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ABSTRACT 

 
Title  The balancing act of customer involvement for product innovation  - A case study of Electrolux and Volvo Cars 
 
Authors  Christoffer Granquist and Oscar Grönesjö 
 
Supervisor  Klaus Solberg Søilen 
 
Purpose  The overall purpose is to describe how manufacturing companies 
   involve customers in order to develop new innovations that meet 
   customers’ needs, and furthermore illustrate how the customer 
   involvement process can be managed. By investigating companies 
   in similar industries where the degree of technology and pace of 
   innovation is high, we clarify how, when and with who companies 
   can engage activities for customer involvement. 
 
Method In this qualitative study, we use a deductive approach, where 

individual interviews were conducted in two case companies.   
 
Theoretical framework In the theoretical framework we introduce the DART-model, in 

which building blocks of the interaction between companies and 
customers are treated. Connected to this, we discuss problems 
regarding transferring customer needs and receiving customer 
input. Furthermore we highlight conflicting methods of customer 
involvement, different types of customers to involve and different 
stages in which the interaction should take place.  

 
Empirical study Empirical data were collected through personal interviews with six 

business managers at the headquarters of Electrolux and Volvo 
Cars.  

 
Conclusion  In contrary to the overwhelming literary hype of open innovation 
  where companies are suggested to actively co-create value 
  together with the customers, our findings indicate that companies 
  learn proactively from passive customers in the early stages of the 
  NPD-process to acquire unarticulated needs in order to create 
  customer value. These are conscious decisions to avoid opening 
  up the companies to the customers in terms of transparency and 
  access. This  subsequently accompanies the further process for 
  how, when and who to involve, as the process goes from proactive 
  towards stepwise more traditional reactive methods of customer 
  involvement for product innovation. 

Keywords Customer Involvement, New Product Development, Voice-of-the-
consumer, Co-Creation, Product Innovation.
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1. INTRODUCTION 
In the introduction chapter, we present a background in the subject of customer involvement 
for product innovation. Furthermore we present a discussion concerning the problem of how 
to manage this process, which consequently leads to our research question and the purpose of 
our study. Finally we present delimitations, definitions and the disposition of the study. 
 

1.1 Background 
In the early 20th century Schumpeter defined innovations as “new combinations” of existing 
resources, such as new products or methods of production. Copying new innovations, which 
in turn will limit profit margins and destroy existing structures, drove the process and 
furthermore spurred companies to seek out novel innovations (Schumpeter, 1934). According 
to Zahra and Covin (1994), innovation is the fundament of corporate survival and growth, 
which will add value and create sustainable competitive advantage. Kline and Rosenberg 
(1986) explain that most of the innovations derive from firms that identify a commercial need 
on the market, rather than steam out of scientific breakthroughs. In addition, Von Hippel 
(1986) argues that customers’ experiences, not science, are the most prominent sources of 
innovation. 
 
For more than a century companies have had a company-centric driven view, and seen value 
creation as a process of producing products and services in a cost-efficient way (Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2002). During this era, companies were advised to add value to their customers 
through improvements in their internal value chain (Porter, 1985) and by leveraging internal 
resources to sustain competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). Prahalad and Ramaswamy 
(2004b) explain that this represented the traditional conception of process of value creation, 
where the company is separated from the customer and the market, and only creates the value 
through its internal activities. To solve this problem, Normann and Ramirez (1993) emphasize 
that companies should reinvent value for customers by challenging the constellations of actors 
when looking outside the companies’ boarders.  
 
This is especially valid when companies incorporate customers in NPD (NPD), since it has 
been recognized as a critical success factor (Van Kleef, 2005) and a way to reduce product 
failure (Backman, Börjesson & Setterberg, 2007). Nevertheless, to involve customer in the 
NPD-process is not an entirely new phenomenon, Day (1994) describes that leading 
guidelines for managers over the last 40 years has been to put the customer on top of the 
organizational chart and work closer with customer input by being market oriented. Slater 
(2001) argues that although the traditional market oriented methods for customer involvement 
is quite useful, it tends to create incremental rather than radical product innovations. 
Therefore, there is an urgent need to evolve the ways in which companies get information 
from the customers (Slater, 2001). 
 
There are several factors that have accelerated this development. Due to globalization, 
technological convergence, deregulations and the evolution of Internet, the well-defined role 
between the company and its consumers has been blurred (Prahalad, & Ramaswamy, 2000). It 
has also led to more active, empowered and connected consumers, where the availability of 
information is greater than ever before (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b). According to Ernst, 
Hoyer, Krafft and Krieger (2010), an important outcome of the increasing consumer 
empowerment is that consumers now desire to have a larger role in the value creation process 
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of the NPD. Despite this, today’s dynamic and diverse business environment, in which 
customers are acknowledged as external resources in both literature and practice, companies 
engage in several different activities to involve their customers during the NPD-process for 
innovations (Wecht, 2006).  
 

1.2 Problem discussion 
The big question is how companies should develop the right processes in order to encounter 
their customers and gain access to their ideas and future needs (Gustafsson, Kristensson & 
Witell, 2012). To succeed in this quest, Sawhney, Verona and Prandelli (2005) argue that the 
company cannot rely solely on techniques used in the traditional marketing methods, like 
surveys and short-term focus groups, in order to compete in a rapidly changing business 
environment. Regarding this, Füller and Matzler (2007) argue that listening too closely on the 
input from customers can be problematic for a company, since the customers will have a 
problem to express their unarticulated needs, which will be desirable for future product 
innovations. Thus, the company will benefit from mixing traditional customer involvement 
with more novel methods to get access to unarticulated customer needs and drive the 
companies learning process, depending on the characteristics of the designed information 
(Slater, 2001; Narver, Slater & MacLachlan, 2004). 
 
These more novel methods of customer involvement in business literature can be divided into 
two different fields of research. Depending on which methods that are conducted by the 
company, several managerial implications such as how transparent the company should be 
and how much access to information the customers should have in the development of new 
products, needs to be addressed (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004a). According to Matthing, 
Sandén and Edvardsson (2004), these novel methods in the NPD-process can be divided into 
learning from the customers and learning with the customers. The former contains methods 
such as ethnographical research and home visits (Slater, 2001; Flint, 2002; Kristensson, 
Matthing & Johansson 2007; Cooper & Edgett, 2008), in which the customers often are 
observed and encountered in their natural environments in order to obtain unarticulated 
customer needs. The main criticisms against such methods are that they are both time 
consuming and limited in their frequency of customer engagement (Sawhney et al., 2005). 
The latter is often presented as a remedy to solve these problems when using open innovation 
techniques (Chesbrough, 2003) in which the company co-creates value with their customers 
as active participants (Prahalad & Ramaswamy 2004a), and receives much broader and richer 
information (Sawhney et al., 2005). Regarding this, Witell, Kristensson, Gustafsson and 
Löfgren (2011) emphasise that socializing with the customers when their needs are present 
will enable the company to capture unarticulated needs. Cooper and Edgett (2008), explain 
that despite the literature hype of open innovation methods, there are still a limited amount of 
companies that successfully conduct these activities, since the overall efficiency is considered 
low to. A conflicting opinion is presented by Capgemini Consulting (2010) which argue that 
co-creation of value with the customers is beyond the hype and will result in more 
personalized products throughout different set-ups of collaborations.  
 
Beside the diversity of suggested methods, scholars further disagree on what type of 
consumers to include in the process when developing products for innovation. Several authors 
have promoted the use of Internet channels to enable the mass to express their needs and 
come up with new ideas (Sawhney et al., 2005). However, Vernette and Hamdi-Kidar (2013) 
argue that involving the mass is not functioning well, and might often lead to overload of 
information for the company (Hoyer, Chandy, Dorotic, Krafft & Singh, 2010). Instead, 
Vernette and Hamdi-Kidar (2013) promote the idea of including lead users. More specifically, 
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customers who are familiar with conditions that lie in the future for others, and by serving a 
forecasting, come up with new product concepts (Von Hippel, 1986). In line with this, Von 
Hippel (1986) argues that lead users are typically suited for technical products in rapidly 
changing markets, in which ordinary users lack the ability to express the right experiences. 
Kristensson and Magnusson (2010), present the opposite argument in which ordinary users, 
who are unaware of technical restrictions, tend to spur more radical innovations. Moreover, 
Kristensson et al. (2007) argue that tapping the knowledge of heterogeneous groups will 
improve the fit of the product into different market segments.  
 
Another managerial consideration concerns the question of when to involve customers in the 
NPD-process. Kohler, Matzler and Füller (2009) argue that consumers should be integrated 
throughout all stages of the innovation development process, from the very first idea 
generation to the post-launch of the product. In line with this argument, Hoyer et al. (2010) 
explain that companies vary in their use of customer involvement both in intensity and scope, 
throughout the different stages. Regarding this, Gustafsson et al. (2012) highlight the fact that 
customers often are excluded from the most critical parts of the development project, in which 
they would have the biggest impact. In this context, according to the Economist, world-class 
companies are working enticingly to attract external ideas and experiences; however, when 
they have captured the essence of the input, much attention is put on controlling the entire 
process to get these to the market (The Economist, 2007).  
 
Based on the discussion above, there is confusion within the existing literature on how firms 
should manage the customer involvement process. Previous literature within the field of 
customer involvement has directed its focus towards star examples, such as: BMW, Lego and 
IKEA, without explaining how they managed the process in detail (See: Nambisan & 
Nambisan, 2008; Piller, Ihl & Vossen, 2009; Ford, Edvardsson, Dickson & Engquist, 2012) or 
mixed B2B and B2C cases within fundamentally different industries in which particular 
methods are highlighted (See: Cooper & Edgett, 2008; Roser, DeFillippi & Samson, 2013). 
This has resulted in an unstructured literature and a poor guidance for practitioners. 
Therefore, in our study we focus on two leading manufacturing companies, in which the pace 
of innovation is high, and describe their use of different customer involvement techniques in 
various phases for product innovation. In this context, Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) explain 
that little is known of the appropriateness of different techniques for various situations of the 
development of new products innovations. This has led to our research question: 
 

1.3 Research question 
 
 
How can manufacturing companies manage customer involvement for product innovation? 
 

1.4 Purpose 
The overall purpose is to describe how manufacturing companies involve customers in order 
to develop new innovations that meet customers’ needs, and furthermore illustrate how the 
customer involvement process can be managed. By investigating companies in similar 
industries where the degree of technology and pace of innovation is high, we clarify how, 
when and with who companies can engage activities for customer involvement. 
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1.5 Delimitations  
Due to the restricted time frame and the limited scope of this dissertation, certain 
delimitations are necessary. This dissertation concerns two case companies within a high 
technology industry, where the focus has been directed towards customers in a B2C context. 
Due to the comprehensive topic of customer involvement, we have made a conscious decision 
to only include methods that are frequently appearing and/or promoted in the previous 
literature. Furthermore, our focus has been directed towards the activities before and during 
the product development stages.  
 

1.6 Definitions and Abbreviations 
Definitions and abbreviations that are essential to the dissertation are presented below. In 
cases where the citation is not present, the authors have chosen to define the terms for the 
convenience of the reader. 
 
Co-creation  Creative and social collaboration process between producers 
  and customers, where participants are active in an open innovation 
  process established by the firm (Piller et al., 2009). Co-
  creation can be embedded within both physical and digital 
  environments (Roser et al., 2013).   
 
Customer  A person who is a buyer, potential buyer or a user of a product.
  
 
Customer involvement  A process that facilitates learning from/with the customer in order 
  to obtain articulated/unarticulated needs.  
 
Consumer  In this dissertation we make no distinction between Consumer and 
  Customer. 
 
Early Adopter Consumers who are more integrated in real life settings compared 
  to others, and are considered as social leaders (Janssen & 
  Dankbaar, 2008). 
   
Emergent Nature Customers who show unique capabilities to envision or imagine 
  how concepts can be developed in order to be successful in the 
  mainstream marketplace (Hoffman, Kopalle & Novak, 2010). 
 
Hype  Extravagant or intensive publicity or promotion (Stevenson, 2010). 
 
Lead User  Customers who are familiar with conditions, which lie in the 
  future for other customers, and by, serving a forecasting, provide 
  new product concepts (Von Hippel, 1986). 
 
Manage  Succeed in achieving something despite difficult circumstances 
  (Stevenson, 2010). 
 
Open Innovation Commercialize internal ideas through channels outside of their 
  current businesses in order to generate value for the organization 
  (Chesbrough, 2003). 
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Phase  A distinct period or stage in a process of change or forming part of 
  something’s development (Stevenson, 2010). 
 
Proactive approach Customers are less controlled by the company or taking the 
  initiative for dialogue in a more proactive way (Narver et al., 2004; 
  Witell et al.,  2011). 
 
Reactive approach Customers react to information provided by the company (Witell 
  et al., 2011). 
   
 
Stage  In this dissertation we make no distinction between Stage and 
  Phase. 
 
Voice of the consumer The firm undertakes actions to learn about customers’ needs/wants 
  in order to understand which goods or services that create 
  customer value (Jaworski and Kohli, 2006).   
 
B2B  Business-to-Business. 
 
B2C  Business-to-Consumer. 
 
DART    Dialogue, Access, Risk-return and Transparency.  

NPD  New Product Development. 
 
VOC  Voice of the consumer.  
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1.7 Disposition 
 
  
  

Introduction - In the introduction chapter, we present a background for the subject of customer involvement 
for product innovation. Furthermore we present a discussion concerning the problem of how to manage this 
process, which consequently leads to our research question and the purpose of our study. Finally we present 
delimitation, definitions and the disposition of the study. 

Theoretical framework - In the following chapter relevant theories are presented related to our 
research area. The chapter starts with a brief summary of the different parts in the theoretical 
framework. 

Methodology - In the following chapter the reader will be introduced to the choice of 
methods and approaches that have been applied in the dissertation. We will also describe 
how we yielded the data that underlies the empirical chapter. In addition, we will discuss 
our study in terms of validity and reliability 

Empirical study - In this chapter we present our empirical findings. The structure of this 
chapter is based on our research purpose to clarify how, when and with whom companies 
can engage activities for customer involvement. This structure will accompany the 
remaining chapters of this thesis. In order to reflect what the interviewees have indicated 
to the fullest extent, quotes have been used extensively throughout the chapter. 

Analysis -  In this chapter a cross-case analysis will be conducted. In line with our deductive 
approach, our theoretical framework will be compared with our empirical findings from the 
case companies to find similarities and differences in how they manage customer involvement 
for product innovation. Consequently, we will visualize the analysis in a comparative table. 

Conclusion - In order to answer our research question, we will in this chapter present the conclusions based 
on the analysis. We will have a discussion on the topic, and conclude by pointing out the most important 
implications, and give suggestions for further research. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
In the following chapter relevant theories are presented related to our research area. The 
chapter starts with a brief summary of the different parts in the theoretical framework. 
 
Initially, we introduce the reader to the general development from a manufacturing to a 
customer driven view. This is followed by an introduction of the DART-model, in which 
building blocks for the interaction between firms and customers are treated. Connected to this, 
we also have a discussion about problems regarding transferring customer needs and receive 
customer input. From this point on we will highlight the methods of customer involvement, 
the different types of customers to involve and the different stages various authors have 
promoted. The selection of which parts to include in our theoretical framework has been made 
based on a review of the current literature. 

2.1 From a manufacturing to a customer driven view 
As products become increasingly standardized and globalization increases, the competition 
among companies is getting harder (Ramaswamy, 2008). This has put higher pressure on 
companies to make better use of their organizational, technological and marketing 
competences in order to survive (Rowley, Kupiec-Teahan & Leeming, 2007). Furthermore as 
the demand of higher levels of personalisation in the customer’s consumption experience 
increases (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2000), the conventional value chains based on past 
competitive advantages are out of date (Ramaswamy, 2008). Marketing scholars argue that 
companies must change their perception of only producing products and services and start 
thinking in terms of how products and services create value for the consumer (Ford et al., 
2012). In order to create and sustain competitive advantage, leading firms have recognized the 
customers as sources of competence (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b; Ramaswamy, 2008). 
In the end it is not about what the company thinks and wants, if the customers do not find 
value in what the company offers, they will end up disappointed and never return (Ford et al., 
2012).  
 
Backman et al. (2007) state that it is necessary to dress the consumer-driven concepts to 
enable a fit in the formal NPD-process, which in turn will facilitate both evaluation and 
understanding, and make it easier for the firm to utilize what is valuable for the customer. 
However, Flint (2002) states that a lot of organizations lack these formal processes, necessary 
for anticipate customers’ current and future needs (Flint, 2002). This argument is supported 
by a wide-ranging survey of business managers who found that one of the most significant 
constraints for companies to engage in the interaction with customers were the lack of formal 
processes (Capgemini Consulting, 2010). Flint (2002) states that even though the formal 
processes of customer involvement are lot more time consuming compared to brainstorming 
sessions within the firm, they will reduce or even eliminate the risk of putting effort and 
money in products that may not have a market value when they are launched on the market.    
   
When the organisation possesses better customer insight by integrating formal processes, it 
will also enhance internal personal relationships between sales, market segmentation, brand 
management and resources management within the marketing department (Flint, 2002). A 
similar stream of literature within the field of NPD (Cooper, 1999; Sethi, Smith & Park, 2001; 
Janssen and Dankbaar, 2008; Bunduchi, 2009) has shown that companies should engage 
between different departments with cross-functional teams with an equal participation in the 
project. By having participants from different functions, it will have a positive impact on both 
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creativity and innovativeness. Based on a wide-range survey, it was found that the impact of 
integration between different departments depends on in which stage it takes place and 
furthermore the degree of innovativeness (Brettel, Heinemann, Engelen, and Neubauer, 
2011).  

2.2 DART-model 
From a general management perspective, a common model within the field of customer 
involvement is the DART-model (Dialogue, Access, risk-return and transparency), 
constructed by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004a).  The model demonstrates a framework of 
building blocks in the interaction between a company and its customers (Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2004b) and considers four fundamental guidelines in order to constantly create  
value (Ramaswamy, 2008). 
 
Dialogue – Kaulio (1998) explains that there are three different intensity levels of customer 
involvement in the development of a new product, in which research can be conducted: for, 
with or by the customers. When applying research for the customers the development is based 
on customer insight without involving the customers further. When applying research with or 
by the customers, the intensity level range between reacting upon different concepts or 
displays to more active customer involvement in the actual development (Kaulio, 1998). 
Regarding this, Matthing et al. (2004) state that proactive methods to engage customers can 
be directed to either learning from or with the customers. Increasing frequency of interaction 
between the two parties will positively influence the outcome (Gustafsson et al., 2012) and 
the dialogue will be most fruitful when it leads to a shared learning and problem solving 
(Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a). However, the dialogue can also be directed in less 
effective ways. In this context, Gustafsson et al. (2012) conclude that it is more beneficial for 
the company to focus on customer needs and difficulties, which will impact product success, 
instead of proceeding relationship strengthening activities. Nevertheless, Jaworski and Kohli 
(2006) note that the goal in activities of customer involvement are often unclear in the 
beginning and are gradually becoming clearer through dialogue over time.  

Access – Access refers to the information and tools that the company hands out to the 
customer in order to participate (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a). It is hard to precede the 
dialogue if the customers do not have the same access to information (Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2004b). Thus companies must provide its customers with enough access in 
order to foster this rather complex dialogue (Ramaswamy, 2008). 

Risk-benefits – The third guideline treats how companies can manage the risk and benefits for 
the company and its customers (Ramaswamy, 2008). When the customers are integrated to 
contribute in the innovation process, companies face issues regarding intellectual property 
rights and ownership (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). Although some customers will provide their 
skills without any acknowledgement, others will require ownership of the intellectual property 
(Hoyer et al., 2010).   Additionally, by collecting ideas from the customers, the company has 
to have the knowledge that the ideas may already be realized in existing products, thus it is 
crucial to guarantee that the ideas are free from plagiarism (Mladenow, Bauer & Strauss, 
2014) Although there are certain risks associated with the integration, the company will also 
benefit from the interaction by collecting information about what customers want (Hatch & 
Schultz, 2010). Moreover, the benefits of including the customers will also reduce certain 
risks associated with product failures, since the company obtains the customer response long 
before the actual product launch (Mladenow, Bauer & Strauss, 2014).   
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Transparency – The last guideline refers to the shared information to the customers 
(Ramaswamy, 2008). Companies have earlier benefited from the asymmetry in the flow of 
information to the consumers. However the constant connectivity has made it possible for 
consumers to access all the information they need from the company and other consumers, 
which is crucial for a fruitful dialogue (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a; 2004b). However 
there is a relationship between dialogue and transparency. The more intensive the dialogue 
becomes with consumers, the more transparent becomes the organization, both to the involved 
individuals but also towards media and competitors (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Mladenow, 
Bauer & Strauss, 2014). Thus the company may consider issues such as disclosure of 
management methods and secrets of success (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). 

By combining the different building blocks of the DART model, companies can achieve 
different results. Transparency and dialogue allows for a collaborative interactions with the 
customers, while access and risk assessment, may result in new business models that make it 
possible to detect experiences of customer involvement (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a). 

2.3 Transfer customer needs 
There is naturally an information asymmetry between customers and the firm, in which the 
parties seem to know different things. In other words, there is sticky information that needs to 
be transferred from the customer to the firm, which in many cases is a problematic and costly 
challenge (Von Hippel, 1994). “When information is sticky, innovators tend to rely largely on 
information they already have in stock. One consequence of the information asymmetry 
between users and manufacturers is that users tend to develop innovations that are 
functionally novel, requiring a great deal of user-need information and use-context 
information for their development. In contrast, manufacturers tend to develop innovations that 
are improvements on well-known needs and that require a rich understanding of solution 
information for their development” (Von Hippel, 2005, p. 70). A fundamental question for 
companies is how they should construct their communication processes in order to obtain 
future customer needs and ideas (Gustafsson et al., 2012).  
 
There is also a problem regarding articulated and unarticulated needs. It can be dangerous for 
a company to receive input from customers, keeping in mind that they have troubles to 
express their unarticulated needs, which in turn might limit the firm’s innovativeness (Füller 
& Matzler, 2007). A similar view is presented by Christensen (1997), who states that one of 
the biggest problems related to asking customers what they want is that they will base it on 
prior experience, thereby not be able to come up with innovative ideas. Hamel and Prahalad 
(1994) address this as problems with foresight, since the customers is not likely to imagine 
something that does not exist. Ulwick (2002) takes it one step further and suggests that 
companies should stop asking customers what they want from products, and instead ask them 
what the company’s product should do for them.  
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2.4 Methods for customer involvement  

2.4.1 Characteristics of different methods 
Involving consumers in an NPD-process is not an easy task and is associated with great 
challenges (Hoyer et al., 2010). The company will benefit from using different methods, both 
reactive and proactive, depending on which type of customer information that is required. If 
the purpose is to discover, understand and satisfy articulated needs the reactive approach is 
better suited, while unarticulated needs are easier to detect with a proactive approach (Narver 
et al., 2004). In an innovation context, the proactive methods to involve customers are often 
favoured by scholars (Flint, 2002; Kristensson et al., 2007; Piller et al., 2009; Gustafsson et 
al., 2012), since the extreme use of the reactive approach includes asking the customer’s 
specific questions. The opposite occur when customers are less controlled by the company or 
taking the initiative for dialogue in a more proactive way (Witell et al., 2011). However, 
Narver et al. (2004) argue that the company should use the approaches to complement each 
other, rather than choosing one specific approach. According to Van Kleef (2005), methods to 
unlock future customer needs may also be classified as need-driven or product-driven. The 
former includes a set-up where the focus is on the participants’ internal ability to reveal their 
needs or problems. In contrast, the latter includes different types of stimulation, such as 
pictures or products, in order to let the participants recognize their needs or problems. 
Furthermore, Van Kleef (2005) states that the company can receive input both directly and 
indirectly from the customer. In line with this Cooper (2008) explains that in some cases it is 
specific solutions or ideas, while in other cases the company will ideate based on the acquired 
insight from the customers. 

Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) declare that new product developers shall put more emphasize 
in choosing the right techniques when involving customers, and see the value of choosing the 
most appropriate method. In the literature there have recently been a few attempts by scholars 
to map and sometimes rate the methods used by companies. Cooper and Edgett (2008) 
empirically demonstrated and rated 18 methods1 of customer involvement, in a B2B and B2C 
context, for the early stages of the NPD-process. Other scholars have solely treated online 
methods of customer involvement in the NPD-processes (see: Sawhney et al., 2005; 
Nambisan & Baron, 2009; Piller et al., 2009; Piller, Vossen & Ihl, 2012). Sawhney et al. 
(2005) has mapped 15 methods2 for Internet-based collaboration in NPD.  

2.4.2 Voice of the consumer methods 
The common denominators of VOC methods are according to Jaworski and Kohli (2006) that 
the company strive to learn about the customer’s needs and wants. When the company has 
figured that out, they can deliver value in terms of products or services. According to Cooper 
and Edgett (2008), visits to the home of the customer are rated as an effective method. When 
proceeding home visits there are typically three representatives from the company, often 
consisting of a cross-functional team, who uses a carefully-crafted interview guide in order to 
reveal needs, wants and problems for new products. In line with this, Kristensson et al. (2007) 
argue that customers will reveal their unarticulated needs when they act in their normal roles 
and in their natural environment. Thus companies will benefit from encountering their 
customers in a natural environment in order to reveal unarticulated needs as they occur. 
Nevertheless, Cooper and Edgett (2008) state that this method is time consuming, relies on 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Ethnographic research, customer visit teams, customer focus groups, lead user analysis, customer design, brainstorming, advisory board, communities of enthusiasts, partners and 
vendors, scientific/technical communities, scanning, external product designs, external submission of ideas, idea contests, peripheral vision, disruptive technologies, patent mapping and 
idea capture internally. 
2 Suggestion box, advisory panels, virtual communities, web-based idea markets, toolkits for users innovation, open-source mechanisms, web-based patent markets, online survey, market 
intelligence services, web-based conjoint, listening in techniques, mass customization, web-based prototyping, virtual product testing and virtual market testing. 
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the fact that the participant agree to the session and dependent on skills to conduct the 
interview.  
 
In line with home visits, ethnographical research digs deeper than a surface level data in order 
to reveal insight from customers (Flint, 2002). Van Kleef (2005) describes that this kind of 
research is based on observing customers’ actual processes in their natural environments to 
develop empathy for the problems they encounter in life. Regarding this, Cooper and Edgett 
(2008) empirically demonstrate that this is the most effective method to grasp customer 
insight on unarticulated and unmet needs; however, it is one of the least popular ones for 
practitioners. Flint (2002) adds that sometimes the representatives from the company 
participate in the customer’s daily life.  
 
Another VOC method is the focus group, in which a moderator directs attention towards 
leading a group of eight to twelve persons in several predetermine topics. These sessions can 
be more or less open-ended in its nature (Van Kleef, 2005). Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) 
state that focus groups are less proactive in nature compared to ethnographical research and 
home visits, but depending on how they are performed, the customers can be encountered in a 
proactive or reactive way. Cooper and Edgett (2008) explain that focus groups can be 
conducted in order to identify needs, problems, and points of pain or come up with 
suggestions of new ideas. In addition, Van Kleef (2005) states that focus groups can be used 
in order to test concepts. In other words, focus groups can be both product and need driven. 
Kauilo (1998) argues that sketches, models, mock-ups and prototypes are beneficial as a 
compliment for verbal communication. Furthermore, the prototypes should be as realistic as 
possible in order to generate fruitful responses.  
 
Roser et al. (2013) describes that another method to involve customers in the NPD-process, 
where value is co-created by the firm and the participants, is to involve a specific group 
sequentially during the whole process. In this context, Dahlsten (2004) state that sticky 
information can be transferred through a process of socialization with customers. However, 
Roser et al. (2013) argue that the intensity of sequential customer involvement varies from 
general customer input and feedback towards full representation and consultation in the 
project. 
 
Regarding the VOC methods stated above, Cooper and Edgett (2008) argue that one of the 
biggest challenges for the company is to find suitable participants. Moreover, Van Kleef 
(2005) argues that a severe limitation towards VOC methods in general is that the gathered 
information need to be analysed, and thereby constitutes a victim of subjective evaluations 
from the company. Another criticism is presented by Sawhney et al. (2005), who state that 
these methods are both time consuming and limited in their frequency.  

2.4.3 Open innovation methods 
According to Chesbrough (2003), the era of open innovation is spreading quickly throughout 
different industries and will be here to stay: “In short, firms that harness out-side ideas to 
advance their own business while leveraging their internal ideas outside their current 
operations will likely thrive in this new era of open innovation” (Chesbrough, p.41, 2003). In 
this context, Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004b) argue that companies must leverage on the 
use of Internet in order to create value together with customers. Regarding this, Sawhney et 
al. (2005) state that Internet allows the company to get a broader, richer and faster customer 
involvement in the NPD-process, compared to the VOC methods mentioned above. There are 
some methods that are targeting the richness of customer interaction, which are more likely to 
generate new ideas and insight.  
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One of these methods is to have a community in which customers can generate ideas, improve 
prototypes and rate their creations (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006). In this context, Sawhney 
et al. (2005) state that the user-to-user interaction will in turn generate ideas. Nevertheless, 
Piller et al. (2009) explains that some communities are directed towards the exchange of 
usage experiences, rather than generating novel ideas or concepts.  
 
Another method of Internet based collaboration is to develop toolkits for user innovation 
(Sawhney et al., 2005). The manufacturer creates a platform where the customers can provide 
needs and solutions when using the toolkits (Piller et al., 2009). This process is often 
characterized by a trial and error sequence (Von Hippel & Katz 2002) and enables the 
customer to customize or even develop mechanisms for the product (Sawhney et al., 2005).  
 
Other open innovation methods with less costumer interaction include the use of an external 
channel for submission of ideas or establishment of contests. The former includes capturing of 
rich ideas form a wide range of people (Sawhney et al., 2005), while the latter includes 
capturing innovation-related information by posting a request to a population in order to solve 
a given problem within a fixed period of time (Piller et al., 2009).  
 
One of the most prominent limitations connected to open innovation methods is that the 
company will face challenges regarding handling all the customer inputs that eventually may 
lead to information overload (Hoyer et al., 2010). A similar argument is presented by Cooper 
and Edgett (2008), in which open innovation methods can lead to substantial internal costs 
related to sorting all the suggestions. Another challenge concerns intellectual property rights. 
Regarding this, Toubia (2006) argues that it is important for the company to establish clear 
rules. However Antorini and Muniz (2013) explain that despite the fact that these methods 
seems to have so many beneficial aspects, companies fail to incorporate it in their innovations 
process due to all challenges. This argument goes in line with Cooper and Edgett (2008), who 
argue that despite the literature hype of open innovation methods, there are still a limited 
amount of companies that both conduct and succeed in the quest of using them.  

More overall challenges regarding VOC and open innovation methods may concern 
infeasibility. In other words, the ideas brought by the customers are infeasible in terms of 
development and production (Kristensson et al., 2007; Magnusson, Matthing & Kristensson, 
2003).  
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Authors	   	   Methods of involvement	  
Kristensson et al. (2007) 
Cooper and Edgett (2008) 
	  

	   Home visits 

Flint (2002) 
Van Kleef (2005) 
Cooper and Edgett (2008) 
	  

	   Ethnographical research 

Kauilo (1998) 
Van Kleef (2005) 
Cooper and Edgett (2008) 
 

	   Focus groups 

Dahlsten (2004) 
Roser et al. (2013) 
	  

	   Sequential customer involvement 

Sawhney et al. (2005) 
Jeppesen & Frederiksen (2006) 
Piller et al. (2009) 
 

	   Communities  

Von Hippel & Katz (2002) 
Sawhney et al. (2005) 
Piller et al. (2009) 
	  

	   Toolkits for user innovation 

Sawhney et al. (2005) 
Piller et al. (2009)	  

	   External channels for submission 

	   	   	  
	   	   	  

	   	   	  
Table 1: Methods of involvement. 

 

2.5 Different types of customers 
Since the set-up of the methods will depend upon the type of the involved consumer (Bilgram, 
Brem & Voigt, 2008) there is an interest among companies regarding which are the right 
customers to involve in the process (Hoffman et al., 2010). According to Gruner and 
Homburg (2000), it is crucial that companies put emphasis in the selection of which 
customers they should integrate in the process. One of the most acknowledged scholars within 
this field, Von Hippel (1986) argued that marketing research depends on accurate user 
judgments regarding customer needs. However for high technology products or products that 
are characterised by rapid changes, the typical users do not possess the right experiences 
required for providing the accurate data. Thus, companies should rather target lead users (i.e. 
customers who are familiar with conditions which lie in the future of other customers, and by 
serving a forecasting provide new product concepts) (Von Hippel, 1986). 

Neglecting the mass and direct the focus on lead users have been widely suggested in the 
existing literature (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004; Gruner & Homburg, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2010; 
Vernette & Hamdi-Kidar, 2013) In line with the lead-user theory, Hoffman et al. (2010) found 
that the best customers to integrate possess emergent nature. More specifically customers that 
show unique capabilities to envision or imagine how concepts can be developed in order to be 
successful in the mainstream marketplace. A similar finding is presented by Vernette and 
Hamdi-Kidar (2013), which state that engagement in different activities relies on solid skills 
of improving and adapting products and services, thus companies should involve emergent 
nature or lead users, which possess these certain skills. Hoffman et al. (2010) argue that 
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emergent nature customers shall further develop the ideas brought by the lead users, in order 
to fit the mainstream consumers. Another customer type is presented by Janssen and 
Dankbaar (2008) which state that people who are seen as early adopters are appropriate for 
participating in the process. More specifically consumers who are more integrated in real life 
settings compared to others and are considered as social leaders. Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) 
argue that these customers will influence other customers and furthermore successfully decide 
on product enhancements.  
 
In opposition to the advocacy of the lead-user theory, Christensen (1997) states that involving 
lead-users in the NPD-process has been criticized, since lead-users do not possess the 
technical knowledge that is necessary for coming up with innovations. However, Gruner and 
Homburg (2000) found that the technically attractive customers turned out to have no impact 
on product success. A similar finding is presented by Kristensson et al. (2007), which argue 
that too much technical knowledge even will limit the innovativeness. This is explained by 
the fact that participants who possess high user experience and awareness of technology will 
be inhibited in their innovative thinking by the technological restrictions and thus tends to 
come up with incremental ideas instead (Kristensson & Magnusson, 2010). Kristensson et al. 
(2007) suggest that companies should target a wider group of customers in order to achieve 
diversity in the generated ideas and insight. Furthermore, ordinary users with high use 
experience who are less aware of technological restrictions tend to create more radical ideas. 
However managers cannot expect ideas from ordinary users to fit directly into all stages of the 
process, but rather pinpoint the direction of users’ needs and domains (Kristensson & 
Magnusson, 2010). In addition, the results of Gales and Mansour-Cole (1991) indicated that 
companies should shed light to the ordinary users, since it might be an uncertainty associated 
with the specific project technology and the environment. Thus this uncertainty demands for 
user involvement, in order to create innovations that fit the ordinary user. A conflicting 
argument is presented by Dahlsten (2004), who makes a distinction between slow and fast 
moving markets.  In a fast moving market the company needs to involve lead users, since 
these participants are the one who will generate the radical ideas. However in a slow moving 
market, the typical users might be more appropriate (Dahlsten, 2004). Within the context of 
radical product innovations Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) presupposed that companies should 
involve customer types that were characterized to be innovators or early adopters, in order to 
obtain manifest and latent needs and generate solutions. Surprisingly, their empirical study 
showed different results: “Findings indicate that companies do not use of this distinction. 
Companies just select consumers on demographic characteristics. New product developers 
envision the target group, and involve consumers with similar characteristics. In some cases, 
they also select consumers directly opposite to the target group” (Janssen & Dankbaar, p. 532, 
2008). 
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Authors  Type of consumer 
Von Hippel (1986) 
Gruner & Homburg (2000) 
Dahlsten (2004) 
Lüthje & Herstatt (2004)  
Hoffman et al. (2010) 
Vernette & Hamdi-Kidar (2013) 
 

 Lead Users  

Hoffman et al. (2010)  
Vernette & Hamdi-Kidar (2013) 
 

 Emergent Nature 

Kristensson et al. (2007)   The Mass 
 

Gales and Mansour-Cole (1991) 
Kristensson & Magnusson (2010) 
 

 Ordinary Users 
 
 

Dahlsten (2004) 
 

 Typical Users 

Janssen & Dankbaar (2008)  Early Adopters 
   
Table 2: Who to involve. 

	  

2.6 Different stages of customer involvement  
A large number of the existing research in the field of customer involvement suggest that 
companies should integrate customers in the front-end stages of the NPD-process, (Gruner & 
Homburg, 2000; Van Kleef, 2005; Backman et al., 2007; Gustafsson et al., 2012; Hoyer et al., 
2010; Roser et al., 2013) which refers to the idea generation and product concept development 
(Gruner & Homburg, 2000). The process of idea generation typically involves generation, 
recognition and evaluation of opportunities, while the process of concept development 
includes selection of product concepts and development of prototypes (Janssen & Dankbaar, 
2008). By involving the consumers in the early stages of the NPD-process, the company 
obtains a farther and deeper understanding of the consumer needs (Van Kleef, 2005). 
Furthermore, the company can reduce uncertainty and risks of possible product failures 
(Hoyer et al., 2010). This since the company can collect the ideas and insight from the 
customers, when the costs of changing the products are still limited (Backman et al., 2007). 
Regarding this, Cooper and Edgett (2008) found that the three most effective methods to 
include customers in the ideation stage were; ethnographical research, home visits and focus 
groups. However, Van Kleef (2005) states that the selection of the earlier methods will be 
determined by the nature of the innovation. More specifically, if it is an incremental 
innovation, focus groups will be most appropriate, while a radical innovation calls for 
ethnographic research methods (Van Kleef, 2005). In line with this argument Janssen and 
Dankbaar (2008) argue that observation techniques are appropriate in the early phase of trend-
breaking product innovations, since the focus is on latent customer needs. However, their 
empirical study reveals that new product developers rarely use customers as a starting point of 
the development.  
 

Relevant methods in an online set-up for the front-end stages include external channels for 
submission of ideas and the use of virtual communities (Sawhney et al., 2005; Piller et al., 
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2009) and idea contests (Piller et al., 2009). Furthermore, Piller et al. (2009) argue that these 
techniques are directed towards high creativity and an open task. Thus, these methods are 
suitable in the front-end stages of the NPD-process. In this context there is a possibility for 
companies to enable customers to rate proposals in order to reduce the number of ideas 
(Füller et al., 2007). According to Roser et al. (2013), the selection should also involve 
experts in order to select ideas with the highest potential in the front end-stages. However, in 
line with Füller et al. (2007), Toubia and Florès (2007) suggest that companies can select 
certain ideas to be evaluated by customers, since involvement of experts is both time 
consuming and expensive. However, if the company’s post-ideation stage is deadline 
sensitive, information overload will become an even bigger challenge, since it will put 
pressure on the upcoming stages of the NPD-process (Hoyer et al., 2010). 

Regarding the following steps of the NPD-process, Wecht (2006) argues that the level of 
customer activity will naturally decrease over time, since later phases often include 
customization of already established modules or features, especially in high technology 
products. In this context, Gustafsson et al. (2012) state that customers are often excluded from 
the parts of NPD, in which they would make the greatest contribution. Thus, Sawhney et al. 
(2005) suggest that companies should develop toolkits for user innovation, which makes it 
possible to integrate customers in several steps in the NPD-process, in order to serve various 
purposes. In line with this argument, Piller et al. (2009) emphasise that companies should use 
methods in the back-end stages to leverage creativity by giving the participants an open task. 
Therefore, innovation toolkits or communities directed towards concept development or 
technical problem solving are appropriate. According to Roser et al. (2013), mixing front and 
back-end involvement can enable firms to make use of the relationship in multiple ways 
depending on the specific task. In addition, the same customers can be invited repeatedly in 
the NPD-process. In line with this argument Gales and Mansour-Cole (1991) found that 
customer involvement should continue and even increase throughout the whole NPD-process. 
Furthermore, the necessity of customer participation in the process should depend on how 
technically advanced, and how unpredictable the product is, to ensure usability (Gales & 
Mansour-Cole, 1991). In opposition to this, Gruner and Homburg (2000) found that 
collaborating with the customers in the engineering-phase did not have an impact on the 
performance.  Still, the company should maintain the contact with the customers during the 
middle phase, in order to more easily re-integrate them into the final stages of the NPD- 
process, which include prototype testing and market launch (Gruner & Homburg, 2000).  
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3. METHODOLOGY 
In the following chapter the reader will be introduced to the choice of methods and 
approaches that have been applied in the dissertation. We will also describe how we yielded 
the data that underlies the empirical chapter. In addition, we will discuss our study in terms 
of validity and reliability.  
 

3.1 Research method: Qualitative  
Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) explain that it is difficult to define the quantitative and the 
qualitative research methods, and therefore many researchers instead conduct a comparison 
between them. Fisher (2007) states that the former are typically based on surveys, 
questionnaires and databases, and the latter are based on interviews and observations. In line 
with this, Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) make the distinction that quantitative research 
methods are commonly aimed at explanation, statistical analysis and testing of hypotheses, 
while qualitative methods are aimed at understanding and interpreting the issues studied. 
However, the pinpointed differences between the methods are guidelines to enrich 
understanding for researchers, rather than rules for governing each method (Merriam, 2009). 
 
In our study we have used a qualitative research method, where the purpose has been to 
understand and describe how companies manage customer involvement in the NPD-process 
for product innovation. Therefore, we believe that individuals’ actions and experiences will 
influence these processes. This goes in line with Merriam (2009), who argues that a 
qualitative study is aimed at understanding how people interpret experiences, how they 
construct their worlds, and what specific meaning they will give their experiences. This can 
be connected to the concept of interpretivism, in which a more subjective view based on 
interpretation of individuals and institutions is supported, rather than a positivistic view where 
models of natural sciences are used to study social reality (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  
 
In this context, the researcher gets a more active role using a qualitative method, since it relies 
on descriptions, observations and extracts from documents (Patton, 2002). A similar argument 
is presented by Merriam (2009), in which the lack of measurable data gives the describing 
researcher a main part of the research process. This has also been evident in our study, where 
we as researchers we have been the instrument in order to transcribe, interpret and analyse 
empirical findings from interviews and documents.  
 

3.2 Research approach: Deductive 
According to Patel and Davidson (1994), a critical area for the researcher is to link theoretical 
and empirical findings. Two different approaches are connected to this problem: The 
deductive and inductive approach. Bryman and Bell (2011) state that the deductive approach 
is used for testing theory, rather than an inductive approach used to build theory. Furthermore, 
Merriam (1998) explains that a researcher who uses an inductive approach creates the theories 
without relying on previous existing theories and experiences, while the deductive approach 
encompasses the opposite. However, according to Mason (2002), researchers look on these 
approaches in different ways. Thus, a research is never entirely deductive or inductive in its 
nature. A similar argument is presented by Eisenhardt (1989), who states that the researcher’s 
knowledge accumulation include a continuous iteration between theory and data. In our study 
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we have chosen a deductive approach since we are, in line with Mason (2002), using 
theoretical propositions when developing our research question and theoretical framework, 
which are later modified by empirical findings. In other words, moving from the general to 
the more particular (Mason, 2002). Furthermore, we argue that a researcher benefits by 
starting from the theory with some kind of pre-understanding of the studied phenomenon. 
Especially, when considering the fact that we had a limited period of time to write our 
dissertation. The role of theory has been prominent in our study to locate different types of 
literature treating involvement of customers for product innovation. The aim has been to map 
and test rivalry theoretical viewpoints, which will have an effect on managerial considerations 
of how, when and with whom companies can engage activities for customer involvement. 
Therefore, we emphasise the description of these processes in the particular cases. In addition 
to this, the deductive approach has also been notable when we analysed similarities and 
differences between our theoretical framework and the empirical findings. 
 

3.3 Research Strategy: Case Study  
Merriam (2009) states that case study designs are commonly used in qualitative research. In 
our study the research question is, in line with Yin’s (2009) definition of a suitable research 
question for case studies, focused on how companies can manage customer involvement for 
innovation. Moreover, our study is mainly aiming at describing how customer involvement is 
managed today, and which managerial implications that needs to be addressed depending on 
chosen techniques. Regarding this, Yin (2009) states that case studies are used by researchers 
in order to answer ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. This method is suitable for studying 
contemporary events, in which direct observations and interviews with involved persons are 
appropriate. Swanborn (2010) suggests that the research question should be broader in its 
nature to be able to understand the phenomenon of interest, and over time be narrowed down 
to more specific questions. Regarding this, Yin (1993) recommends the researcher to have a 
clear unit of analysis when entering a research project; otherwise it is likely that the 
researcher ends up in a situation where the empirical data cannot be handled. In our study we 
have a clear focus on how to manage customer involvement throughout the dissertation 
process. Furthermore, we decided in an early stage to break down manage into clarifying 
how, when and with whom companies can engage activities for customer involvement.   

3.3.1 Case Study Design 
According to Yin (1993), the design of case studies can be differentiated in several ways: 
Explorative, explanatory and descriptive case studies. Explorative case studies are often used 
for defining questions and hypotheses of a research process. Explanatory case studies are used 
to link cause and effect relationships. Descriptive case studies are used for illustrating events 
within its context (Yin, 1993). In our study, we use a descriptive case study design to 
illustrate how companies can manage customer involvement in the development of new 
products for innovation. In the literature we have located three main areas of customer 
involvement methods in which the customer has entirely different roles, and will result in 
various managerial implications: (1) Traditional customer involvement methods, (2) 
ethnographical research and home visits, and (3) different methods based on open innovation. 
In line with Eisenhardt (1989) all these conflicting methods of customer involvement are seen 
as an opportunity in our study. Eisenhardt (1989) argues that treating conflicting literature 
will enhance the confidence of the study. Otherwise it is a risk that the reader will assume that 
the results are incorrect (negative impact on internal validity) or correct (negative impact on 
generalizability). Various ways of involving customers will be treated in the theory chapter 
and will later on be compared to our empirical findings, in which the adopted methods will 
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receive more attention. Furthermore, the managerial implications for why certain methods are 
chosen and certain methods are avoided will be discussed and analysed.  
 
Yin (1993) explains that a case study can be conducted in a single – and multiple setting, in 
which one or several units of analysis can be present in each case. We have conducted a 
multiple case study, in which a holistic design with one unit of analysis was chosen. The unit 
of analysis within each case is how to manage customer involvement for product innovation. 
According to Yin (2009), the multiple-case study should focus on replication rather than a 
sampling logic. More specifically, the researcher should predict to find similar findings in the 
chosen cases, in order to create more confidence for the overall results. Another challenge for 
the researcher is to divide relevant general and irrelevant specific findings of a phenomenon, 
where more cases can make this distinction easier. We argue, in line with Yin (2009), that 
multiple cases shall be seen as multiple experiences, where an analytic generalization is the 
main objective. In this context similar empirical findings in different cases, which are based 
on our theoretical framework, will support direct replication.  
 

3.3.2 Selection of Cases 
According to Yin (2009), a simple multi-case design can target successful cases in which 
superior results have been obtained in relation to a certain criteria of selection. Moreover, the 
researcher’s aim should predict to find similarities in how and why these superior results have 
been obtained.  Therefore, the first selection criteria were that the studied companies should 
be well known for having innovative cultures. The second criteria were that the companies 
should have the financial strength to spend money on customer involvement for product 
innovation. In both companies, the case of Electrolux and Volvo Cars, we can conclude that 
they are well known for being innovative (Chalmers, 2013) and are both on the list of the top 
15 biggest Nordic companies in relation to turnover (Largest Companies, 2012). Thus, we are 
in line with Patton (2002), seeking out rich and/or excellent examples of the phenomenon of 
interest. Furthermore, the selected companies can be seen as what Patton (2002) labels 
outliers, which are represented in our study by their successful pace of product innovation. 
Even if the actual product differs between the companies, we still expect to find similar 
techniques to manage customer involvement for product innovation. They are high 
technology manufacturing companies in mature markets, where the pace of NPD and 
innovation is high. To clarify, our research is related to the activities for product innovation, 
rather than activities that always generate an innovation. 
 
Furthermore, Yin (2009) argues that it is important that the research question can be tested in 
the specific cases. To support this we tried to obtain prior knowledge reading articles, web 
pages and annual reports. We also had telephone contact and mail correspondence to make 
sure that customer involvement was a priority and something the companies worked with 
actively before conducting interviews. Another critical aspect that can be connected to case 
selection is what Yin (1993) calls feasibility and access – i.e. finding the right persons that are 
positive towards being interviewed and knowledgeable to answer the research question. The 
first step was to locate suitable informants, which also could provide us with access to other 
informants. Therefore, after scanning the Internet, we decided to target informants with 
overall tasks and responsibilities of innovation management. The next step was to phone these 
managers, which both agreed to participate in our study. After e-mail and phone 
conversations they both recommended suitable informants based on our area of interest. The 
next step was to contact these informants, which also agreed to participate in face-to-face 
interviews. Three interviews at Volvo Cars headquarters in Gothenburg took place the 28th of 
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February, while three interviews at Electrolux headquarters in Stockholm were divided over 
the 11th and 12th of March.  
 

3.4 Data collection  
Previous literature describe successful NPD teams as cross functional, which in turn will have 
a positive impact on both creativity and innovativeness (Sethi et al., 2001; Bunduchi, 2009). 
In our study we took into consideration that different departments work together in the 
development of new products when choosing informants, in order to successfully describe 
how companies manage customer involvement for product innovation. In this context, Patton 
(2002) expresses the importance of talking to relevant people to the study and gain insight 
about their perceptions and experiences. In both companies we had informants from 
innovation management, marketing and R&D. In the case of Volvo, the R&D and qualitative 
marketing research were merged into one role, while this was represented by two different 
roles in Electrolux. To get a balance in the number of interviews in the two companies we 
also interviewed the global community manager at Volvo. It could be seen as a limitation of 
our study that an informant with the same tasks and responsibilities was not interviewed in 
Electrolux; however, we argue that the existing informants gave us the desired information. In 
addition, we argue that there always is a variation of tasks and responsibilities in two different 
companies. The following informants were interviewed: 
 
Company Informant Position Date & Location Character  
Electrolux Elisabetta Bari Program 

Management & 
Innovation 
Director 

HQ, Stockholm 
2014-03-11 

Personal 
Interview 

Electrolux Mathilda Wahlund Consumer 
Journey 
Understanding 
Manager 

HQ, Stockholm 
2014-03-12 

Personal 
Interview 

Electrolux Petter Svanbom Manager, 
Advanced 
Development, 
Global R&D 
Dishcare 

HQ, Stockholm 
2014-03-12 

Personal 
Interview 

Volvo Car 
Corporation 

Karin André Director 
Corporate 
Innovation Office 
 

HQ, Gothenburg 
2014-02-26 

Personal 
Interview 

Volvo Car 
Corporation 

Mariam Frenning Product Concept 
Manager 
 

HQ, Gothenburg 
2014-02-26 

Personal 
Interview 

Volvo Car 
Corporation 

Ida-Maria Iraeus Global 
Communities 
Manager 

HQ, Gothenburg 
2014-02-26  

Personal 
Interview 

Table 3: Description of informants. 
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3.4.1 Interview guide 
There are three different interview types that can be used by the researcher: Structured, semi-
structured and open ended. The extreme use of the structured interview would be similar to 
conducting survey research, while the extreme use of the open ended interview would be 
similar to an unstructured open discussion (Merriam, 2009). In our study we have used a 
semi-structured interview guide, where the questions primary stated and used in a more 
flexible manner. This goes in line with Repstad’s (1999) argument that a flexible use of 
questions will result in a more active informant, rather than structured use of questions that 
leads to a reticent and passive informant. According to Mason (2002), one way to 
operationalize the research question is to divide it into sub-questions, which will determine 
the topic of the research question. In our study we have divided how to manage customer 
involvement into three different sub-questions. Both the theoretical framework and interview 
guide are structured in line with our purpose of clarifying how, when and with whom 
companies can engage activities for customer involvement. An example is the question: - Are 
the same customers involved repeatedly throughout the different stages of new product 
development? This question derived from both Roser et al. (2013) and Gales and Mansour-
Cole (1991), who promotes sequential and/or increasing customer involvement throughout the 
NPD-process. Repstad (1999) states that in the qualitative interview the areas of interest are 
mainly decided; however, the informants are carefully led in order to obtain the full range of 
their perceptions and experiences. Thus, our questions are designed to be open-ended, but 
follow-up questions have been used when needed in order to lead the discussion towards areas 
of interest. Moreover, Yin (2009) argues that prior knowledge in the particular subject is 
important since it will influence questions throughout the interview. This was something we 
experienced during our interview sessions, which enabled us to ask relevant follow-up 
questions. Furthermore, there was naturally some variety between the questions asked to the 
specific informants, since their different working roles enabled them to deliver more detailed 
answers on specific parts of the research area. 
 

3.4.2 Primary data 
According to Denscombre (2000), multiple sources of data collection, with different 
possibilities and limitations, are contesting each other in order to be chosen by researchers. 
Examples of qualitative methods are observations, interviews and documents (Patton, 2002). 
These different methods, when combined, will reveal different aspects of the social world and 
increase the studies validity (Denscombre, 2000). In this context, Merriam (1994) explains 
that interviews between the interviewer and the informant are often used in case study 
research; however, the decision needs to be based on availability of better information and/or 
information obtained at lower costs compared to other methods. In our study, based on our 
research question, the main source of empirical data has been obtained through interviews.  
 
We argue that the reasons for choosing the method of face-to-face interviews is that closeness 
to the informants have enabled us to the most realistic extent to interpret and perceive the 
informants reality (Repstad, 1999), and therefore get richer and deeper insight of the 
phenomenon studied (Yin, 2007). Nevertheless, we are aware of some of the limitations 
associated with conducting interviews, such as: differences between informants’ statements 
and their true actions (Repstad, 1999; Denscombre, 2000), biases related to poorly formulated 
questions and/or poorly chosen informants (Yin, 2007) and a possibility that informants will 
give information according to what they believe is the objective (Yin, 2007). We have kept 
these limitations in mind when constructing our study and designing our interview guide. In 
addition, we believe that the positive aspects of using interviews as the main information 
generating method have exceeded the negative aspects. 
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3.4.3 Secondary data 
Yin (2007) explains that written sources in the form of various documents are always an 
important part of a case study research, since it can back up and complement statements from 
informants, which in turn will increase validity of the study. Examples of secondary data 
sources are public/non-public organizational documents, virtual documents and mass media 
outputs (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The researcher must be aware of the fact that there always is 
a risk that the documents used are either incorrect or incomplete (Patton, 2002). Furthermore, 
Yin (2007) state that documents is produced for a different purpose compared to the case 
study, which is important to take into consideration as a researcher. The roles of documents in 
our study have been to support statements of the informants and further to get a better pre-
understanding before conducting the interviews. Furthermore, we have obtained internal 
company-specific documents of processes, in one of the companies, which in turn have 
increased our understanding of how customer involvement is managed for product innovation. 
 
According to Denscombre (2000), other literary publications such as books and scientific 
articles are seen as secondary data sources. Thus, the researcher has not gathering the 
information and will need to reflect upon its validity. In our study the literature can be found 
in the databases in Halmstad University’s library or Stockholm University library. In addition, 
Google Scholar has often been used initially to find interesting and suitable literature. The 
most common keywords are: Customer involvement, new product development, NPD, 
innovation, market-orientation, voice-of-the-consumer, co-creation, proactive methods, 
customer-driven innovation, value added and customer-centric. These keywords have been 
combined in different ways. To ensure the validity of the research reviewed articles have been 
used in a large extent. 
 
A challenge has been that much of the previous literature are focused on describing 
organizational learning aspects, and little attention have been directed towards which methods 
are used in order to learn from the customers (Flint, 2002). Another challenge when 
constructing our theoretical framework was that many articles are mixing B2B and B2C 
literature or direct their focus at online methods for customer involvement based on previous 
literature in an offline setting. Due to lack of consistency of terms in the literature, we decided 
to focus our study on customer involvement, in which novel and traditional methods in both 
an offline and online set-up are included. 
 

3.5 Validity and Reliability 
According to Merriam (1994), raised questions of the studies validity and reliability can be 
handled by the researcher by giving attention to the basic concepts and the way in which data 
have been collected, analysed and interpreted. We are aware that the former is often receiving 
criticism in case study research, since operational measures are often missing and giving room 
for more subjective elements (Yin, 2007).  
 

3.5.1 Internal Validity 
The criteria of internal validity in the study are based on if the findings can be connected to 
reality. It is important to highlight that qualitative researchers are both trying to understand 
individuals’ construction of reality and are in fact constructing the findings themselves 
(Merriam, 1994). In order to strengthen internal validity we have, in line with Yin (2007) sent 
the transcribed data to each informant for confirmation. This has been done to avoid miss-
interpretations and to limit our involvement as researchers. A critical element has been to 
translate the transcribed material, due to the fact that some interviews were held in Swedish. 
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Regarding this, we have spent much time to capture the essence of the statements. There is 
also a risk to send back the transcribed material to the informants, due to the fact that some 
sensitive information might be censured. In our study one of the informants asked us to leave 
out specific parts of the transcribed material, which we agreed to. Nevertheless, this has not 
influenced our major findings. Other ways to strengthen internal validity is to include another 
researcher, use multiple informants and use a variety of data collection methods (Merriam, 
1994). In line with this argument Denscombre (2000) argues that more than one reference 
point and the possibility to ask follow-up questions will increase validity. In our study we 
have been two researchers, which have increased the likelihood to make correct 
interpretations, analysis and conclusions. Furthermore, we have had interviews with multiple 
informants in each company. In other words, one informant has been able to add, confirm or 
reject what another has said. We have also used several methods to gather empirical data, 
where we had the opportunity to ask follow-up questions during and after the interviews. A 
possible limitation to our study is that we did not have any observations of when the 
customers were involved in the actual NPD-process for product innovation. However, 
considering the secrecy level of NPD-processes, access to those methods is unfortunately out 
of reach for most researchers. 
 

3.5.2 Reliability 
The criterion of reliability is explained as how the same study can be repeated by others. In 
this context, the qualitative researchers have problems since they believe that the reality is 
changing, rather than static in its nature (Merriam, 1994). Here, Yin (2009) argues that both 
the environment and the research conditions are constantly changing and therefore a repetition 
in the data collection process will not result in the same data. In addition, Merriam (1994) 
suggests that a strong internal validity can strengthen the reliability of the study.  We are 
aware of the problems connected to repeating our study; however, we think that our strong 
internal validity will have a positive impact on the reliability. Furthermore, Merriam (1994) 
encourages researchers to explain the underlying assumption that the study is based upon and 
explain the criteria of how informants were selected, which we have done narrowly in our 
study. 
 

3.5.3 External Validity 
The criterion of external validity is connected to in which extent the findings can be 
generalized beyond the current case study (Yin, 2007). In this context qualitative research has 
often received criticism, since a limited number of cases or descriptions of particular situation 
is unlikely to be valid for a larger population (Patton, 2002). We have been aware of these 
limitations when conducting our case study. Nevertheless, we argue in line with Yin (2007) 
that our findings will be aimed at replication logic rather than a sampling logic, which in turn 
will make it possible to analytic generalization to theory (see detailed discussion in section 
3.3.1). A possible limitation would instead be the use of only two cases, since more cases 
enhance the analytic generalization. Regarding this, we decided to limit ourselves to two 
companies in the B2C-market based on the lack of suitable candidates with both high 
technology products and a rapid pace of product innovation. To clarify, we argue that 
including a company that produces services or less technological products would hamper our 
findings.	    
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4. EMPIRICAL STUDY 
In this chapter we present our empirical findings. The structure of this chapter is based on 
our research purpose to clarify how, when and with whom companies can engage activities 
for customer involvement. This structure will accompany the remaining chapters of this 
dissertation. In order to reflect what the interviewees have indicated to the fullest extent, 
quotes have been used extensively throughout the chapter. 

 

4.1 Company Description – Electrolux 
Elektrolux was founded in 1919 after a merge of the two Swedish companies Lux AB and 
Elektromagnetiska AB. The founder Axel Wenner-Gren was seen as a visionary man who 
emphasised innovation, customer focus and the pursuit of results. In the beginning Elektolux 
developed vacuum cleaners and absorption refrigerators, but soon expanded their product 
range and established a global brand. In 1957 the company changed its name from Elektrolux 
to Electrolux. Today, Electrolux is the global leader within home appliances and offers 
innovative solutions for both households and businesses. The company offers a broad product 
line containing products such as, dishwashers, washing machines, vacuum cleaners, 
refrigerators, cookers, air conditioners and small domestic appliances. The acquirements 
during the history have led to a plethora of esteemed brands such as AEG, Zanussi, Frigidaire 
and Electrolux Grand Cuisine. Every year the Electrolux group sells over 50 million products 
in 150 markets around the world. In 2013, Electrolux had sales of SEK 109 billion and 
approximately 61,000 employees. The core values, which were established by Wenner-Gren, 
are apparent in Electrolux present operations. After many years characterized by sweeping 
away the heavy manufacturing footprints in combination with no growth, Electrolux 
investments in new products, global operations and new methods for product innovations, 
have started to give the company growth in 2011. This trend has continued throughout 2012 
and 2013 and is predicted to proceed in the future. (Electrolux Annual Report, 2013) 
 

4.2 Introduction 
In the last ten years Electrolux has made a big journey, where Svanbom describes that the 
company has transformed from being a manufacturing driven company towards being 
customer driven. Bari explains that during 2004, Electrolux implemented a major change in 
their business approach. From being a manufacturing driven company with minor attention to 
the consumers, the company implemented a program where the focus was directed towards 
the consumers.   
 
 “We realized that it was not enough just to produce products and being driven 
 by manufacturing or by engineers, so we started this change programme in 
 order to change the culture of the company, and basically we stated really to 
 focus on the consumer, and the consumer needs.” (Personal communication, E. 
 Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari explains that the transformation was a result of a change in the maturity level of the 
customers, and the type of expectation that consumers had on the products was changing. 
Furthermore since Electrolux had a quite aggressive growth plan, the change was necessary in 
order to remain competitive and reach the target in terms of growth.  Bari states that the 
programme was extensive and continued on until 2010, where all different functions in the 
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company were involved in order to bring them into a customer driven perspective. In this 
context Bari explains that: 
 
 “It was an eye opener, because then I realized how the perception is on the 
 product, which type of issue they have, the way they were thinking, which were 
 the pain points. So it was really interesting and gave a different perspective to 
 my daily work, because then I started to question some choices.” (Personal 
 communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 

 
4.3 How to manage the involvement 

4.3.1 Triangulation between departments 
Wahlund explains that the company has implemented an innovation triangle approach, which 
is collaboration between product development, marketing and design. By working in that 
way, Electrolux can manage a faster product development, since the different departments get 
a deeper insight into each other’s areas to secure what consumer wants. Svanbom states that 
although it takes time to prepare consumer tests, the purpose of doing it, is to provide 
guidance on how the company should carry on with its products. 
 
 
 “If the company does not have any guidelines, one can spend time discussing 
 internally without knowing in what direction to go.” (Personal communication, 
 P. Svanbom, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
Svanbom explains that this cross-functional collaboration is used for both development- and 
industrialization projects. Especially in the early development projects, the most essential 
elements consist of triangulation between marketing, R&D and product development.  When 
moving on to the industrialization projects, the company must also add the quality, 
production, and purchasing-departments. 
 
 ”It is extremely important to connect the view of the consumer into how we shall 
 develop our products. It would never be a good solution to only consider what is 
 possible or not possible from a technical perspective. If it is possible to implement, 
 then it has to be something that appeals the consumer.” (Personal 
 communication, P. Svanbom, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
In line with this, Bari explains that all the different departments have different perspectives. 
Thus in order to move the discussion forward and understand the relevance of what is 
developed in relation to what consumers perceive, the power of cross-functional teams is 
highly important. Svanbom adds that they conduct a limited number of studies in technical 
development; however, they engage other concept development projects called “eye-to-eye” 
or “insight to innovation”. Svanbom states the following about the concepts: 
 
 “The objective is to tunnel concepts to converge into something the company 
 can put into a product specification, which in turn will result in a development 
 project.” (Personal communication, P. Svanbom, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
The triangulation approach is also prominent in the actual research situations, where Wahlund 
explains that although it is the Customer Journey Understanding-department who conducts 
and assures the quality of the research, other departments are sometimes invited to participate 
in the different sessions.  Concerning this, Svanbom states that the different departments also 
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have the possibility to influence the questions related to the customer encounter, in order to 
get insight in what areas to prioritize. Conversely, Wahlund describes that in order to ensure 
that the insight of the customers are prioritized the department of Customer Journey 
Understanding represents the customers within the different departments during the entire 
process.  
 

4.3.2 Methods used for customer involvement 
Bari states that when involving customers into the development process, Electrolux uses 
several different methods depending on the desired type of information. Wahlund explains 
that these methods can both be qualitative and quantitative in their nature, and be conducted 
in both online and offline set-ups. 
 
 “The qualitative methods include focus groups, home visits, ethnographical 
 studies, one-to-one interviews, communities and discussion forums. The quantitative 
 methods consist of both web- and physical questionnaires.”  (Personal communication, 
 M. Wahlund, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari declares that the focus groups generally consist of six to eight participants. Before the 
session, the company briefs the moderator who generally belongs to an external agency. In 
addition, Wahlund states that the research always is conducted in neutral facilities. Regarding 
the discussion, Wahlund adds that the moderator is directing the participants with an 
interview guide, while Electrolux employees are observing behind a mirror. Bari explains that 
the moderator starts to present the topic and then makes sure that all participators talks as 
much as possible regarding their points of pain and perception of the product or the process.   
 
 “The interview guide can be more or less fixed depending on how freely the subject is. 
 Sometimes we want them to talk quite freely about something and sometimes we 
 have specific questions that we want to get answered.” (Personal 
 communication, M. Wahlund, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
According to Wahlund, in some cases, Electrolux uses stimuli material, such as images or 
prototypes to be able to let the participants touch and feel the products to get a more fruitful 
discussion. Concerning this, Bari states that there is often an increased commitment among 
the participants when the company shares concepts such as sketches or machines. Although 
the participants often have their own incentive, Bari explains that the company pays the 
participants in order to join the different sessions. Wahlund adds that the amount of money 
depends on the duration of the session and furthermore, in which market the research is 
conducted. 
 
Wahlund explains that the screening process of targeting the participants for both focus 
groups and home visits follows the same pattern. An external research agency contacts the 
participants either by phone or door knocking, depending on the infrastructure in targeted 
market. Regarding the home visits, Bari states that generally there are one or maximum two 
representatives from Electrolux, and an external moderator, who conducts the interview, 
participating in the encounter. Wahlund describes that during home visit the participants are 
more comfortable since the interview is held in the person’s natural environment, compared to 
the focus groups held in neutral facilities. According to Bari, when conducting a home visit 
research it is common that specific topics are treated, for example: washing machines for 
single households. In this context, the aim is to understand the target group. There can also be 
ethnographical research that is done through home visits: 
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 “A home visit is when we are sitting in someone's home talking about things, but 
 when we say ethnography, it's more that we also make observations. Then we 
 also walk around in their homes and ask them to show us when they do certain 
 things. For example, cooking or washing so that we can film or take pictures of 
 that part of the process. What you say and what you do is not always the same 
 thing.” (Personal communication, M. Wahlund, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
Wahlund describes that the typical ethnographical research includes a two to three hours 
session. Beside the moderator there is a translator and a representative form Electrolux. 
Regarding this, Bari clarifies that it is important to limit the number of participants, since it 
may hamper the discussion. In addition to the physical ethnographic research, Bari explains 
that the company performs similar research online, for example; the company conducted a 
global research for US and Europe, where twenty participants were selected in each market. 
Bari explains: 
 
 “For six days they were involved in this process where they were supposed to 
 write a diary. For every day we were asking some new questions about the  laundry 
 process. We asked them to give us pictures and to answer the questions related to 
 the process of course.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th of March 2014). 
 
Bari states that the purpose of the ethnographical research, both online and offline is to get a 
better understanding of customers’ behaviour in the different steps of their processes. This is 
to pinpoint which parts they are satisfied or dissatisfied with and explain what challenges the 
participants’ experience. 
 
Wahlund explains that they also conduct research on usage and attitudes for a certain product 
category, which is an easy way to get a broad picture of what the customers think. This 
method is according to Bari generally done on the Internet where the participants receive a 
questionnaire on how they use the products. Wahlund argues that these surveys are a great 
complement for the other research the company is conducting, even though the depth and 
openness of the customers are limited. 
 
In some cases, Wahlund states that Electrolux uses external research agencies, which are 
working with different communities. However, Wahlund adds that this is not a very common 
approach for Electrolux. The company pays a fee to get involved with already existing 
communities, in other cases the agency establish new communities, depending on the 
information required. The discussions can be related to different processes, e.g. how people 
wash, and will usually include some questions followed by a free discussion. In other cases 
images or movies are displayed for the customers to speak upon.  
 

4.3.3 Risks and benefits with customer involvement 
According to Bari, Electrolux is extremely cautious when it comes to use customer 
involvement methods based on the idea of open innovation, since there always is a risk to be 
accused of stealing the idea. In line with this argument Svanbom states that the same issue 
occurs for all situations when the company adopts external ideas. For example when 
discussing a proposal brought by an external inventor, it is of great importance that the idea is 
protected in order to be able to have a discussion about it. Bari explains that this problem gets 
more significant in an online set-up: 
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 “The problem is that if you interact online, there is first of all the risk of getting leakage 
 of information and then when it comes to ideation we had several discussions on 
 open innovation and crowd sourcing but we never executed it openly. I think 
 that part of the discussion or the constraint is related to the intellectual property, 
 and how to secure that we can own the idea.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 
 11th of March, 2014). 
 
When involving consumers in the different methods, the company is very careful of not 
revealing any company specific information. Bari explains that the only pre-information that 
is available to the consumers is manly what they can find on the website. Wahlund states that 
in the majority of cases, the company does not even reveal who is conducting the research, 
unless the company conducts a research regarding the brand and thus wants direct opinions of 
how consumers perceive Electrolux. Regarding information revealed during the 
collaborations with the company, Svanbom emphasizes that depending on the phase of the 
NPD-process, more or less information will be revealed. For example, there is a difference in 
showing a conceptual sketch in an early phase compared to conducting a consumer preference 
test and demonstrating explicit products in later phases. Due to this, the company has 
implemented certain safety precautions in order to minimize the risk of information leakages: 
 
 “It depends on the sensitivity of the information that we are sharing, so generally 
 they sign a disclosure agreement, especially if we are showing renderings  of new 
 products or if we are showing mock-ups of new products.” (Personal 
 communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari describes that the disclosure agreements will decrease the likelihood of involving 
competitors, regulatory industries and detergent manufacturers in close industries, to be 
chosen as participants when collecting information. In addition Bari states that the company 
also excludes participants that already have attended competitors’ focus groups, since they 
can come up with comments of what they already have seen.  To further limit information 
going out, the company does not deliver any feedback to the participants included in any 
research. However, the company can never entirely protect itself from the risks associated 
with including external participants. Bari exemplifies: 
 
 “We ran a research in 2010 in Asia, for a project of a new washing machine 
 concept, which I was the project leader for. Two years after, Daewoo came out 
 with exactly the same concept that we tested [....] maybe they had the same idea 
 or maybe there was some information that went out. These things can happen, 
 but it is a part of the game.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 
 2014). 
 
Another risk connected to customer involvement is according to Svanbom that the customers 
cannot explain how the company should proceed in developing new products. In addition to 
this, Bari says that they are aware of the fact that customers have problems to express their 
needs. Svanbom states that it is of great importance to listen and observe the customers before 
locking the concept. In other words, there is always a risk associated with involvement of 
customers, since the company will get answers depending on the way they ask questions, 
when testing theories. Although customer involvement includes several risks, Svanbom states 
the following: 
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 “It’s all about having an opportunity to test the competitiveness and 
 attractiveness of the innovations you want to dress the product with, before you 
 get too far in the development. So it’s about minimizing the risks.” (Personal 
 communication, P. Svanbom, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
A similar argument is presented by Bari, who states that, the benefits of including customers 
exceed the risks. Wahlund explains that it is really about understanding what will facilitate the 
customers’ every day living, which is a necessity in order to be perceived as the best 
appliance company from a consumer perspective. Regarding this, Bari argues that the 
company must understand the wants and needs of the consumers to be perceived as relevant. 
Conversely, the company has to add value to the products by developing products that are 
relevant for the consumers. 

4.4 Who to involve 
 

4.4.1 Demographical parameters 
Bari states that the process normally starts with finding an opportunity in the target market. 
When selecting participants, Bari explains that Electrolux uses a screening guide including 
various parameters to screen the consumer, which can be based on demographical criteria. 
Wahlund describes that the criteria may involve everything from gender, age, life stages, and 
levels of income, to the consumers’ involvement in the buying process of a certain category. 
The company has an algorithm to identify the segment and then depending on the 
requirements for the specific research the company can add additional parameters. 
 
 “For example you have seen that a recent opportunity related to the fact that 
 urbanisation is a trend, and then you want to develop a product, a dishwasher 
 for urban living. So you narrow the segment to those people living in big cities, 
 small apartments, so you really go into a specific niche.” (Personal 
 communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari describes that depending on the spotted opportunity; different demographical parameters 
will set the target. Bari exemplifies that sometimes the company have family targets and 
sometimes it is empty nesters. The company then strives to build the groups with a kind of 
consistent participation from the chosen perspective. Bari states that with the prior knowledge 
of the company and by knowing the location, they can think of different types of behaviours, 
depending on if the participants have their washing machine in the basement or if it is located 
in the bathroom. 
 
In this context, Svanbom adds that the company is keen to include both their own customers 
and the customers of their competitors; therefore the company does not include parameters 
explaining which particular brand the participants own. Bari explains that after defining the 
needs in the segmentation, the parameters will be adjusted in order to fit the target group. If 
the company is developing a product for the mass, then the income parameter will be lowered, 
compared to launching a premium model with a quite high price point. Svanbom adds that it 
is important to ensure the individual segment, since different forces when purchasing 
household appliances drive different types of segments. Some customers prefer comfort and 
functionality while others want the product to give the impression of being a professional 
chef. Thus Svanbom explains that Electrolux intertwines the typical users with the different 
brands that the company offers globally.   
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4.4.2 Geographical parameters 
Wahlund describes that Electrolux uses a global consumer segmentation, which is based on 
needs of the consumers in relation to their living and their appliances. This is always the basis 
for the company's decision making regarding whom to involve when targeting specific 
segments. Furthermore Wahlund explains that the company also uses a large amount of 
quantitative data when processing the consumer segmentation, in order to compile how many 
women and men that are included in a certain segment in a given country. Furthermore, if the 
company performs a global research, some of the parameters may have to be adjusted. 
 
In line with this, Bari explains that the region has a major influence on how the company 
proceeds in the consumer research. If the company runs a research in Europe for example, the 
chosen market where the research will take place will be determined by the strength of the 
brand in that specific region. If the company conducts a research about the brand Electrolux, 
they select two markets where Electrolux is quite strong, while a research for AEG will result 
in two other markets where the AEG is considered strong. Wahlund explains that it is vital to 
perform several interviews in the same market, in order to get a better picture of the 
customers’ needs. Wahlund clarifies: 
 
 “We do always perform several interviews per market, since one group never 
 can be considered as the truth. Once we have the whole market materials collected, 
 then we can begin to draw conclusions from the themes we've heard [...] We are 
 trying to find common themes between the groups but also significant differences 
 that are worth taking into consideration.” (Personal communication, M. Wahlund, 12th 
 of March, 2014). 
 
Bari describes that depending on the area in which the company will investigate; it will 
influence the selection of the different markets. If the research takes place in North America, 
the markets consist of different cities, while the markets in Europe consist of different 
countries.   

4.4.3 Type of innovation 
Bari declares that the choice of who to involve in the development process of new products 
will depend on the level of innovativeness, i.e. if it is an incremental or radical innovation. 
Regarding this, Svanbom explains that it is of great importance to keep in mind the 
company’s ambition with the innovation. In other words, it is important to establish if the 
product will be a leader in a specific area or simply a necessity to remain competiveness 
against competitors’ products. Bari states that it is much easier to involve customers in 
incremental innovations, since the customer can link it to their daily experiences with the 
products. Furthermore, Bari declares that it is important for the company to understand how to 
handle answers from the customers. There is a need of “gut feeling” in order to pinpoint 
which way to go and understand the core problem or opportunity, especially on those topics 
where participants have a rejection. 
 
 “But if you propose something that is disruptive then the reaction is a push 
 back. In that case you have to select the target group in order to have people 
 who are progressive and early adopters when it comes to new products so to 
 have an open mind approach and to have someone that is able to overcome the 
 worries of something completely new.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th 
 of March, 2014). 
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Bari describes that the company relies on the early adopters to understand the trend of future 
terms of usage. In addition, Wahlund states that the target group can also consist of 
participants who are open for radical innovations, which are ahead of trends, and influencing 
in their nature. Nevertheless, Wahlund states that the aim is to position the product for a 
broader target group. Concerning this, Bari explains that it is always a risk that the company 
will end up with a niche product; however, it is a necessity in order to develop a differentiated 
product. Furthermore, Bari describes that the focus is to learn the customers’ needs and/or if 
Electrolux is executing concepts and ideas in a proper way. Therefore the company will learn 
more from new participants, compared to those who already are familiar with the concepts 
and ideas. Wahlund states that: 
 
 “We include totally new customers, otherwise they already have prior knowledge 
 and opinions, thereby not impartial or clean slates anymore.” (Personal 
 communication, M. Wahlund, 12th of March, 2014). 

 
4.5 When to involve 

4.5.1 Before the product development process 
Bari explains that Electrolux has four different phases for the development of new products, 
where the customer interaction will differ in terms of methods used. These phases include: 
understanding, exploration, ideation and validation. The two former phases are done before 
the actual product development process, while the two latter phases are done during the 
product development process. The company uses these phases in a flexible manner; however, 
if there is a high level of innovativeness related to the product all phases are followed. 
 
Svanbom describes that Electrolux regularly conducts consumer-surveys of usage and attitude 
in order to reveal general and broad insight that can be used as a foundation for deciding 
which areas to prioritize. Wahlund explains that these usage and attitude studies are 
conducted in a quantitative way to find out what needs the consumer has and furthermore the 
problems and attitudes connected to the products. 
 
 “You look at which type of insight you have on the consumer needs. So typically if 
 you don't have the information, what you do is to run some researches and those 
 can either be ethnographic researches or one-to-one interviews, it depends on 
 the project.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 
 
More specifically, Bari declares that it is during the understanding phase the company 
generally uses home visits or ethnographical research in order to build their knowledge and 
frame the insight. Wahlund explains that their findings are analysed to allocate the customers 
different needs. However the customer does not always succeed in articulating their needs in 
all situations, and therefore the analysis will make it clearer. Bari describes that the next step 
in the concept development process is to select the stronger insight with the most potential to 
develop something that is relevant, which is followed by a process of internally creating ideas. 
Svanbom exemplifies with some of the recent innovations related to dish care: 
 
 “We have spotted a need within the area Glass Care, where the consumers have 
 expressed a need of caring for wine glasses in a reliable way. The consumers 
 has not told us that they want it like this or like that, but they have given us the 
 realization that they are doubtful if they can wash the glasses without breaking 
 them into thousands of pieces. Then we taken this need and developed the  specific 
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 ideas, with Soft Spikes or Wine Glass Holders.” (Personal communication, P. Svanbom, 
 12th of March, 2014).    
 
In the Exploring phase, Bari explains that the company performs qualitative studies. 
Generally they consist of three or four focus groups with six to eight people, in at least two 
different locations.  In this stage, Electrolux frames the idea and product value proposition of 
what are the relevant benefits, design intentions and supporting points from a featured and a 
functional perspective. Svanbom adds that during this early phase, the company works cross- 
functional with marketing and R&D, where innovation workshops are held. During the 
workshops the different departments discuss whether the expressed need of the consumer can 
be converted into ideas or themes, which can be implemented by the company.       
 
Subsequently, Bari describes that the company tests the ideas with the consumers in order to 
understand what is responding to the insight. Wahlund adds that the focus groups held in this 
early stage are more open in their nature, since it will spur the discussion and facilitate that 
the customers can articulate their needs and problems. Bari argues that based on the feedback 
from the consumers, Electrolux selects some ideas and rework them. After reworking the 
ideas, the company receives different additional options in terms of execution of the idea. 
Once again, the company tests it with the consumers and receives the final concept, which is 
supposed to be moved into a product development project. Svanbom adds that although it 
might be clear what the consumer wants, sometimes the concept needs to be validated from a 
technical perspective, in order to verify the feasibility of the concept.      
 
 “That's where my department comes in and tries to solve the technical problems. 
 When it is solved, we start the industrialization project and then you have a 
 pretty clear picture of what you want to do.” (Personal communication, P. Svanbom, 
 12th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari summarizes that there are two paths for a concept; either it can go directly into the 
product development or in some cases, it needs to go into advanced development to verify the 
feasibility and then the company moves it into the product development process.   
 

4.5.2 During the product development process 
When entering the ideation stage, Bari explains that that company still uses a more qualitative 
approach with a limited number of participants. In line with the approach described in the 
explanation stage, the company still uses focus groups, in order to receive more solid 
information. Wahlund states that when entering this phase, the discussion within the focus 
groups are more directed compared to the focus groups held in the earlier phases, since the 
company now requires feedback on specific parts on the product in order to continue. 
Svanbom explains that the company shows concepts of the products, which are more explicit 
to the customers. Bari adds that the concepts consists of, what Electrolux calls, static mock-
ups since the participants cannot interact with the products, although they still demonstrate the 
product offer, with value proposition and all the features. In this stage Bari explains that the 
company also adds products from the competitors in order to see how Electrolux stands out 
against the competition on the market.        
 
 “We select those competitor machines that are going to be the ones we want to 
 compete with, or the best on the market, from a volume perspective or a value 
 perspective. After that we test and see how we are rated against competition, if 
 we have a preference.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th of March,  2014). 
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Bari states that with the learning obtained form the previous phase, Electrolux improves the 
concept and offer. From this point on there are often prototypes of the final product, which 
can be tested for functionality. In this context, Svanbom explains that the final test are 
conducted late during the development process in order to clarify that their product has a 
higher preference compared to the products that are best on the market. Wahlund exemplifies: 
 
 “For a new product to be launched, 70 per cent of the participants included in a test 
 group must prefer our product over similar options available from selected competitors 
 on the market. If these requirements are not met the product is sent back to product 
 development.” (Personal communication, M. Wahlund, 12th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari adds that during this validation phase it is important to have a low rejection rate against 
the product. If the rejection is above 20 per cent then the company has to make some 
adjustments, to limit the impact on the future market, since there is a risk that people 
influence the perception of others. In addition to this, the company preforms a quantitative 
research with 300 people to secure that they are launching a product which is strong and 
relevant for the customers. 
 
Looking from a strictly product development perspective, Bari explains that the company has 
several gates which are followed. The first gate is called development start where the 
timeline, team set-up and requirements of quality and performance are highlighted. The next 
gate is called project feasibility in which a confirmation of the ability to produce the product 
in terms of function, features and design. In between these gates the ideation phase is 
conducted to ensure that the development is heading in the right direction. The validation 
phase is conducted between product feasibility and the third gate called checkpoint zero-zero. 
 
 “From C.P. zero-zero, what we do is to release all the tooling to execute the 
 product. In reality when you come here, the product and project are frozen and 
 from here on, you should execute without having modifications. In reality the 
 information you have here should be the one you need to put the product on 
 the market.” (Personal communication, E. Bari, 11th of March, 2014). 
 
Bari describes that it usually takes a year from checkpoint zero-zero until the production 
starts. However, if this time is extended the company sometimes run an additional validation 
phase in order to secure that what has been done still is relevant for the customers. 
Nevertheless, changes in this part of the product development will be expensive since the 
company already has acquired all tools for manufacturing and done all the tests. 
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Figure 1: Customer involvement phases during Electrolux product development. 

 

4.6 Company Description – Volvo Cars 
Volvo Cars history dates back to 1927 when the Swedish company Volvo Car Corporation 
was founded and the first Volvo car, an open tourer with a four-cylinder engine, rolled off the 
production line in Gothenburg (Volvo Cars Financial Report, 2013). Already in 1929 the 
company sold 1383 vehicles to markets across the globe, led by Volvo’s founders Assar 
Gabrielsson and Gustaf Larsson (Volvo Cars, 2014). Volvo Cars formed part of the Swedish 
Volvo Group until 1999, when Ford Motor Company bought the company. However in 2010, 
Volvo Cars was acquired by Zhejiang Geely Holding (Geely Holding) of China. Today, 
Volvo Cars is one of the most well-known and respected car brands in the world with sales in 
about 100 countries and a workforce of approximately 23 000 employees. The company 
produces a wide range of premium cars including Sport wagons, Cross country vehicles, 
Sedans, SUVs and Convertibles. Volvo Cars headquarter is located in Gothenburg, on the 
west coast of Sweden, where the product development, marketing and administration 
functions mainly are located.  Since 2011, Volvo Cars has had offices in Shanghai and 
Chengdu, China. The new China headquarters in Shanghai includes a Technology Centre and 
functions such as sales and marketing, manufacturing, purchasing and product development 
(Volvo Cars, 2014). After some challenging years, especially in the US- and European 
markets, the company reported an operating income of 1,919 million in 2013. This trend is 
explained by the excellent growth of 45,6 per cent yearly in the Chinese market and the 
successful transformation the company has proceeded to establish a customer and human 
centric focus (Volvo Cars Financial Report, 2013). In Volvo Cars, they are proud to 
continuously deliver top of the line innovations that put customers first by simplifying their 
lives (Volvo Cars, 2014). 
	  

4.7 Introduction 
From a historical perspective, André describes that Volvo has evolved from having a 
controlled approach in the customer involvement towards implementing a more open minded 
approach, where the participants are less directed in their encounter. Regarding this, Frenning 
explains that the company used to only observe and copy what the competitors developed in 
terms of different specifications. The lack of customer input in the early stages of the NPD 
resulted in a constraint in the ability to make changes in the product later on.  
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André states that the change to a less controlled approach was much due to the fact that it has 
become easier to establish a direct contact between the customers and the ones who actually 
develops the products. A starting point in Volvo’s new mind-set was the project of the XC90, 
the company’s first generation family SUV. André explains that the project received a lot of 
attention in media, since it was directed to include Hollywood wives. André explains: 
 
 “We made a reference group activity, which partly consisted of in-depth interviews, but 
 also recurring invitations during the development to follow the project. During that 
 period of time, the participants were able to express their opinions regarding different 
 things.” (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014).  
 
André describes that a similar approach was used for the C30, a 3-door hatchback in the 
smaller segment. This time the reference group consisted of young people that were included 
several times over the project. Nevertheless, Frenning argues that both of these projects were 
connected more to imaginative customers, which were based more upon assumptions and had 
a limited relation to the segments that actually bought the products. 
 
 “I think this is a classic mistake that most car manufacturers do, they assume 
 something without backing it up with facts. Since we have access to so much 
 data, we no longer assume, we look on the reality and then we screen in line 
 with it.” (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014).  
 
In the most recent development projects, Frenning states that the trend has been to involve 
customers in a much earlier phase, in which the company has directed their focus towards 
their customers’ life styles in a more prominent way.  
 

4.8 How to manage the involvement  

4.8.1 Triangulation between departments 
André describes that Volvo works with an innovation process that is comprehensive for the 
whole company, in which the local innovation processes on each department are kept 
together. Although the company is technical driven, where digits are preferred, it is of great 
importance to find a balance between the input from a technical and a market perspective. 
Regarding this, Frenning states that their work is cross-functional. Therefore all expertise is 
not required in a specific department. In a development project there is usually a core-team 
consisting of 12 persons that is more active and responsible for the customer involvement 
research. The core team is included in a larger group of 30-35 people from different 
departments such as R&D and design. The ambition to involve persons outside the core-team 
is to spread the information throughout the company. Thus they are occasionally involved in 
the actual engagement with customers.  
 
 “At the end of the project, when we reach what we aimed for, we go out and 
 communicate it to the whole company, even to those who didn’t work with the 
 programs.” (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 

 
4.8.2 Methods used for customer involvement 
André describes that Volvo conducts both qualitative and quantitative research where 
customers are involved. An impartial external institute sometimes performs the qualitative 
research in order to display the company’s position among competitors. In other cases, the 
marketing or technical departments send out directed questions on specific topics towards 
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selected customers. The qualitative research consists of focus groups and home visits, which 
according to Frenning has been used for all recently developed cars. André explains that the 
general set-ups of the company’s focus groups are four groups, consisting of eight people in 
each group, separated to four different markets. 
 
 “We talk more or less structured around something that is relevant to us, such 
 as the environment in general or something more specific, such as how they use their 
 car in their lives (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Frenning states that the company always uses a neutral person as a moderator who is hired 
from an external agency. Furthermore, the focus group is held in the location of the agency 
and the participants are never informed that Volvo is behind the research. The three 
representatives from Volvo are hidden behind a mirror and will only observe the 
conversation, since they do not wish to affect the participants in any way. The company is 
interested to learn from the participants about their values, life styles, interests and 
experiences about their cars. Thus Fenning explains that the company does not steer the 
discussion in order to spoil insight, although it might be tempting.  
 
 “We never go in and lead them. We have never interviews where we ask the 
 question "what do you think of this cup holder" or "what do you think of this 
 doorknob" - Never such issues. It is open-ended questions, where we go in and 
 ask, "tell me what you think about your car" or "tell me what you do not like 
 with your car." The moderator will then try to get indications of areas of interest, but 
 not on a detailed level.(Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 
 2014). 
 
André describes that the company uses another type of focus groups for the clinics. Regarding 
this, Frenning states that six or seven pictures are shown for the participants in order to 
capture their experiences and get an indication which way to go. These pictures are limited to 
full-page view and do never reveal the quarter side of the car. The set-up is that the 
participants shall react to minor adjustments such as moving the luggage hatch up and down. 
In other occasions the company uses clay models of complete cars as stimuli material.  
 
Another commonly used method for customer involvement, described by André, is in-depth 
interviews in the participants’ home environment. During these sessions, Frenning states that 
there are two or three representatives from Volvo and a moderator from an external agency 
who will lead the discussion with the selected participant.  
 
 “We interview them in their homes to follow their life style and to display their 
 interests and hobbies. In that way we will get insight about how they use their 
 cars and what they prioritise in life.” (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 
 26th of February, 2014). 
 
André exemplifies with a concrete example of which life styles the company may encounter: 
 
 “I remember when I visited an old man in England who had sheep as a hobby. 
 He told us that he drove his car in the sheep pastures, but he also used it to 
 drive back and forth to the village. For him it was important to have the opportunity to 
 do both things.” (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
During the home visits, André explains that one part of the research is also to make 
observations about how they live. In addition, during the visits, which normally take half a 
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day, the participants are occasionally asked to show their cars and reveal their positive and 
negative feelings associated with it. According to Frenning there is usually 12-14 home visits 
per market and sometimes the representatives from Volvo conducts research on several 
markets. André describes that the representatives who conduct the quantitative research will 
have an individual impact on the results. Thus the representatives from the company must 
perform an individual analysis, followed by a comparative analysis, in which their findings 
have to agree with the common findings from other representatives.  
 
André explains that another way of involving customers that have received little attention 
from the company is more spontaneous and informal channels of interaction. This type of 
interaction is especially interesting in an innovation context. For example, this could include 
asking random people outside the supermarket about a baby seat concept in order to capture 
their attitude for the solution.  

 
4.8.3 Risks and benefits with customer involvement 
Iraeus describes that there has been some recent attempts to open up for innovations in an 
online set-up, in which the customers were able to post their ideas. However, it was 
eventually shut down due to the fact that the channel was used for other things such as 
complaints. Furthermore the method absorbed more resources than it generated. In this 
context, André explains that customers seem to lack the ability to spot really innovative ideas, 
which thereby prevents them from taking an increased responsibility and rate ideas. 
 
 “It is not the case that we are unable to locate customers who are open and can 
 imagine a totally different world, but we have not found extremely radical  ideas [...] 
 Maybe I'm being unfair, but my feeling is that it becomes something that has a 
 bearing in a closer time perspective.” (Personal communication, K. André, 26th 
 of February, 2014). 
 
André explains that the aim is to get the external page up and running again; however, there is 
a risk that the customers are more short-sighted than the company wishes to be. Instead, 
Frenning states that the company is interested in the customers’ needs, rather than concrete 
ideas. After securing the need, it is up to the company to generate the actual idea. Moreover, 
the company has deliberately avoided having open discussions forums online due to the fact 
that there is a risk that individual participants control and lead the discussions, which in turn 
will spoil the insight. 
 
There are other risks associated with bringing in external ideas and having discussion forums 
in an online set-up. In regards to these risks, Iraeus argues that Volvo is extremely cautious 
due to patent reasons and intellectual property rights. In other words, the company is afraid 
that it might arise disagreements when it comes to ownership of ideas. 
 
 “If we have opened up to receive inputs from customers simultaneously as we 
 develop something ourselves, it might result in a situation where it is unclear 
 who introduced the idea.” (Personal communication, I. Iraeus, 26th of February, 
 2014). 
 
In this context, André argues that there is some resistance within the company, since it is 
harder for the company to control who is behind a suggestion on the Internet. Furthermore, 
Iraeus states that the dialogue will be hampered due to the fact that the company does not 
want to give away certain information. To further prevent information leakages, Frenning 
states that the company uses disclosure agreements with the participants to ensure that they do 
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not communicate anything from the focus groups. These agreements goes in both directions, 
since Volvo is not allowed to spread information, photos and videos outside the company’s 
boarder. The secrecy level is even higher in those occasions where pictures of cars and clay 
models are used. In line with this argument, André explains that the company is more 
concerned in the later phases that includes preferences, rather than in the early phases of the 
development. Frenning argues that it is in fact no real risks in the early stages of customer 
involvement, since the company’s focus is to learn from the customers, rather than 
participating in the development process. André states: 
 
 “For the innovation context it's very much about getting an idea of the customer 
 value in a very early stage. Meaning that we do not operate in the early stage 
 for too long if we don’t have a clue if there is a customer value somewhere.” 
 (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Frenning describes that customer involvement is to learn about their current life styles, which 
is a necessity in order to develop products that will fit their life styles in the next ten years. 
André adds that it is important to include the customers during the development in order to 
get confirmation that the company is heading in the right direction; otherwise it is a risk that 
the company becomes locked in their own reasoning. André explains further: 
 
 “From a very early start, we are looking at the vague idea, in order not to put in 
 too much effort or money before we have understood that this may provide some 
 kind of customer value. Not a specific design but an opportunity to solve a 
 problem.”  (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 

4.9 Who to involve 
 

4.9.1 Demographical parameters 
Frenning describes that the process of selecting participants starts with finding an opportunity 
in a certain segment. If Volvo desires to develop a sedan in the smaller segment, they start to 
interact with people who owns cars from their competitors in that specific segment, such as: 
BMW 3-series, Audi A4, Mercedes C-Class, but also non-premium cars such as Honda. In 
order to obtain this information, Frenning explains that the competitors are included in both 
the focus groups and the home visits.   
 
 “When we talk to these participants, we receive input on what they are unsatisfied 
 with in their cars. This is where we get the opportunities regarding what we can 
 do better, so next time we will offer the things that they wanted to have. Meanwhile, we 
 also want feedback of what they are satisfied with in their cars, what is important and 
 what they like.”  (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
André describes that the company involves both current customers as well as potential 
customers who owns a car within the same price range. However if it appears that the 
customer only has owned one particular brand before, then the person will be excluded in the 
screening. In line with this, Frenning adds that some customers are only in to a specific badge, 
for example only because the car is a BMW or a Mercedes-Benz. Thus, these customers are 
irrelevant to the company since they already have fixed preferences.  Furthermore André 
states that they normally trie to have an even distribution between genders, unless the car 
targets a specific segment, then the majority of the involved customers will belong to that 
specific target group. When developing a completely new model, Volvo usually involves 
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participants who do not own a Volvo, but might have a need for just such a car. However, 
when the company develops a next generation car, André explains that they normally start the 
process by including VIP-customers, more specifically: earlier customers that own the 
previous model, in order to get feedback on the existing features. After that the company 
involves new customer to get their point of view. 
 
In the screening process, Frenning explains that Volvo are very careful of not including 
participants which possess some kind of professional car knowledge, since this will affect the 
result in the later phases. Frenning states:   
 
 “We are not looking for those specialists or those who are enthusiasts, because 
 they could lead the rest of the focus group. If you have too much car knowledge, then 
 it will result in products that only enthusiasts prefer. We want to listen to the real 
 customers, therefore we sift away everyone that has a connection to car companies.” 
 (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Iraeus explains that the company chooses to exclude customers with specific skills in the 
developing process. This is because they are not looking for ideas, since those already exist 
within the company. Iraeus states that it is very rare that they receive ideas that they were not 
previously aware of. Instead, the company opt for involving ordinary people. Frenning 
explains:   
 
 “We have the knowledge In-house, we know exactly what our competitors have 
 done, what they have introduced and what they plan to do. All that kind of  information 
 is available, so if we are looking for people who already know that kind of  information, 
 we will just receive a repetition on things we already know. We want to hear the things 
 we do not know, which we will obtain from people who do not have an interest in cars.” 
 (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
When arranging the focus groups, Frenning explains that the company is keen to mix the 
groups based on what car brands the participants own. Furthermore, to avoid certain 
governance within the focus group, and get an even distribution, there are at least two 
participants that own the same brand. In other occasions, the company has chosen to divide 
the focus groups between non-premium and premium segments, where Volvo positions itself 
in the group including the premium segment. Frenning states that the reason for including 
their brand in the premium group is based on statistics, where the company examined 
customers buying patterns. The results indicated that customers who buy a Volvo usually 
move on and purchase a BMW or Audi and vice versa.    
 

4.9.2 Geographical parameters 
Frenning explains that the location of the external offices, where the focus groups will take 
place, depends on where the car segments are best sellers. For example, when developing a 
SUV or a cabriolet the company directs its focus towards Los Angeles, while hatchbacks are 
more suitable for the London or Shanghai market. Since Volvo aims to produce cars that 
attract the global market, Frenning explains that they include several different markets in 
order to see if there are possible patterns regarding the needs. If only one market calls for a 
certain thing or feature, then the company has to reconsider whether it is worth investing time 
and money in, or if it is possible to make a simple solution for that specific market. The 
screening will therefore depend upon how many people who are asking for a particular thing. 
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4.9.3 Type of innovation 
André declares that the type of innovation will influence the choice of consumers involved in 
the process, depending on how radical the innovation is. André presents an example of 
autonomous driving, where ordinary people normally find it more difficult to accept such an 
implementation. In these situations, André states the company aims to involve participants 
that are interested in new products and who are open-minded to these kind of innovations. 
However according to André the company has not prioritized pinpointing lead users. In those 
kind of situations, the involved customers have rather been VIP customers or innovative 
persons characterized by almost buying the products in their beta versions. 
 
In those occasions where Volvo has chosen to involve participants with the qualities 
mentioned above, André explains that it has been in the earlier phases of the development 
process. Subsequently followed by ordinary people in the later phases, in order to see if the 
implementation is attracting the bigger mass, or the target customers. André explains:      
 
 “We're talking about these curves with early adopters, where our mission is not to 
 be too narrow, but to climb up to another part of the curve.” (Personal 
 communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
André describes the company in several occasions made use of set-ups where the customers 
were involved numerous times during the development process. However the same degree of 
involvement are not used today. Frenning adds that this is due to the risk that the company 
only relies to one single group of 12 people, while the purpose is about getting an indication 
of what different customers think. If the company gets an abnormal indication from one 
participant in the group, it is important to work on this and see if it follows a pattern. Thus, 
the company has chosen in the current situation to only involve the same customers in the 
early phase, more specifically, from focus groups to home visits. To ensure that customers are 
not involved further, André states that their external agencies disqualify the customers after 
having participated. 
 

4.10 When to involve 
 

4.10.1 Before the product development process 
André describes that Volvo has a formalized process tied to the development project of a new 
car, where there is a detailed plan for in which phases they should involve customers. This 
plan usually follows the same pattern, but can also include some variations. André explains: 
 
 “In the innovation context, it is less about a specific solution and more of a 
 dialogue regarding usefulness, value and how it fits into this context. If we'll make a 
 brand new car, then it's much more of a searching process.” (Personal 
 communication, K. André, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Frenning states that from a strictly development perspective the company works with several 
gates before the car is launched on the market. In the first gate the company decides which 
products that should be developed for the future, where planning might concern overall 
decisions such as if they should develop a SUV or a Sedan. In the next gate, decisions 
regarding what content the product should contain are addressed.  Simultaneously with gate 
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one and two the company performs the product definition and concept phases, in which it is 
essential to collect broad insight from customers and have a lot of customer encounters. 
 
 “In the early phases, the product definition phase and concept phase, we should 
 get as much information as possible and make the right decisions […] I would 
 put it like this, in the beginning, it's very important that we are as right as  possible. In 
 the later phases, we have less possibilities to change tools and make adjustments.” 
 (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Frenning describes that during these phases the company starts with conducting focus groups 
in different markets, which are characterized by more open-ended questions. From these 
sessions, the company will receive indications of which participants that are of interest. In 
other words, they choose participants with engagement and interesting stories to tell. Frenning 
explains: 
 
 “From the focus group we choose which participants we want to meet. Immediately 
 after the focus group they get an offer to let us into their homes during a whole morning 
 or afternoon.” (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Frenning declares that the information obtained from focus groups and home visits are 
evaluated in the concept development stage, and thereafter followed up by an internal 
selection of promising insight, from which the company ideates. Frenning explains further: 
 
 “The indications we get from the research will then be verified with quantitative data to 
 see if it fits with reality. "This came up several times, is it really so" then we look at the 
 data and discovers that "yes it is actually so." It is important to secure so it does not 
 just happen to be the odds of getting one customer in the United States and one 
 in China saying the exact same thing.” (Personal communication, M. Frenning, 
 26th of February, 2014). 
 
Later in the concept phase André declares that Volvo’s working procedure is more focused on 
different clinics, where customers are invited to participate in focus groups. At this point in 
the development, the focus is directed on testing the ideas and concepts. Thus, it is important 
to make sure that the product is heading in the right direction before making the biggest 
financial decisions. Frenning states that the company continues to work with more specific 
clinics such as directive clinics, where only design are treated. These clinics can include both 
pictures and mock-ups. André adds that these clinics can be framed differently depending on 
the information required. The level of formality will increase over time in the project and 
more specific questions will be asked directly to the customers involved in later phases.  
 
Frenning explains that after all research is conducted they present their findings for the board, 
which in turn will make a decision based on their recommendations. At this point, in the third 
gate, the whole business case is set, which includes: what to prioritize and what to neglect 
(that do not generate value and are associated with high costs). In this gate the company 
makes a final decision whether they will start developing the product or cancel it. 
Subsequently, all the research are handed over to the product developers within the company, 
whose task is to make the product or concept functioning in terms of feasibility and ensure 
that what is ordered at this point will be realized during the industrialization process. 
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4.10.2 During the product development process 
Frenning describes that the industrialization phase begins after gate three. Based on earlier 
research the company knows what they want; however, now it is time to find solutions to 
make sure it is possible from a technical perspective. André explains that during this technical 
context the customers are not invited. Now everything should be measured and the language 
should be converted from qualitative data to checkboxes, zeroes and ones in an engineering 
system. In addition to this, Frenning describes that the company sets the tools for the car body 
already in the end of the concept testing.  
 
 “I don’t think we do anything after we have ordered all the tools. The body of 
 the car has a very long lead-time, so it is ordered with all the details and pressings 
 earlier than any other tools. Thus, we automatically become restrained to make changes 
 since we’ve pretty much designed the whole car.” (Personal communication, M. 
 Frenning, 26th of February, 2014). 
 
André argues that at this point it is possible to imagine how the car will look like within the 
time frame of one year, and it is more about verifying the product or possibly make changes 
concerning issues such as which front that is most suitable or if the car should have a touch 
screen or not. Frenning states that during the industrialization process fine tunings such as 
adjustment of the steering wheel or the distance to the display, that does not generate big 
expenses are suitable. Regarding this, André states that customers are not always involved: 
 
 “In these later stages we reason much ourselves concerning minor tweaks.  However, I 
 do remember one time when we displayed a car in a late design stage and  people 
 thought it looked angry. Then we had to make a big re-design in order to prevent the 
 negative perception of the car.” (Personal communication, K. André, 26th of February, 
 2014). 
 

	  
Figure 2: Customer involvement phases during Volvo Cars product development. 
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5. ANALYSIS 
In this chapter a cross-case analysis will be conducted. In line with our deductive approach, 
our theoretical framework will be compared with our empirical findings from the case 
companies to find similarities and differences in how they manage customer involvement for 
product innovation. Consequently, we will visualize the analysis in a comparative table. 

 

5.1 From a manufacturing to a customer driven view 
Previous literature suggest that companies should change their view of being manufacturing 
driven (Ramaswamy, 2008) and instead shed light on the customers as a source of 
competence (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b; Ramaswamy, 2008), since these are the ones 
deciding whether the product will bring value or not (Ford et al., 2012). In the case of 
Electrolux, Bari explains that the company has made a major change from being 
manufacturing driven towards directing their focus towards the customers in the development 
of new products.  This change was a result of increased maturity of customers and changed 
expectations of the products. This statement goes in line with (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 
2000) which argue that companies should emphasize a higher degree of personalization in the 
products, based on the customer experiences. In the case of Volvo, Frenning explains that it 
has been a shift in the way the company sets guidelines regarding what to produce. From a 
historical perspective, Volvo observed and replicated the competitors, while the present 
approach involves the consumers to a much higher extent. Regarding this, André argues that 
in an innovation context it is important for the company to get an idea of what is valuable for 
the customers. Therefore, a more open-minded approach has been applied in the company.  
 
In order to utilize what is valuable for the customers, Backman et al. (2007) argue that the 
consumer-driven approach has to be implemented in the NPD-process, which will result in a 
better understanding and evaluation of the customers. Regarding this, Flint (2002) argues that 
companies will spend more time on a formal process for customer involvement compared to 
brainstorming sessions within the firm. However, in the case of Electrolux, Svanbom states 
that although it takes time to prepare consumer encounters, the purpose of doing it, is to 
provide guidance on how the company should carry on with its products. If the company 
excludes the customers’ guidelines, then they would have to spend time on discussing it 
internally instead, without knowing the right direction. In line with this argument, André in 
the case of Volvo, argues that it is important to include the customers during the NPD in order 
to get conformation that the company is heading in the right direction; otherwise it is a risk 
that the company becomes too locked in their own reasoning. Nevertheless, André stresses 
that it is important to quickly figure out what constitutes value for the customer, in order to 
prevent the company from getting stuck in the NPD-process. 
 
A large stream of literature demonstrates that companies shall engage between different 
departments using cross-functional teams with an equal participation in the project, since it 
will spur the creativity and innovativeness (Cooper, 1999; Sethi et al., 2001; Janssen and 
Dankbaar, 2008; Bunduchi, 2009). The cross-functional work approach is prominent in both 
the case of Electrolux and Volvo. In Electrolux, Svanbom states that the collaboration is used 
in both development and industrialization projects and involves the marketing-, R&D- and 
product development- department. Wahlund states that this triangulation approach enhances a 
faster product development, since the different departments get a deeper insight of each 
other’s areas in order to secure what the consumer wants. Furthermore the triangulation 
approach is also applied when conducting research, where Wahlund describes that although it 
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is the marketing department who conducts and assures the quality of the research, other 
departments are sometimes invited to participate in the sessions. In the case of Volvo, André 
describes that even though the company is technically driven, and thus prefers digits, it is vital 
to combine a marketing and technical perspective. Regarding this, Frenning states that this 
cross-functional work approach has resulted in a shared competence, meaning that all 
expertise is not necessarily required in a specific department. 
 
Flint (2002) states that when companies integrate formal processes, it will enhance the 
customer insight in the company and furthermore the internal relationships within the 
marketing department. It is clear that in both the case of Electrolux and Volvo, the companies 
have managed to integrate the formal processes in order to spread and enhance the insight of 
the customers. However in contrary to Flint (2002), this has not only knit the relationships 
within one single department but also improved the insight and relationships between several 
departments in the companies. In the case of Volvo, Frenning states that the ambition is to 
involve persons outside the core-team in projects to spread the information throughout the 
whole company. In the case of Electrolux, Svanbom emphasizes the importance of the 
relationship between the departments since it never would be a good solution to only consider 
what is possible or not possible from a technical perspective without considering what appeals 
to the consumer from a market perspective. Bari further explains that since different 
departments have different perspectives, it is highly important to spread consumer insight in 
order to understand the relevance of what is developed in relation to what consumers 
perceive. 
 

5.2 Methods for customer involvement 
According to Von Hippel (1994) it is a costly and problematic challenge to transfer 
information from the customer to the firm, since it is a natural information asymmetry 
between the two parties. In this context, Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) states that the 
company must consider the fundamental guidelines of how transparent the company should 
be and what type of access to company specific information the customers will have. In both 
the case of Electrolux and Volvo, the companies have made a conscious decision to have a 
very low degree of access provided to the customers, and thereby low company 
transparency.  In the case of Electrolux, Bari explains that the information the customers 
obtain from the company is basically what they can find on the company’s web page. A 
similar argument is presented by Iraeus, in the case of Volvo, where she explains that the 
company does not give away company specific information.  
 
Cooper (2008) argues that the company will ideate internally based on the insight provided by 
the customers or in other cases receive the idea or suggestion directly from the customer 
encounter. Regarding this, Matthing et al. (2004) describe that different proactive methods 
can be used in order to either learn with the customers or learn from the customers. In both 
the case of Electrolux and Volvo, the companies emphasize to learn from the customers in a 
proactive way. In the case of Volvo, Frenning states that the company is more interested in 
learning the customers’ actual needs, rather than obtaining a concrete idea provided by the 
customer. A similar finding is noted in the case of Electrolux, where Bari explains that the 
company has a clear focus on understanding and learning about the customer’s needs and 
wants in order to be perceived as relevant.  
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5.2.1 Voice of the consumer methods 
According to Cooper and Edgett (2008) one of the methods to learn from the customers 
constitutes of home visits, which they argue is an effective way to obtain needs, wants and 
problems that are connected to a new product. A team consisting of three people from the 
company normally conducts these sessions, whereupon a carefully crafted interview guide is 
used on the participant. Both companies commonly apply this method. In the case of 
Electrolux, Bari explains that an external moderator from an agency and one or two 
representatives from the company visit the consumer. Regarding this, Wahlund explains that 
the participants are more comfortable in their home environments, compared to the neutral 
facilities in which focus groups are conducted. In line with this, Kristensson et al. (2007) 
argue that the likelihood of obtaining unarticulated needs will increase when the customers 
are encountered in their home environment. A similar procedure is followed in the case of 
Volvo, for which Frenning states that there are two or three representatives from the company 
and an external moderator, who will lead the discussion with the participant, during the home 
visits. André states that one part of these visits is also to make observations of their house and 
let the participant show and reflect upon their car. During these sessions, Frenning states that 
the company obtains insight on how the participants use their cars and what they prioritize in 
life.  
 
A similarity between home visits and ethnographical research is that these methods dig deeper 
than the surface level information from the customer in order to reveal insight (Flint, 2002). 
This method is the most effective when it comes to grasping customer insight on unmet and 
unarticulated needs (Cooper & Edgett, 2008) and is directed towards getting empathy for the 
problems the participants encounter in their daily life (Van Kleef, 2005). In the case of 
Electrolux, Bari describes that the company can conduct ethnographic research to understand 
and pinpoint the challenges the participants’ experience. Wahlund declares that during an 
ethnographical research that is done through home visits, there are typically an external 
moderator, a translator and one representative from the company who observes, films or takes 
pictures of a specific process performed by the participant. It is important to observe the 
participant when performing a process of cooking or washing, since there is sometimes a 
difference between what the participants say and what they actually do.  
 
According to Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) focus groups are less proactive in nature 
compared to ethnographical research and home visits, but depending on how they are 
performed, the customers can be encountered in a proactive or reactive way. In line with this, 
focus groups can be more or less open-ended (Van Kleef, 2005) and are often conducted to 
identify needs, problems, and points of pain or to come up with suggestions of new ideas 
(Cooper & Edgett, 2008). In both the case of Electrolux and Volvo, the focus groups are 
conducted in neutral facilities with an external moderator and the interview guide can be more 
or less fixed depending on the subject of interest. In the case of Volvo, Frenning states that 
the company is careful not to lead the discussion, since it will limit the insight. In addition, 
focus groups can be useful to test concepts (Van Kleef, 2005) and realistic sketches, models 
and mock-ups will have a positive impact on the responses from the participants (Kauilo, 
1998). Regarding this, in the case of Electrolux, Wahlund states that the company use stimuli 
material such as images or prototypes to be able to let the participants touch and feel the 
products to get a more fruitful discussion. A similar finding is presented in the case of Volvo, 
where Frenning describes that the company uses both pictures and clay models of complete 
cars as stimuli material in order to capture their participants experiences and get an indication 
of which way to go.  
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In line with this, the dialogue with the participants will be improved by increasing access to 
information (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a) and in the best of scenarios the participant has 
an equal amount of information (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b). This is not the case in 
either Electrolux or Volvo, where safety precautions have been developed in order to prevent 
information leakages. In line with this, the participants are mostly unaware that these 
particular companies stand behind the research. Furthermore, In the case of Electrolux, Bari 
explains that the company works extensively with disclosure agreements, although they can 
never entirely protect themselves from information going out. A similar finding is presented 
in the case of Volvo, where Frenning states that the company works with disclosure 
agreements. In both the companies the level of secrecy is even higher when showing pictures 
or models.  
 
Nevertheless, in the case of Volvo, the company has historically experimented with some 
alternative working procedures. André describes that the project of the XC90, the company’s 
first generation family SUV, involved sequential involvement of Hollywood housewives 
during the whole development project. This project has also received literary attention where 
Roser et al. (2013) state that this was an example where value was co-created by the firm and 
the participants. In this context, the intensity of the sequential customer involvement varied 
from general customer input towards full representation and consultation in the project (Roser 
et al., 2013) and sticky information was transferred through socialization with the customers 
(Dahlsten, 2004). Regarding this, Frenning argues that the company has abandoned this way 
of working, since this approach were connected towards “imaginative customers”, meaning 
that the customer selection were based on assumptions and had a limited relation to the 
segments that actually bought the products. Furthermore, decisions were based on information 
from a limited group of participants, compared with today’s working procedure.  
 
An overall criticism of the VOC methods described above is that the information that is 
collected needs to be analysed, and are thereby a victim of subjective evaluations performed 
by the company (Van Kleef, 2005). In the case of Volvo, André describes that during 
qualitative research the individuals who conduct the research will have an individual impact 
on the results. Thus the representatives from the company must perform an individual 
analysis, followed by a comparative analysis, in which their findings have to agree with the 
common findings from other representatives.  In the case of Electrolux, Wahlund explains 
that all collected data is analysed in order to make the final report useful for the company. In 
addition to this, Bari explains that it is important for the company to understand how to 
handle input from the customers, and also to trust their gut feeling in order to proceed in the 
right direction. Another criticism is according to Cooper and Edgett (2008), that these 
methods are dependent on the individual skill to conduct the interview. In line with this, 
Svanbom describes that there is a risk when involving customers that the company will get 
input and answers depending on how they encounter the participants. In both the case of 
Electrolux and Volvo, the companies try to limit their effect on the participants, by limit the 
number of representatives during the sessions and furthermore using external moderators. In 
this context, Frenning states that the representatives from Volvo may be tempted to steer the 
discussion, and thereby spoil the insight.  
 

5.2.2 Open innovation methods 
According to Janssen and Dankbaar (2008), it is of great importance for companies that 
develop new products to emphasize the selection of which methods that are chosen, and 
furthermore compare the value of different methods before choosing the most appropriate 
ones. This is apparent in both the case of Electrolux and Volvo. In the case of Electrolux, Bari 
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explains that the company had several discussions of open innovation and crowd sourcing.  A 
similar finding is presented in the case of Volvo, where Iraeus explains that there have been 
some recent attempts to open up channels for innovations in an online set-up.  
 
Previous literature encourages the use of Internet to leverage the value creation with 
customers (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004b) and receive a richer, broader and faster input 
from the customers (Sawhney et al., 2005). In line with this, Chesbrough (2003) states that 
companies which harness outside ideas through open innovation will be more likely to 
succeed in their own business. In the case of Electrolux, Bari explains that they never 
exceeded open innovation methods openly; since there are several constraints when it comes 
to intellectual property rights and no clear solutions to ensure that customer owns the idea. 
Regarding this, Svanbom argues that the company will not even discuss an idea brought by an 
external part before they get insurance that it is protected. In addition, Bari adds that by 
increasing the online interaction, the company will face substantial challenges with 
information leakages. A similar argument can be found in the case of Volvo, where Iraeus 
states that there are too many risks involved with intellectual property rights and disputes over 
ownership of the ideas. These finding goes in line with Hatch and Schultz (2010) who argue 
that companies will face problems related to intellectual property and ownership of the ideas. 
In addition to this, Cooper and Edgett (2008) state that despite the literary hype of open 
innovation, and the fact that it has spread to many different industries (Chesbrough, 2003), 
there is still a limited number of companies that succeed in this challenge (Cooper and Edgett, 
2008). 
 
Witell et al. (2011) state that another classification of a proactive encounter between the 
customer and the firm is when the customer takes the initiative. In line with this, Sawhney et 
al. (2005) argue that the use of an external channel for submission of ideas will lead to richer 
ideas captured from a wide range of customers. In the case of Volvo, Iraeus explains that the 
company recently has used a channel for submission of ideas; however, it was shut down 
since it absorbed more resources than it generated and furthermore constituted a victim of 
complaints and other unrelated input from customers. This can be connected to the suggested 
limitations of open innovation, where the methods eventually might lead to information 
overload (Hoyer et al., 2010) and are associated with substantial internal costs when sorting 
all the suggestions (Cooper & Edgett, 2008). 
 
In both the cases of Electrolux and Volvo there are a restraint to obtain direct ideas from 
customers. In the case of Electrolux, Svanbom argues that they cannot trust customers to be 
able to tell them how to proceed in the development of new products. In line with this, Bari 
explains that they are aware of the fact that customers have troubles to express their 
unarticulated needs. Füller and Matzler (2007) present a similar argument, and state that firms 
that receive ideas from customers might even limit their innovativeness, since the customers 
have troubles to express their unarticulated needs. Christensen (1997) states that customers 
have problems to come up with really innovative ideas, since they only have prior experience 
as their frame of reference.  In the case of Volvo, André states that the customers tend to 
come up with ideas that have a bearing in a closer time perspective, rather than extremely 
radical ideas. Regarding this, Prahalad & Hamel (1994) argue that customers have a problem 
with foresight, since they are not likely to imagine something that does not yet exits.  
 
To solve this problem, Sawhney et al. (2005) argue that companies should benefit from user-
to-user interactions that will spur the generation of ideas and insight. This goes in line with 
Matthing et al. (2004), which explain that value can be obtained by learning with the 
customers. One of these methods is according to Jeppesen and Frederiksen (2006), the use of 
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communities in which customers can ideate, improve prototypes or rate their creations. In 
contrary to this, André in the case of Volvo, explains that the company deliberately avoid the 
use of communities, since there is an overwhelming risk that individual participants control 
and lead the discussions, whereby the insight or ideas are spoiled. Furthermore, Piller et al. 
(2009) state that communities can be used in order to capture user experience, rather than 
generating concepts or ideas. In line with this, Wahlund in the case of Electrolux, explains 
that the companies sometimes get involved in communities held by external agencies, in 
which the discussion often is related to specific processes in order to capture the customers’ 
experiences. In contrary to Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004b), who argue that companies 
should leverage on the use of Internet to create value with the customers, Bari explains that 
Electrolux sometimes conducts ethnographical research online in order to learn from the 
customers by capturing their behaviour in different steps of processes and getting an increased 
understanding of which challenges the participants experience. This type of research is 
typically done globally on several different markets, in which the participants write a diary 
and provide pictures and answers related to the processes of interest. 
 

5.3 Different types of customers 
Within the field of customer involvement, a large stream of literature suggest that companies 
should neglect the masses and direct the focus towards lead users (Von Hippel, 1986; Lüthje 
& Herstatt, 2004; Gruner & Homburg, 2000; Hoffman et al., 2010; Vernette & Hamdi-Kidar, 
2013) since these participants are familiar with conditions which lie in the future for other 
customers. Involving lead users is not prominent in any of the companies; in contrast, André 
in the case of Volvo, clearly stresses that the company has not prioritized pinpointing lead 
users. In both the case of Electrolux and Volvo the companies direct their focus towards the 
target customer and set various demographical parameters in order to fit a spotted opportunity 
in the market. In the case of Electrolux, Bari explains that these parameters consist of, among 
others, gender, age, life style and life stages such as empty nesters or family targets. 
Depending on the spotted opportunity, the parameters will set the target groups. For example 
if Electrolux has spotted an opportunity related to urbanisation, they set the parameters to 
involve people living in small apartments in big cities. Thus Wahlund adds that the company 
also applies a geographical segmentation, when selecting consumers, in order to find common 
themes between the groups and furthermore significant differences which are worth taking 
into consideration. 
 
In the case of Volvo, Frenning explains that after finding an opportunity on the market, the 
company selects participants in that specific segment. André states that when developing a 
completely new model, Volvo usually involves people who do not own a Volvo, but might 
have a need for such a car. Furthermore André states that Volvo normally tries to have an 
even distribution between genders, unless the car targets a specific segment. In that case the 
majority of the involved customers will belong to that specific target group. In similarity with 
Electrolux, Volvo applies a geographical segmentation, where they chose the market 
depending on the opportunity. Frenning exemplifies that when developing a SUV or a 
cabriolet the company directs its focus towards Los Angeles, while hatchbacks are more 
suitable for the London or the Shanghai market. Frenning adds that the company uses several 
markets in order to verify their findings. The demographical screening approach goes in line 
with the empirical findings presented by Janssen and Dankbaar (2008), which discovered that 
companies select consumers on demographical characteristics, and envision the target group 
when developing new products. Furthermore the empirical findings of Janssen and Dankbaar 
(2008) showed that the companies in some cases also select consumers directly opposite to 
the target group. This was prominent in neither Electrolux nor Volvo. However in both of the 
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cases, Svanbom and Frenning explain that the companies choose to not only involve their 
own customers, but also include customers who possess products from competing brands. 
 
Another stream of literature has directed criticism towards the lead-user theory, since the lead 
users do not possess the technical knowledge required for producing innovations 
(Christensen, 1997). However other authors within the field state that technical knowledge 
will not have any impact on the process, but rather limit the innovativeness (Gruner & 
Homburg, 2000; Kristensson et al., 2007; Kristensson & Magnusson, 2010). In the case of 
Volvo, Iraeus explains that since Volvo in most of the cases already possesses the knowledge 
within the company, they do not need to search for ideas from specialist. Besides, Frenning 
explains that the company is very meticulous in not including specialists, enthusiasts or 
participants that possess some kind of professional car knowledge, since it will result in 
products that only enthusiasts prefer. Instead, Frenning states that the company seeks to 
involve ordinary people in order to discover their needs. Involving ordinary users have been 
advocated in the previous literature (Gales & Mansour-Cole, 1991; Kristensson & 
Magnusson, 2010), where Kristensson and Magnusson (2010) state that these customers will 
pinpoint the direction of users’ needs and domains. 

Cooper and Edgett (2008) argue that one of the biggest challenges for companies is to find 
suitable participants for the customer involvement. Dahlsten (2004) suggests that companies 
should select the type of customer depending on the degree of innovation, where lead users 
are appropriate for radical innovations and typical users for incremental innovations. In line 
with Dahlsten (2004), Bari explains that the type of the involved customer will vary 
depending on the level of innovativeness. For incremental innovations it is easier to find 
suitable participants since a lot of consumers can link the innovation to their daily 
experiences. However involvement for radical innovations is not suitable for the mass, since it 
may be experienced as something disruptive and thus induce a push back. In those cases, Bari 
explains that they have to include early adopters that are more progressive and open minded 
in their nature. In the case of Volvo, André states an example of autonomous driving, where 
ordinary people normally find it more difficult to accept such an implementation. In those 
situations, André explains the company aims to involve participants that are interested in new 
products and who are open-minded to these kind of innovations, that are characterized by 
almost buying the products in its beta version. 
 
Involving early adopters is also advocated by Janssen and Dankbaar (2008), which state that 
companies should integrate early adopters in the process, since these type of participants are 
more integrated in real life settings compared to others, and thus successfully will decide on 
product enhancements. Furthermore, in the case of Volvo, André explains that in order to 
verify that the implementation from the early adopters is attracting the bigger mass or the 
target customers; the latter are involved in the later stages. In the case of Electrolux, Wahlund 
states that besides verifying with the target customers, the target group also can consist of 
participants that are open for radical innovations, which are ahead of trends, and will 
influence the broader target group. This approach goes in line with (Hoffman et al., 2010), 
which suggest that companies should integrate emergent nature customers that show unique 
capabilities of envisioning how concepts can be developed in order to be successful in the 
mainstream marketplace.   
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5.4 When to involve 

5.4.1 Before the product development process  
Regarding where the customer involvement should take place, a large number of scholars 
state that companies should integrate customers in the front-end stages of the NPD-process 
(Gruner & Homburg, 2000; Van Kleef, 2005; Backman et al., 2007; Gustafsson et al., 2012; 
Hoyer et al., 2010; Roser et al., 2013), including idea generation, which consists of 
generation, recognition and evaluation of opportunities (Janssen & Dankbaar, 2008). In both 
the case of Electrolux and Volvo, there is an on-going process to obtaining general and broad 
opportunities by using full-scale surveys directed towards customers in order to be able to 
spot and prioritize areas of interest. From this stage, the NPD-process starts with getting a 
better understanding of customer needs and build the companies’ knowledge in order to frame 
the insight. Regarding this, companies can reduce both risks and uncertainty with failed 
products (Hoyer et al., 2010) and make adjustments based on early interactions when the costs 
still are low (Backman et al., 2007). In the case of Electrolux, Svanbom emphasizes on the 
ability to minimizing the risks before getting too far into the development, when there still is 
an opportunity to dress the product with attractive and competitive innovations. Frenning, in 
the case of Volvo, presents a similar argument, where the company will benefit from 
collecting as much information as possible to make the right decisions in an early stage, 
where it is a possibility to make adjustments at low costs.   

In contrary to a large stream of literature advocating the use of online methods in the front-
end stages (Sawhney et al., 2005; Füller & Matzler, 2007; Toubia & Florès, 2007; Piller et al., 
2009) neither of the case companies have directed their primary focus towards the use of 
online methods in the front-end stages, although some essences are distinguishable in the case 
of Electrolux, where Bari and Wahlund explain that the company occasionally uses online 
ethnographical research and communities to capture experiences from customers. However, in 
contrary to the findings of Janssen and Dankbaar (2008) who state that companies rarely use 
customers as the starting point for the development of new products, in both the case of 
Electrolux and Volvo, methods directed to understanding the customers’ unarticulated needs 
are used in the very early stages. In the case of Electrolux, Bari states that ethnographical 
research or home visits are used, especially if there is a higher innovativeness related to the 
product. Regarding this, Van Kleef (2005) emphasises that ethnographical research is more 
suitable for radical innovations, compared to focus groups that have a higher appropriateness 
for incremental innovations. Although, Cooper and Edgett (2008) clarify that ethnographical 
research, home visits and focus groups are all effective methods to support the companies 
ideation process. There are both similarities and differences in the working procedure that can 
be found in the case of Volvo, where Frenning explains that the company starts their NPD-
process by conducting open-ended focus groups in different markets. These focus groups are 
then used for screening purposes in order to make the selection of interesting participants for 
home visits. André adds that if there is a high level of innovativeness connected to the 
product, the searching process in the early stages will be extended in order to capture 
usefulness, value and how it fits in a specific context. A similar argument can be found in the 
case of Electrolux, where Bari explains that for a product connected with high level of 
innovativeness, all stages for customer involvement are followed during the NPD-process. 
 
During the front-end, the idea generation stage is usually followed by a concept development 
stage, which includes selection of product concepts and an increased presence of developed 
prototypes (Gruner & Homburg; Janssen & Dankbaar, 2008). This process is apparent in both 
the case of Electrolux and Volvo, where Bari and Frenning describe that after selecting the 
stronger insight from the conducted research and going through a process of internally 
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crafting ideas, the companies test the ideas with the customers throughout an iterative process 
of several focus groups. This is done in order to select and rework promising ideas based on 
the customer input. Regarding this, Wahlund, In the case of Electrolux, explains that the focus 
groups held in this stage are more open in their nature, since the company do not want to steer 
the participants and limit their ability to express needs and problems. This can be connected to 
a need driven approach, in which the focus remains on the participants’ inner ability to reveal 
their needs or problems (Van Kleef, 2005). During this stage in the NPD-process, Füller et al. 
(2007) argue that companies can benefit from including customers in order to rate concepts 
and reduce the number of ideas for the company to handle. This is not the case in either of the 
companies. However, a similar working procedure can be found in both cases for extremely 
radical innovations where customers who are early adopters and have a more open mind for 
innovations are involved to decide concepts’ suitability for a future market.  
 
The company can also unlock customers future needs by a product driven approach, where 
different types of stimulation are used to make the participants recognize their needs or 
problems (Van Kleef, 2005). This is evident during the later stages of the concept 
development in the case of Volvo, where Frenning explains that both pictures and mock-ups 
are used to test the concepts before making the biggest financial decisions. André adds that 
this can be framed in different ways, depending on the required information. In the case of 
Electrolux, there is a similar working procedure; however, in contrary to the case of Volvo the 
company primarily use mock-ups in the ideation phase during the actual product development 
process. Furthermore, Brettel et al. (2011) emphasize that depending on the stage of the NPD-
process and the level of innovativeness, different departments will be integrated.  A particular 
concern could be that the ideas based on the customers’ input will be infeasible in terms of 
development and production (Magnusson et al., 2003; Kristensson et al., 2007). This is 
apparent in the case of Electrolux, where Bari states that depending on how advanced the 
product is, sometimes it has to be verified by the advanced development department before 
going into product development, in order to check the feasibility. In addition, Wahlund adds 
that the customer journey understanding department will represent the customers throughout 
the rest of the development project. A slightly different working procedure can be found in 
the case of Volvo, where Frenning states that after the business case is set, the information 
acquired from all the research are handed over to the product developers within the company. 
Their task is to make the product or concept functioning in terms of feasibility and ensure that 
what is ordered at this point will be realized during the industrialization process. 

5.4.2 During the product development process 
According to Wecht (2006), the following steps of the NPD-process often consists of 
customization of established modules or features, and will therefore naturally reduce the level 
of customer involvement over time. This development is prominent in both the case of 
Electrolux and Volvo. In the case of Electrolux, Wahlund declares that the focus groups are 
more directed in this stage, since the company is now aiming for more specific feedback on 
certain parts, in order to continue the product development. A similar argument is presented in 
the case of Volvo, where André states that during this stage the formality will increase over 
time in the project and more specific questions will be asked directly to the customers 
involved in later stages. This goes in line with the reactive approach that is suitable to obtain 
customers’ articulated needs, rather than the proactive approach used to capture unarticulated 
needs (Narver et al., 2004). Regarding this, in both the case of Electrolux and Volvo, it is 
clear that the NPD-process begins proactively and is stepwise turning towards more reactive 
methods to involve customers. In this context, Roser et al. (2013) argue that companies can 
benefit from involving the same customers several times during the NPD-stages. However, 
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this is not the case in Electrolux, where Bari explains that the purpose is to learn how they 
should execute the concepts. In order manage that, Electrolux needs to involve new customers 
who are not already familiar with the concepts. Thus Wahlund argues that the customers have 
to be impartial and clean slates. In similarity with Electrolux, Frenning declares that apart 
from the initial screening process with focus groups, Volvo is careful to not include the same 
customer several times, since they are searching for patterns between different customers. 

According to Piller et al. (2009), companies will benefit from using methods in the back-end 
stages that are characterized by leveraging creativity and giving the participants a chance to 
co-create value in more open tasks. Either by using innovation toolboxes or communities 
directed towards problem solving or concept development (Sawhney et al., 2005; Piller et al., 
2009). In contrary to this, this kind of customer involvement with open tasks is not 
appropriate in either the case of Electrolux or Volvo. In the case of Electrolux, Bari explains 
that after the company has performed the last customer validation phase, the product and 
project is frozen. This due to that all the tools to execute the product have been released, thus 
modifications in this late stage would be costly. A similar argument can be found in the case 
of Volvo, where Frenning explains that tools for making the body of the car are ordered 
already in the end of concepts testing, due to the long lead time. At this stage the company 
will become restrained to make adjustments connected with big financial expenditures. These 
findings will also contradict Gales and Mansour-Cole (1991) who found that customer 
involvement should continue and even increase throughout the whole NPD-process. 

In both case of Electrolux and Volvo, the companies use wide-range surveys in order to 
secure their insight to a broader group of customers. This goes in line with Narver et al. 
(2004), who argue that more traditional methods such as surveys and focus groups should be 
used in order to compliment more proactive approaches. In the case of Electrolux, Bari 
explains that the company even has a final preference test with focus groups, where 70 per 
cent of the participants must prefer the new product to similar products from competitors. 
 
 
Main Themes & 

Sub-Themes 
 Electrolux   Volvo Cars  

How     
Triangulation  Applied - Collaboration is used in 

both development and 
industrialization projects and 
involves the marketing-, R&D- and 
product development.  

 Applied - Cross-functional work 
approach has resulted in a shared 
competence. Important to combine a 
marketing- and technical 
perspective. 

VOC-Methods 
 
 
Home visits 
 
 
 
 
 
Focus groups 
 
 
 
 
 

 Applied – Ethnographical research, 
home visits, focus groups. 
 
An external moderator from an 
agency and one or two 
representatives from the company 
visit the consumer 
 
 
Applied - Conducted in neutral 
facilities with an external moderator 
and the interview guide can be 
more or less fixed depending on the 
subject of interest. 
 

 Applied – Home visits, focus 
groups. 
 
Two or three representatives from 
the company and an external 
moderator, who will lead the 
discussion with the participant, 
during the home visits. 
 
Applied - Conducted in neutral 
facilities with an external moderator 
and the interview guide can be more 
or less fixed depending on the 
subject of interest. 
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Ethnographical research Applied – An external moderator, a 
translator and one representative 
from the company who observes, 
films and take pictures of a specific 
process performed by the 
participant. 

Not applied – However, one part of 
the home visits is to make 
observations of their house and let 
the participant show and reflect 
upon their car 
 

Open innovation Methods  Not applied - Never exceeded open 
innovation methods openly - 
constraints when it comes to 
intellectual property rights and no 
clear solutions that ensure that 
customer own the ideas. 

 Not applied - Overwhelming risks 
involved with intellectual property 
rights and disputes over ownership 
of the ideas. Cancelled channel for 
submission of ideas - absorbed more 
resources than it generated. 

Learn from customers  Applied - Focus on understanding 
and learning about the customers’ 
needs and wants in order to be 
perceived as relevant 

 Applied - Interested in learning the 
customers’ actual needs 

Obtain direct ideas from customers  Not applied - Cannot trust 
customers to be able to tell them 
how to proceed in the development 
of new products 

 Not applied – Customers tend to 
come up with ideas that have a 
bearing in a closer time perspective, 
rather than extremely radical ideas 

Who     
Involve target customers based on 
demographical parameters 

 Applied - Focus towards the target 
customer and set various 
demographical and geographical 
parameters in order to fit a spotted 
opportunity in the market 

 Applied - Focus towards the target 
customer and set various 
demographical and geographical 
parameters in order to fit a spotted 
opportunity in the market 

Involve specialists to come up with 
solutions or ideas. 

 Not applied – Ideates internally.   Not applied – Already possess the 
knowledge In-house – no need to 
involve specialists.  

Involve customers with abilities to 
decide concepts’ suitability for a 
future market place. 

 Applied for radical innovations -
Involves early adopters that are 
more progressive and open minded 
in their nature. Also involves 
emergent nature customers ahead of 
trends that will influence the 
broader target group. 

 Applied for radical innovations – 
Involves early adopters who are 
open-minded for radical product 
innovations. 
 

When     
Customer involvement for idea 
generation and concept 
development 

 Applied - Ethnographical research 
or home visits are used, especially 
if there is a higher innovativeness 
related to the product. 

 Applied - Open-ended focus groups 
are used to find interesting 
participants for home visits. If there 
is a high level of innovativeness 
connected to the product, the 
searching process in the early stages 
will be extended. 

Customer involvement for concept 
testing 

 Applied – Focus groups held in this 
stage is more open.  

 Applied - Both pictures and mock-
ups are used to test the concepts 
before making the biggest financial 
decisions 

Customer involvement during 
product development 

 Applied - Focus groups are more 
directed in this stage, since the 
company now is aiming for specific 
feedback on certain parts, in order 
to continue the product 
development 

 Applied - The formality will 
increase over time in the project and 
more specific questions will be 
asked directly to the customers 
involved in later stages 

Sequential involvement  Not applied – Customers need to be 
unfamiliar with the concepts, 
impartial and clean slates 

 Partly applied – Apart from the 
initial screening process no 
sequential involvement 

Table 4: Cross-case comparison.  



	   54 

6. CONCLUSION 
In order to answer our research question, we will in this chapter present the conclusions 
based on the analysis. We will have a discussion on the topic, and conclude by pointing out 
the most important implications, and give suggestions for further research. 

The overall purpose is to describe how manufacturing companies involve customers in order 
to develop new innovations that meet customers’ needs, and furthermore illustrate how the 
customer involvement process can be managed. By investigating companies in similar 
industries where the degree of technology and pace of innovation is high, we clarify how, 
when and with who companies can engage activities for customer involvement. Originating 
from the purpose, following research question has been established: 

How can manufacturing companies manage customer involvement for product innovation? 

6.1 Conclusions 
In contrary to the overwhelming literary hype of open innovation where companies are 
suggested to actively co-create value together with the customers, our findings indicate that 
this is not the case in either Electrolux or Volvo. Our results demonstrate that companies in 
high technology industries learn proactively from passive customers in the early stages of the 
NPD-process to acquire unarticulated needs in order to create customer value. These are 
conscious decisions to avoid opening up the companies to the customers in terms of 
transparency and access. This subsequently accompanies the further process for how, when 
and who to involve, as the process goes from proactive towards stepwise more traditional 
reactive methods of customer involvement for product innovation.  

In line with Jansen and Dankbaar (2008) we emphasise that companies should see the value 
of choosing the right methods for involving the customers in the NPD-process for innovation. 
In both the case of Electrolux and Volvo, we can see clear evidence of a balancing act to find 
the most appropriate methods for customer involvement. Our findings suggest that elaboration 
with different methods should be viewed in the light of customer access to company specific 
information, and thereby the companies’ transparency. Thus, literary advocated methods 
concerning active customers in the NPD-process who co-create value together with the 
company is not suitable in these high-technological companies, due to problems with 
intellectual property rights and problems related to information leakages. Instead, both 
companies demonstrate similar proactive methods, in which the companies learn from passive 
customers in the early stages of the NPD-process to acquire unarticulated needs and create 
customer value. Both companies frequently use home visits and make observations of the 
participants; however, in Electrolux this is also done through ethnographical research where 
there is an interest of the actual processes. A possible explanation for these differences could 
be related to the specific products, where the dish or laundry processes are more limited in 
time and therefore easier to observe, compared to observing a process of how participants use 
their cars. 

These decisions of specific methods to involve and learn form customers may also influence 
the companies’ choices of who to involve in the NPD-process for innovation. Our findings 
indicate that non of the companies obtain direct ideas from customers, due to problems with 
ownership issues and customers’ alleged inability to express radical ideas. Instead of letting 
the customers express how the companies should proceed in their development of new 
products, the customer insight are used as a foundation from which the companies ideate by 
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using in-house expertise. On the other hand one could image that an increased access to 
company specific information could solve these shortcomings of customers. Furthermore, 
neither Electrolux nor Volvo demonstrate a selection of participants based on the customers’ 
individual skills of providing concepts or ideas, and thereby contradict the literature that 
advocates the use of lead users. Regarding which customers to involve in the process, our 
findings indicate that both Electrolux and Volvo have directed their main focus towards the 
target customers. Thus this impacts the companies’ screening processes of the customers, 
which are based on geographical and demographical parameters rather than certain individual 
attributes. The use of a demographical screening process in an innovation context corresponds 
to the surprising results of Janssen and Dankbaar (2008). However in those specific situations 
where the companies decide to involve customers with certain attributes, it is related to the 
development of radical innovations. In those situations, both Electrolux and Volvo advocate 
early adopters due to their characteristics of being open-minded. A possible explanation for 
this working procedure can be that once the companies have come up with radical ideas or 
concepts, customers are involved in order to test and validate the attractiveness for the future 
marketplace, rather than providing a concrete directions for product enhancements.  

Our findings indicate that the same customers are not involved repeatedly in the NPD-process 
for product innovation. A possible explanation for this could be that the recurrent participant 
will receive more access to company specific information, compared to disposable 
involvement of participants. An exception of this can be noted in Volvo, where open-ended 
focus groups are conducted as an additional screening process to find suitable candidates for 
home visits. However, it is evident in both companies that the risks associated with 
information going out is practically non-existent in the early stages of the NPD-process, 
where focus is to learn form the participant. Furthermore, by involving an increased number 
of participants who are clean slates, the companies will get additional insight. In line with 
Narver et al. (2004) our findings indicate that the companies use more traditional reactive 
methods for customer involvement in the later development stages, such as focus groups or 
wide-range surveys, to compliment the proactive methods. A possible explanation for this 
could be that there is a need to validate the ideas or concepts in terms of attractiveness and 
preferences to a broader customer group. In both companies, a stepwise development towards 
more reactive customer encounters is apparent, in which the open-ended questions are 
replaced by the need for directed feedback on a concept or product. Therefore, literary 
advocated methods promoting creative open tasks for the participants in the later product 
development stages are not suitable. A possible explanation for this could be that since the 
companies are restrained to make expensive adjustments in the later NPD-stages, due to the 
long lead times of tools related to the production, they do not strive for ideas or solutions that 
will change the direction of what is being developed.  
 
In order to clarify our findings, we will illustrate the above discussion in the figure below. 
The filled bars illustrate methods used in the companies and the dashed bar illustrates literary 
advocated methods which are not applied in any of the case companies. 
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Figure 3: Own created model concerning methods of customer involvement during the NPD-phases. 

6.2 Theoretical and Managerial implications 
The cases discussed in this dissertation presents similar processes and managerial 
considerations when it comes to involve customers for product innovation, which also 
detracts much of the recent literature provided in the field of customer involvement. By 
studying similar high-technology industries where the pace of new product innovation is 
high, we have made a significant contribution to the unstructured body of literature of 
customer involvement. Although our findings have limitations related to generalization to 
other industries and companies, we argue that other companies are likely to experience 
similar managerial decisions and problems regarding certain methods of customer 
involvement. Nevertheless, our primary target has been to describe how companies that 
are outliers manage customer involvement for product innovation, rather than finding a 
universal truth of how this processes are conducted. This has also lead to our practical 
contributions, where other companies can learn from these working procedures. Overall, 
we found more similarities than differences between the two cases compared. 
 

• For the literary field of customer involvement our study shows that companies have 
considered and rejected different setups of co-creating value with the customers. This 
implies that recently advocated co-creation literature has poor connection to the 
actions of practitioners.  

• For business managers this study indicates the importance of choosing the most 
appropriate methods when involving customers in the NPD-process. Conscious 
decisions by managers regarding company transparency and customers’ access to 
information will subsequently accompany the whole customer involvement process.  

• This study implies that business managers can decrease the risk of spending time and 
money on a product that may not fit in the future market, by complementing their 
traditional customer involvement methods with more proactive customer encounters. 
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This will lead to a better understanding of what customers really value by formalizing 
these encounters into all their NPD-processes.  

• For business managers our study shows that it is beneficial to obtain the insight of 
actual customers, and furthermore complement with more open-minded customers and 
an increased formalization of the NPD-process for really innovative concepts or 
products. This implies that managers must be aware of the innovativeness connected 
to the concept or product, and act in line with it, in order to facilitate a better product 
fit in the future marketplace.  

• For the literary field of customer involvement as well as for practitioners, our study 
demonstrates that industries characterized by lengthy lead times and frozen 
manufacturing tools, have difficulties to implement late ideas that change the 
directions of what is being produced. This implies that business managers must make 
careful considerations of adaptability of active consumer involvement in relation to 
the specific industry they operate in. 

 

6.3 Future research 
• In today’s dynamic business environment companies try to succeed in the balancing 

act of how customers should be integrated in the NPD-process. In our study we can 
see evidence of a fundamental transformation of how these processes are conducted by 
just looking back ten years in time. However, our study did not support the literary 
hype of giving the customers more access to actively be involved in the process, due 
to several clear limitations and complications. Nevertheless, since business is evolving 
we encourage a longitudinal study with the same companies in the future.  

• Based on our limited selection of two companies, we encourage other researchers to 
study additional companies in similar industries to either support or reject our 
findings. In that situation, we argue that successful companies outside the Swedish 
boarders would be suitable case selections in order to include an element of 
differences between nations. 

• The study included two companies, both considered as some of the most successful in 
their respective industries, thus an interesting essence should be to study companies in 
the opposite side of the spectrum, which fail in the quest of producing products that 
meet customers’ needs. This in order to map their customer involvement procedures.  

• Finally, our study was directed towards the manufacturing industry. Therefore we 
encourage other researchers to investigate similar industries in low technology 
contexts, or service industries where lead times for tools and development processes 
are shorter.   
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APPENDIX  
APPENDIX I – INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Background:  
 
- Name, position and main responsibilities? 
 
Customer involvement for product innovation:  
 
- What is the purpose of involving customers when developing new products?  
 
- What access do customers have to company-specific information in the development of new 
products?  
 
- Which risks and benefits are associated with the customer involvement in the development 
of new products? 
 
Methods for customer involvement for product innovation:  
 
- Which physical/electronic methods are used in the interaction with the customers? 
 
- How are these methods for customer involvement conducted?  
 
- To which extent are the customers controlled in their dialogue with each other and with the 
company?  
 
- How is the customer information evaluated from each method?  
 
- How do you integrate customer information into the company's internal processes, when 
developing new products? 
 
Involvement of different customer groups for product innovation:  
 
- Which type of customers are involved in the development of new products?  
 
- Explain the selection of these customers, specific qualifications?  
 
- In what way does the level of products innovativeness affect the selection of customers? 
 
Customer involvement in different phases for product innovation:  
 
- How involved are customers throughout the different stages of new product development?  
 
- Are the same customers involved repeatedly throughout the different stages of new product 
development?  
 
- Are specific customer groups involved for different purposes / phases in the development of 
new products? 
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