and control over the information being shared. 
The focus-group participants recognized that commitment is negatively affected by the 
lack of control over the information shared in online communities. In the group 
discussions, Facebook was extensively used to exemplify concerns about the ownership 
of the material uploaded on the social web. On the one hand, some participants 
complained about the way material is stored and shared in social media (i.e., their 
physical location), as well as about how the ownership rights are set by social media 
providers. On the other hand, participants raised concerns about the way material 
uploaded in an online community tends to immediately spread over the Internet: 
thumbnails and links are almost instantly made visible by search engines, making 
impossible to erase them completely. Hence, when choosing platform to support the 
innovation process, the Living Lab needs to consider security aspects as well as its power 
of attraction. In addition, the platform needs to be aesthetically appealing and support 
communication among the participants.  

The four themes emerging from this analysis have been further detailed, and then 
consolidated in a framework for user recruitment and commitment, which is shown in 
Figure 1.  

 
 

 
Figure 1: Framework for user recruitment and commitment 
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5  Conclusion 
The study has highlighted the role of human and technical elements to support user 
recruitment and commitment in online innovation communities, together with the 
importance of communicating ideas by the means of ad hoc enablers within the Living 
Lab environment.  

These four themes, content, community, innovation process and platform, have to be 
carefully accounted for when planning and implementing user involvement strategies in 
Living Lab communities. Also, innovation managers have to consider that some 
initiatives are short-term and with a strong focus on outputs and results, which emphasise 
the need for conducting them at the right time, communicating progress and 
achievements, to keep users tighten to the community. Those initiatives that do not 
feature the same time constraints, and that are more oriented towards learning, require a 
careful segmentation of users, to orient them towards topics in which they are most 
passionate about. 

The proposed framework represents a point of departure for taking the next step 
toward the construction and verification of theoretical constructs that can help inform and 
guide future innovation projects. Future work will be dedicated to the further 
development and verification of the framework, which will be conducted both by 
quantitative and qualitative means. Also, it will be used to guide the development of a 
collaboration platform to support online Living Lab activities.  
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