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ABSTRACT  

This study explores how high technology companies interact with their Lead User throughout 

the innovation process. Thereby, the study focuses on the interaction, after a company 

approached their Lead User. 

By using existing literature on the Lead User, the process of innovating as well as the 

interaction with users in product development, an analytical model was developed. This 

model served as the bases for the interview guide as well as to present and analyse the 

empirical data. Due to the fact that this study looks at the Lead User interaction from a 

different perspective, where little knowledge exists, a qualitative strategy was pursued. In this 

connection, three companies within the high technology context were studied and a cross-case 

analysis conducted. 

Based on our findings, seven conclusions could be drawn. Our conclusions are that: (1) high 

technology companies mainly interact with the Lead User through ordinary methods; (2) the 

content of interaction differs in each phase; (3) the outcome of interaction in each phase is 

mainly the same throughout the companies; (4) there is always one function responsible for 

the Lead User, which is the same throughout the innovation process; (5) the main incentive 

for the Lead User to cooperate is intrinsic motivation; (6) the studied companies do not 

interact with the Lead User when launching the product; and (7) the outcome of the Lead User 

interaction is seen as being products of a more incremental than radical character. 

After presenting the conclusions, the implications were displayed. Thereby, the main 

implications are that companies are recommended to interact with their Lead User throughout 

the innovation process, in order to align their products to the Lead User’s needs and therefore 

to reduce the risk and uncertainty of failing on the market. In this connection, it also important 

for companies to get into face-to-face discussions, to get feedback and understand the needs 

of the Lead User. Furthermore, companies need to consider that the Lead User is intrinsic 

motivated, which means by allowing the Lead User to be part of the innovation process and 

having an influence on the development, companies do not need to provide further financial 

rewards. Additionally, the Lead User cannot merely be found outside the boundaries of the 

firm but also within the company. 

 

Key words: Lead User, Lead User interaction, innovation process, aspects of interaction, high 

technology 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter leads to the topic of the thesis, comprises the problem discussion as well as the 

research purpose and gives a short outlook of what the subsequent chapters will cover. 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

Since the late twentieth century, the business environmental changes have increased in 

number and frequency (Stark, 2011). Companies find themselves in an uncertain and complex 

environment (Stark, 2011). This is also supported by Rothwell (1994) and Tidd and Bessant 

(2009), who emphasise that product life cycles are getting shorter and speed to market is 

becoming increasingly important. Furthermore, Tzokas, Kim, Akbar, and Al-Dajani (in press) 

pinpoint that companies in a high technology context have a larger challenge in meeting the 

faster and constantly changing demands on the market. The rapid changes and short 

technology life cycles in high technology industries increases the risks for technology being 

obsolete by the time it is introduced to the market (von Hippel, 1986). Therefore, Tao, 

Probert, and Phaal (2010) point out that business success and growth is mainly dependent on a 

company’s ability to innovate.  

The traditional way of creating innovations merely through the internal Research and 

Development (R&D) department, within the boundaries of a firm, is not sufficient anymore 

(Chesbrough, 2003). This means that companies face the need to open their boundaries in 

order to embrace new ideas and input from the outside (Chesbrough, 2003). Consequently, by 

embracing those new ideas and input, companies can increase the speed, improve the quality 

as well as the cost of innovations (Rigby & Zook, 2002). According to Chesbrough (2012), 

significant sources for this external knowledge are suppliers and partners but also customers. 

Hereby, von Hippel (1986) places a particular emphasis on the customer. Von Hippel (1986) 

distinguishes between two kinds: typical user and Lead User
1
. The Lead User has according 

to von Hippel (1986) special characteristics, which make them to a significant source of novel 

information for a firm. These characteristics are, that the Lead User are ahead of a trend, 

because they have a need before the market will face that need, and they will significantly 

benefit from a solution to that need (von Hippel, 1986). Furthermore, von Hippel (1986) 

argues that the Lead User frequently pursue to satisfy their need by developing own solutions 

Additionally, von Hippel (2005) points out that the intensity of Lead User characteristics may 

differ amongst the Lead User. Thereby, Von Hippel (2005) distinguishes between Lead User 

with lower Lead User characteristics, who are called innovative users or advanced users, and 

Lead User with high Lead User characteristics. In this context, Franke, von Hippel, and 

Schreier (2006) conducted a study and determined that the higher the Lead User 

                                                             

1 Throughout our thesis, the term Lead User can be singular or plural, meaning it could be one individual 
or a group of people. Hereby, we will always use the term Lead User and not Lead Users. 
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characteristics of a user are the higher the commercial attractiveness of the developed 

innovation will be. Therefore, it is important for a company in a high technology industry to 

involve users with high Lead User characteristics, because they have the ability to understand 

complex products and contribute to a solution that fits both the customer and technology life 

cycle (von Hippel, 1986). Hence, a company will always seek to identify the users with the 

highest Lead User characteristics, whereas it cannot be taken for granted that the identified 

Lead User are in fact the ones with the highest characteristics. 

Nevertheless, a company, which is able to identify their Lead User in the respective industry, 

independent of the intensity of the Lead User characteristics, can profit from design data, 

novel product concepts as well as of a high commercial attractiveness of the developed 

product (von Hippel, 1986; Franke et al., 2006). This is also underlined by a cross-sectional 

study at 3M by Lilien, Morrision, Searls, Sonnack, and von Hippel (2002), which examined 

that ideas, generated by Lead User, did show a higher degree of novelty as well as an eight 

times higher forecasted sales for year five than simultaneously conducted non-Lead User 

projects. 

A way of finding Lead User is the proven Lead User Method consisting of four main 

activities: (1) initiate project; (2) identify trends and needs; (3) identify Lead User; and (4) 

generate product concept. (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). This method can be seen as a general 

process or guideline for companies, which want to approach Lead User (Lüthje & Herstatt, 

2004). 

However, after successfully conducting the Lead User Method, it is crucial that companies 

incorporate the Lead User into the internal innovation process, so that the generated ideas can 

be translated into a product or service and at the end become an innovation (Tidd & Bessant, 

2009). The process of turning an idea into a commercial success is known as the innovation 

process (Cooper, 2001; Olson & Bakke, 2001; Cooper, 2008; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). Two 

methods have become more common: the innovation process by Tidd and Bessant (2009) and 

the Stage-Gate Model by Cooper (2001). The two models are both based on the theory that 

there are certain activities companies must undergo, when innovating: idea generation; 

concept generation, creating business case, develop product; testing product; and launch 

product (Cooper, 2001; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). Furthermore, when looking at the processes, it 

can be seen that the activities performed are similar in both models, however divided into 

different steps (Cooper, 2001; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). Both the innovation process by Tidd 

and Bessant (2009) as well as the Stage-Gate Model by Cooper (2001) are visualised as linear 

models, showing how, once the previous activity is finished, the next activity follows. 

However, Tidd and Bessant (2009) as well as Cooper (2001) emphasise that the process is not 

linear but iterative and parallel. Moreover, Olson and Bakke (2001) claim that an effective 

product development process is a competitive advantage and that a close relationship to the 

customer during the development can have a positive effect on the success rate of the new 

products. Even though the product development is only one of many phases that companies 

pass through in the innovation process (Twiss, 1992; Cooper, 2008; Tidd & Bessant, 2009), 

this statement supports the need for customer and user involvement.  
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1.2 PROBLEM AREA  

Tidd and Bessant (2009) state that “… innovation is complex, uncertain and almost (but not 

quite) impossible to manage” (p. 609). This is also supported by Bessant, Lamming, Noke, 

and Phillips (2005), who state that innovations are always linked to uncertainty, risks, and the 

adoption and diffusion of those innovations in the market can never be taken for granted. 

However, Nonaka (1991) emphasises that companies which are able to steadily create new 

knowledge, will be able to foster and manage to develop new products, and therefore maintain 

a competitive advantage. Tidd and Bessant (2009) add to the reasoning of Nonaka (1991) that 

companies, which know the demands and the needs of the customers, will be able to foster a 

constant development of new products. In addition, Tidd and Bessant (2009) point out that by 

knowing the demands of the customers and aligning the products to those needs, the 

uncertainty and risks when launching new products can be reduced. 

One of the significant sources for companies to create new knowledge is the user, especially 

the Lead User (von Hippel, 1986; Bessant et al., 2005; Tidd & Bessant, 2009; Gassmann, 

Kausch, & Enkel, 2010). Due to the Lead User’s characteristics of being ahead of the market, 

having needs that the mass market will face in a later state, and benefiting from a solution to 

that need, makes the Lead User to a significant knowledge source (von Hippel, 1986; 

Schreier, Oberhauser, & Prügl, 2007). Therefore, companies which are in touch with their 

Lead User can align their products with the customers’ needs, and thus reduce the risk and 

uncertainty that the products will not be adopted and diffused by their customers (Schilling, 

2010). 

However, even though the importance of the Lead User is obvious, famous innovators such as 

Steve Jobs and Henry Ford question the contribution of the customer. Steve Jobs for example 

states that “a lot of times, people don’t know what they want until you show it to them” 

(Ciotti, 2013) and a famous quote of Henry Ford is: “If I had asked people what they wanted, 

they would have said faster horses” (Ciotti, 2013). These quotes are arguing against the 

interaction with users by itself and the importance to listen to the voice of the customer is 

questioned. However, Kleef, Trijp, and Luning (2004) state that, even though customers are 

often not aware of what they want, it is significantly important to understand and recognise 

their needs and how the customers utilise the products in order to ensure that the innovation 

will be adopted and diffused. In contrast to Steve Jobs and Henry Ford, this statement 

supports listening to the voice of the customer. Further, due to the Lead User’s special 

characteristics, listening to this special kind of user can help companies to innovate faster and 

more effective. Therefore, it can be concluded that for companies it is still important to listen 

to the customer especially the Lead User, which strengthens the need for this thesis.  

However, the Lead User’s role for companies is important. The literature provides companies 

with the Lead User Method, a guideline, how to identify and approach their Lead User 

(Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). However, when reading upon the literature about Lead User and 

the Lead User Method, it is taken for granted that, once a company was capable of finding 

their Lead User, the company will be able to utilise the Lead User’s knowledge and hence 
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create innovations. Thus, the question arises how companies interact with those Lead User 

once they have identified them. 

Several authors have already discussed the issue of how companies interact with the Lead 

User. Nevertheless, these authors focus on the interaction with the Lead User within a specific 

phase of the innovation process. For example, Kaulio (1998) displays the Lead User Method 

as one method of the design process in order to utilise the Lead User’s knowledge. However, 

Kaulio (1998) does not describe how the interaction takes place throughout the whole 

innovation process. Other authors such as Kleef et al. (2004) focus on the interaction during 

the early phase of the innovation process, where the Lead User is one method amongst others. 

This is further supported by Bosch-Sijtsema and Bosch (2014) as well as Schaarschmidt and 

Kilian (2014) who emphasise that the existing literature related to the interaction is mainly 

focused on the early phase of the innovation process. Furthermore, Laage-Hellman, Lind, and 

Perna (2014) point out that the interaction with Lead User throughout the innovation process 

is a field which needs to be further investigated. 

This opens a window of opportunity to look at the interaction with Lead User from a different 

perspective than the existing literature, by studying the interaction throughout the innovation 

process.  

1.3 RESEARCH PURPOSE 

The purpose of this thesis is to explore, how companies in the high technology industry 

interact with their Lead User throughout the innovation process. This means, we want to 

explore, how companies interact with their Lead User throughout the innovation process, after 

they have approached the Lead User. Hence it is assumed that the studied companies have 

already approached their Lead User. 

We are focusing on the high technology context, because existing literature points out that the 

Lead User’s role within this specific context is significantly important, due to (1) the 

complexity of the products and (2) that ordinary users can barely help companies in the 

innovation process. 

1.4 OUTLINE OF THE THESIS 

The following part gives the reader an outline of the thesis and facilitates to see the structure 

and the golden thread: 

After introducing the subject as well as the problem area and the purpose of this thesis, the 

Frame of References will be presented. The Frame of References comprises the theory about 

Lead User, the Lead User Method, and the different innovation processes, presented by Tidd 

and Bessant (2009) and Cooper (2001), as well as the aspects of Lead User interaction. Based 

on the Frame of References, an analytical model will be developed. This analytical model will 

serve as the foundation for the interview guide as well as to structure and analyse the 

empirical data. The third chapter Methodology describes, how the study was conducted and 
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consists of the Research Process, Strategy, Method, Case Selection, Data Collection, 

Categorising and Analysing Data, as well as the Methodology Reflection and Research 

Ethics. In the fourth chapter, Empirical Data, the empirical findings will be shown in detail. In 

the fifth chapter, Analysis, the analytical model will applied on the empirical findings and 

therefore it is ensured, that the empirical data collection is linked to the theory. The 

subsequent and last chapter of this thesis, Conclusions and Discussion, displays the 

conclusions of this thesis by answering the research purpose. Furthermore, the practical and 

theoretical implications will be displayed as well as an insight for further research will be 

given. 
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2 FRAME OF REFERENCES 

This chapter aims to give a comprehensive, literature based frame of references about the 

definition of the Lead User, the Lead User Method, the innovation process, and the aspects of 

Lead User interaction. This chapter is the basis for the empirical data collection and analysis 

and will therefore contribute to answer the research purpose. 

In the introduction chapter, the importance of innovations for companies was highlighted. 

Even though the significance of innovation may be obvious, Tidd and Bessant (2009) point 

out that the term itself is not but often confounded with invention (Tidd & Bessant, 2009). 

Utterback (1971) defines invention as “… an original solution resulting from the synthesis of 

information about a need or want and information about the technical means with which the 

need or want may be met” (p. 77). Furthermore, Utterback (1971) state that an invention does 

not imply economic success or a market introduction. This is also supported by Tidd and 

Bessant (2009) who point out that an invention can be seen as coming up with a new idea but 

it is not linked to any commercial success. In contrast, Utterback (1971) as well as Tidd and 

Bessant (2009) pinpoint that innovation is the launch of new products or processes to the 

market where it is put into widely used practice. Thus, invention is assigned to the process of 

coming up with new ideas, whereas innovation is the process of exploiting those ideas 

successfully and introducing them to the market (Abernathy & Clark, 1985; Utterback, 1971; 

Tidd & Bessant, 2009). Furthermore, innovation is often categorised based on its 

characteristics. One is the division between radical and incremental innovation, where 

“radical innovations are fundamental changes that represent revolutionary changes in 

technology” whereas “…incremental innovations are minor improvements or simple 

adjustments in current technology” (Dewar & Dutton, 1986, p. 1422-1423). Previous 

definitions are not the only existing definitions of radical and incremental innovation. 

However, what is important to point out is that radical innovations are related to major 

changes whereas incremental innovations are about improvements. 

The Lead User represents one source for companies, which can assist the firms in innovating 

(von Hippel, 1986). In this thesis, we are going to focus on the interaction between Lead User 

and company within the innovation process, where the contributed ideas will be turned into 

innovations. Furthermore, it is unclear if the interaction with the Lead User helps to create 

more radical or incremental innovations. Therefore, we will not focus on one of these two 

categories during our study but leave it up to our interviewees to assess the contributions of 

their Lead User. 

2.1 LEAD USER 

There is an extensive amount of literature writing about Lead User. However, the term Lead 

User was first defined by Eric von Hippel in 1986. His definition is significantly widespread 

and still serves as the basic definition amongst various authors (for example Lüthje & Herstatt 

2004; Schreier & Prügl, 2008; Kleef et al., 2005; Morrison, Roberts & von Hippel 2000; 

Bogers, Afuah & Bastian 2010).  
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In contrast to typical users, von Hippel (1986) emphasises that Lead User have special 

characteristics which distinguishes them from other users. According to von Hippel (1986), 

Lead User do face a need which will “… become general in a marketplace months or years in 

the future” (p. 791). Additionally, Urban and von Hippel (1988) point out that due to the fact 

that there is no solution for that need on the market yet, the “Lead User are positioned to 

benefit significantly by obtaining a solution to those needs” (p. 569). Furthermore, von Hippel 

(1986) argues that “… since Lead User often attempt to fill the need they experience, they can 

provide new product concept and design data as well” (p. 791).  

Figure 1 is a graphic designed by von Hippel, Thomke, and Sonnack (1999) which clearly 

shows that Lead User do have a need before the majority of the market faces that need. 

Furthermore it shows that there is no commercial product yet on the market which could fulfil 

the need of the Lead User. Hence the Lead User starts to create a solution to that need. (von 

Hippel et al.,1999, p. 5). 

 

Figure 1: The Lead User Curve (taken from von Hippel, Thomke, & Sonnack., 1999, p. 5) 

In order to get a full picture of how Lead User is defined by other authors than von Hippel, an 

overview of definitions shall be presented: 

“Sometimes Lead User develop new solutions themselves by applying existing commercial 

products and components in ways not anticipated by their manufacturers. Sometimes they 

have even developed complete new products responsive to their needs.” (Kleef et. al, 2004, p. 

196) 

“Lead User are at the leading-edge and are both, sufficiently well qualified and motivated to 

make significant contributions to the development of new products or services.” (Lüthje & 

Herstatt, 2004, p. 554) 

“(1) They expect attractive innovation-related benefits from a solution to their needs and so 

are motivated to innovate, and (2) they experience needs for a given innovation earlier than 

the majority of the target market.” (Lillien et. al, 2002, p. 1043) 

“Lead User are defined as being at the leading edge of markets, and as having a high 

incentive to innovate” furthermore “they face needs that will be general in a marketplace – 

but face them months or years before the bulk of that marketplace encounters them and; (2) 
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they are positioned to benefit significantly by obtaining a solution to those needs.” (Morrison, 

Roberts, & Midgley, 2004, p. 351) 

“First, Lead User, that is, users in a given domain who are ahead of an important 

marketplace trend and experience high benefits from innovating, are said to come up with 

attractive user innovations themselves in order to meet their leading-edge needs which cannot 

be satisfied by commercially available products.” (Schreier et al., 2007, p. 16) 

According to these definitions and especially referring to von Hippel, the term Lead User for 

this thesis is definded as one or more users that: (1) has a need for which no solution is 

provided yet on the market; (2) the Lead User can contribute significantly to a solution to that 

need since the Lead User creates own solutions; and (3) the Lead User expects to benefit from 

a solution to that need.  

Furthermore, von Hippel (2005) distinguishes between user innovators, possessing Lead User 

characteristics, and user manufacturers. Hereby, von Hippel (2005) clearly emphasises that 

Lead User or user innovators can be firms as well as individual consumers. This is also 

supported by Bogers et al. (2010), who are stating that Lead User can be both firms, called 

intermediate and individual end users of a service or product. Furthermore von Hippel (2005) 

points out that these Lead User have a need and thus “… benefit from using a product or 

service” which is the solution to this need (p. 64). Lüthje (2004) supports von Hippel (2005) 

because he also emphasises that Lead User do not innovate because of financial purposes but 

because they want to benefit from a solution to their need. In contrast to Lead User, user 

manufactures do not benefit by using but by selling the product or service (von Hippel, 2005). 

Von Hippel (2005) displays the difference between Lead User and user manufactures at the 

example of Boeing. 

Boeing is an aircraft manufacturer and in the same way they are using machine tools. If 

Boeing is about to create innovations in metal-forming, then Boeing would directly benefit 

from this innovation by using this new way of metal forming. In this case, Boeing takes the 

role of being a Lead User or user innovator. In contrast, if Boeing develops innovations for 

their aircrafts, then Boeing first profit by these innovations through selling. Hence, in this 

case, Boeing takes the role of being a user manufacturer. (von Hippel, 2005) 

To clarify, this thesis focuses on Lead User and their interaction in the innovation process 

within a company. As emphasised by von Hippel (2005) and Bogers et al. (2010), the Lead 

User can be a firm as well as a consumer. 

How companies can get hold of Lead User will be explained in short by the Lead User 

Method in the following chapter. 

2.2 LEAD USER METHOD 

In order to generate innovative ideas with the help from Lead User, companies are using the 

Lead User Method (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). It is a proven model for identifying and 

approaching Lead User (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). The method will provide companies with 

both the needs found in the front end of their target market as well as with solutions to said 
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needs, something that gives the Lead User Method an advantage compared to traditional 

market research, which focuses on the average users (Lilien et al., 2002).  

The Lead User Method consists of four steps: (I) Start of the Lead User process; (II) 

Identification of Needs and Trends; (III) Identification of Lead User; and (IV) Concept 

Design. (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004) 

Step I: The first step includes defining the target market and what is to be achieved by 

involving Lead User. It then goes on to building a project team with people from different 

functions (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). Defining the overall focus and goal comprises of 

answering a number of questions concerning for example: the level of innovation; product 

category; target customers; and the goals and constraints of the business (Churchill, von 

Hippel, & Sonnack, 2009). 

Step II: Once the decisions regarding the characteristics of the project are set, the different 

trends and needs on the target market are to be defined (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). When doing 

so, the team performs a review of the regular sources of information, as well as detects and 

interviews relevant experts on the market (Lilien et al., 2002). Thereafter, the team can decide 

on the desirable trends that will be in focus for the project (Lilien et al., 2002). 

Step III: The next step is the identification of Lead User, a process which needs to be tailored 

according to the search field. However, two methods could act as a base for the search: 

networking and screening (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). Networking means using interviews as 

the main tool of search (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). This process is based on the theory that one 

well-informed person knows someone who has even more knowledge. Thereby, by starting at 

the bottom of the pyramid, with people bearing relevant knowledge, the team will end up 

being referred to the person at the top, the Lead User (Lilien et al., 2002). Screening on the 

other hand is based on studying user information from a large amount of persons in order to 

detect users with Lead User characteristics (Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004). However, what method 

the company chooses to use in order to find their Lead User, it is important that the users 

identified are in fact leading the trends decided upon in the previous step (Lüthje & Herstatt, 

2004). 

Step IV: The last step of the Lead User Method is the generation of a concept design (Lüthje 

& Herstatt, 2004). Lead User will now get involved in the company’s design process where 

the Lead User help to generate, improve, and evaluate product concepts (Lüthje & Herstatt, 

2004). 

 

Figure 2: The Process of the Lead User Method (taken from Lüthje & Herstatt, 2004, p. 561) 

To clarify, it was shown that the Lead User Method does not include what is happening after 

the Lead User was identified. Therefore, in the following chapters we will consider the 

innovation processes and the aspects of interaction to see how the interaction may take place. 
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2.3 INNOVATION PROCESS 

According to Tidd and Bessant (2009) “innovation can be linked to a generic process which 

all enterprises have to find their way through” (p. 589). This process of turning an idea into a 

commercial success is referred to as the innovation process and is by no means a linear 

process, where one activity is finished before the next starts and never to be returned to 

(Cooper, 2008; Twiss, 1992; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). A number of scholars have tried to 

visualise the process with models, amongst them Tidd and Bessant’s (2009) Simplified Model 

of the Innovation Process and Cooper’s (2001; 2008) Stage-Gate Model. Twiss (1992) argues 

that a misunderstanding of the innovation process, which is meant to be an iterative and 

parallel process, will increase the costs and cause delays. Nevertheless, what needs to be 

remembered is that the models are simplifications of the real-life. Even though the models 

show a linear process, it is rather a cycle, where the steps are iterative (Cooper 2001; Tidd & 

Bessant, 2009). However, it represents the core activities that companies must undertake 

(Cooper, 2001; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). The purpose of this chapter is not to study the 

activities and steps in detail, but to get an overview of the activities undertaken when 

innovating. The reason for that is, because we want to have a generalised model which 

comprises the main steps, each company needs to undergo when innovating. Further, when 

we study how companies interact with the Lead User during the different phases, we want to 

make sure that the companies recognise our main phases. 

2.3.1 SIMPLIFIED MODEL OF THE INNOVATION PROCESS 

In the model created by Tidd and Bessant (2009) there are four steps which all innovation 

projects must undertake: (1) Search; (2) Select; (3) Implement; and (4) Capture. 

 

Figure 3: Simplified model of the innovation process (taken from Tidd & Bessant, 2009, p.44) 

The first phase, Search, refers to the scanning of the environment, both the internal and 

external, for threats and opportunities as well as processing relevant signals. These threats and 

opportunities can be the result of, for example new technology or changed legislation, but also 

different kinds of users for example Lead User. The knowledge can be found in many places 

whereas one is the company itself but also external sources, where once again the Lead User 
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is found. Having strong and vast relations with sources of innovation is and always has been 

important. (Tidd & Bessant, 2009).  

Following the search for opportunities is the Selection, meaning the analysis, evaluation, and 

decision making of what opportunities a company choose to pursue. No firm can pursue all 

opportunities it discovers because the risks and costs are high. Companies ought to have a 

framework to ensure an efficient as well as correct evaluation of the different signals. What 

opportunities a company chose to act on must be in line with a company’s strategy. One of the 

major tasks needed to be done in the selection process is decreasing uncertainty. This can be 

done by enhancing the body of knowledge in order for uncertainty to be transferred into 

calculated risk. Furthermore, companies may be in need of reframing their view of the world 

in order to see the true level of advantage or disadvantage of a signal. Staying inside the 

common frame is not always positive and often leads to inhibition of new ideas. The output of 

this phase is an innovation concept which will be the basis for the project. (Tidd & Bessant, 

2009) 

Once the concept has been designed, the next key phase is Implementation, intending to turn 

the idea into some kind of reality, for example a new product or service that is launched either 

external or internal depending on the chosen target market. This phase is extensive and 

consists of a number of activities and decisions in itself, all connected to product 

development. There are various ways to perform product development, however Tidd and 

Bessant (2009) applies a four-stage process: (1) concept generation; (2) assessment and 

selection of project; (3) development; and (4) commercialisation. In concept generation, 

research is performed in order to discover opportunities, both via market-pull and technology-

push. Once opportunities have been discovered, a company must choose what concepts are 

attractive to pursue. This is done by connecting a product concept with the company’s current 

portfolio and strategy, as well as evaluate if the company’s capability are sufficient for 

developing and producing the product. The third stage, development, comprises of the 

product development itself. Here, different departments such as marketing, research, and 

engineering co-operate in order to design and produce the product. Last, once the product is 

finished, it is to be tested and then introduced to the market which is undertaken in the 

commercialisation stage. (Tidd & Bessant, 2009)  

In the role of the last, however important, phase that is described is Capturing of value. 

When innovating, the purpose is seldom just to innovate but rather to capture some kind of 

value. It could be market shares, profit, and social value but also knowledge the company has 

acquired during the process of innovating that can be used in future projects. (Tidd & Bessant, 

2009) 

In the following chapter the Stage-Gate Model developed by Cooper (2001) will be briefly 

studied. The aim by examining a second model is to see if Tidd and Bessant’s (2009) division 

of activities are similar to the division in the Stage-Gate Model by Cooper (2001).  
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2.3.2 STAGE-GATE MODEL 

The Stage-Gate Model is both a theoretical and operational model which companies can use 

as a guiding tool in their innovation process, transferring an idea to a successful product 

(Cooper, 2008). The Stage-Gate Model is a well-used yet questioned model. The structured 

and bureaucratic model is by many seen as being time consuming and hindering creativity. 

However, Cooper (2008) defends his model by saying that many companies mistreat it, that is 

was not intended to be a strictly structured process rather a flexible process, where activities 

are undertaken in parallel and repeatedly. Due to the fact that we want to have a second model 

to compare the main phases against the model by Tidd and Bessant (2009), we overlooked the 

critique of the Stage-Gate Model, because from our point of view it does not affect our thesis. 

Hence, the Stage-Gate Model was chosen as a reference and will be further investigated in the 

following part: 

As a base, the model consists of 12 steps divided into two main groups: stages and gates 

(Cooper, 2001). The stages in the Stage-Gate Model are defined, based on what information is 

required, and have the sole purpose of reducing the uncertainties by gathering information. 

Each stage is undertaken by cross-functional teams and consists of three main actions, 

performed in parallel: activities; integrated analysis and deliverables. The deliverables are the 

result of the analysis of the information gathered and act as a base for the decision taking in 

the following gate. The purpose of a gate is to decide whether the project ought to continue, 

stop, hold or reprocess, and thereafter produce an action plan for the coming stage. This is 

done by comparing the deliverables to the criteria of the project, meaning what it must/should 

meet, something that often is done by a structure created with the criteria defined. The 

number of stages and gates can be reduced when risks are low in order to decrease time to 

market and costs. In all, the model consists of the following 12 steps: (1) Discovery; (2) Idea 

Screen; (3) Scoping; (4) Second Screen; (5) Build Business Case; (6) Go to Development; (7) 

Development; (8) Go to Testing; (9) Testing and Validation; (10) Go to Launch; (11) Launch; 

and (12)Post-Launch Review. (Cooper, 2008)  

In the following description, we will not describe the gates further since they are only 

decision points as explained above. In contrast, a simplified Stage-Gate Model (figure 4) will 

be shown and used, in order to point out the main phases of this model. In this connection, the 

stages of the Stage-Gate Model can be regarded as the main phases of this innovation process, 

because it represents the main activities or effort a company needs to put up, when developing 

a new product. By doing this, it will be easier to compare the main phases of the 

Stage-Gate Model against the main phases of the innovation process by Tidd and Bessant 

(2009). Therefore, we will be able to develop a generalised model, containing phases most 

companies need to undergo when innovating (see chapter 2.5 The Analytical Model). 

 

 

Figure 4: Simplified Stage-Gate Model 
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Discovery concerns the discovery of ideas and opportunities and is of importance. An idea 

acts as a catalyst to new development and there is a need for several ideas. Many companies 

aim at a structured way of discovering ideas by using fundamental technical research, 

searching for changes in the market, and obtain ideas from users. (Cooper, 2001) 

Stage 1: Scoping involves basic research concerning the market and technology for the 

project which provides the company with an initial assessment. The purpose of the market 

assessment is to decide the potential and size of the market and comprises of low-cost 

activities such as internet and library research as well as focus groups and contact with other 

users. As for the technical assessment, it is done in order to evaluate the sources of supplies, 

resources needed to execute project, possible barriers such as legalisation, and the feasibility 

of the technology. The input to Gate 2 will therefore be a financial and business analysis. 

(Cooper, 2001) 

Stage 2: Build Business Case is the stage that transfers the idea to a product development. 

Now, an extensive inquiry is undertaken in order to justify a heavy investment into the 

project, something that requires more resources as well as external sources. In this stage, the 

customer is important in order to create a concept that will beat other products. A way of 

strengthen the product concept even further, is by doing a test of the concept on potential 

customers. The result will be feedback regarding; the attractiveness of the concept meaning 

needs and wishes of customers. The company then need to translate these into technical 

functions by research and development. Last in this stage, the company will do a thorough 

business and financial analysis to support the business case which is the result of all the 

previous investigation, research, and definitions. What will be brought to Gate 3 are therefore 

a product concept, a project justification, and a project plan. (Cooper, 2001) 

Stage 3: Development, as the name suggests, comprises the development of the product. 

Therefore, the project team focuses on technology and prototyping; however, there is a need 

to work with marketing and customer meetings as well to get feedback from the customers 

regarding the product. Even though all the stages in the Stage-Gate may be iterative, this stage 

is characterised by the looping and back-and-forth type of work. The iterations are reactions 

to the results from different development activities being tested by customers. As the product 

development progresses and each prototype are getting closer to the final solution, the 

company need to create plans for testing and market introduction as well as start solving the 

potential problems regarding production and operations requirements. In addition, the 

company once again need to review and update the financials as well as the hypothetical legal 

issues. (Cooper, 2001) 

Stage 4: Testing and Validation is an extensive stage where the entire project is being 

tested. This means that the product, production process, customer approval, and financials are 

up for evaluation and validation. In this stage, there are a number of activities that are 

undertaken: (1) testing quality and performance of products in laboratory; (2) user testing 

products to see the function in user environment; (3) testing the products in production; (4) 

testing the products on the market; and (5) the sustainability of the current business plan. This 

stage can result in that the project must go backwards to Stage 3, Development, to revise 

issues that gave unacceptable result in the testing. (Cooper, 2001) 
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Stage 5: Launch, the final stage of the innovation development, comprises of the 

implementation of the operations and marketing strategies. The amount of work undertaken 

before this step, both theoretical and practical, will make this stage easy and the result will be 

a successful product and launch. (Cooper, 2001) 

Post-Launch Review is the final termination of a project, and the product now becomes a 

standard in the company’s portfolio. The project and product performance is to be reviewed 

based on new data of costs, profits, timing, and a new evaluation of the performance. 

Moreover, there will be an assessment of the project’s strengths and weaknesses, leading to 

what are to be learnt from the project. (Cooper, 2001) 

To conclude, the innovation process by Cooper (2001) has due to the stages and gates a 

different structure than the innovation process by Tidd and Bessant (2009). However, the 

main activities or phases a company needs to undergo, when it wants to innovate, are found to 

be similar in the model of Tidd and Bessant (2009) and Cooper (2001): idea generation, idea 

selection, concept generation, creating business case, product development, testing of product, 

and launching of product. The merging of both innovation processes will be performed and 

described more in detail in the Analytical Model chapter, at the end of the Frame of 

References. 

2.4 ASPECTS OF INTERACTION 

After a company has identified their Lead User, the incorporation of the Lead User into the 

innovation process can start. However, how the interaction with the Lead User takes place 

after the identification is not known. In order to provide an answer to that, and thereby be able 

to answer the thesis’s research purpose, one needs to distinguish between different aspects. 

By using the different aspects, it can be determined how a company interacts with the Lead 

User. Those aspects will later on serve as the foundation for the analytical model and 

therefore as the main framework for the interview guide.  

According to Laage-Hellman et al. (2014), the following aspects can be distinguished when it 

comes to the interaction with Lead User: (1) incentive, (2) method of interaction, (3) content 

of interaction, and (4) function responsible for Lead User at the company. Each aspect has its 

effect on the interaction and will be explained in the subsequent parts.  

1. Incentive 

Before a company starts to interact with their Lead User, the company needs to find the most 

proper incentives to give the Lead User a reason and motivation for cooperating (Laage-

Hellman et al., 2014). However, von Hippel (2005) points out that Lead User not necessarily 

need to receive a financial reward in order to cooperate but the mere possibility of being part 

of innovating and creating a solution to their need, learning from that, and benefiting from an 

improved reputation is in many cases the most proper motivation. This kind of motivation is 

called intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). However, Ryan and Deci (2000a) also 

describe that even though intrinsic motivation is a strong and significant driver for acting it is 
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seen as difficult to motivate people intrinsically. Therefore, extrinsic motivation is equally 

important because it is easier to achieve (Ryan & Deci, 2000b). 

In general, Ryan and Deci (2000a) differ between two kinds of incentives: intrinsic and 

extrinsic: 

Intrinsic motivation is characterised by the fact that a person “… seek[s] out novelty and 

challenges, to extend and exercise one’s capacities, to explore, and to learn” (Ryan & Deci, 

2000b, p. 70). Hereby, Ryan and Deci (2000a) emphasise that the main purpose of performing 

is therefore not because of any expected rewards but due to an inherent interest, desire, or 

enjoyment. 

In contrast to intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation is concerned by the fact that a person 

is carrying out a task because he or she expects a reward (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Ryan and 

Deci (2000a) emphasise that even though intrinsic motivation is a significant form of 

motivation, most activities undertaken by human beings are extrinsically motivated. 

Furthermore, Ryan and Deci (2000b) state that extrinsic motivation aims to get people 

conducting a task on their own by providing proper incentives. One of the most commonly 

known examples for extrinsic motivation is money (Ryan & Deci, 2000a). 

2. Method of interaction 

The second aspect, method of interaction, represents through which method companies 

interact with their Lead User. Hereby, Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) point out that depending 

on how far proceeded the project is, the method of how companies interact with the Lead 

User can differ. For example, at the early phase of the innovation process, discussions and 

activities which stimulate the generation of new ideas can be important whereas in the middle 

or the end of the innovation process, methods to test products may become important. 

However, in general Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) distinguish between two kinds of methods: 

ordinary methods and virtual methods. (Laage-Hellman et al., 2014) 

Ordinary methods are represented by methods such as workshops, focus groups, individual 

interviews, surveys, and field testing (Kleef et al., 2004; Kristensson, Matthing, & Johansson, 

2008; Laage-Hellman et al., 2014). In order to receive ideas from the Lead User at the 

beginning of the innovation process, often methods such as focus groups, workshops, surveys, 

or individual interviews are applied (Kristensson et al., 2008; Laage-Hellman et al., 2014). 

However, even though these methods are useful for generating ideas, they can also be applied 

during the Development Phase in order to get into discussions with the Lead User and to see 

if they know better or in different ways how to develop the product (Laage-Hellman et al., 

2014). Furthermore, Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) as well as Gruner and Homburg (2001) state 

that after developing the first prototypes, companies can utilise the Lead User through testing 

those prototypes directly in the field to get feedback.  

However, each method has its advantages and disadvantages and each method is not merely 

suitable in one phase of the innovation process. Therefore it is important to analyse which 

method is used by companies during which phase of the innovation process. 
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Virtual methods can be distinguished from ordinary methods in the way that virtual methods 

are mainly web-based and the users do not encounter the representatives of the company face 

to face (Hemetsberger & Godula, 2007). Dahan and Hauser (2002) emphasise that due to the 

entailing advantages of the internet, web-based methods are facing an increased interest and 

are getting more and more popular for companies as a tool to incorporate the Lead User 

(Dahan & Hauser, 2002). Furthermore, Dahan and Hauser (2002) argue that due to the fact 

that most users do have access to the internet as well as a computer or laptop, virtual methods 

are faster and cheaper in getting inputs from the users than through conventional methods. 

Representatives of virtual methods are virtual brainstorming, toolkits, and virtual concept 

testing (Dahan & Hauser, 2002; Thomke & von Hippel, 2002; Hemetsberger & Godula, 

2007).  

3. Content of interaction 

Content of interaction can be seen as the continuing aspect of the method of interaction. 

Whereas the before mentioned aspect shows which method in which phase of the innovation 

process is applied, the content of interaction aspect will determine what content the Lead User 

will contribute with (Laage-Hellman et al., 2014). Hereby, Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) 

emphasise that the contribution can differ, depending on in which phase of the innovation 

process a company is and furthermore of the capabilities of the Lead User. This is also 

supported by Kaulio (1998) who distinguishes between design for, design with, and design 

by. Hereby, Kaulio (1998) emphasises that a company needs to decide if their aim is: to 

develop and design the products internally mainly without the Lead User (design for); 

develop together with the users, whereas here the Lead User does not develop but rather 

assess prototypes and gives feedback (design with); or that the Lead User does have an active 

part in developing designs (design by). Thus, the content of interaction can be feedback and 

dialogs regarding the prototypes, problem discussions, validating features, contributing with 

ideas and wishes, and providing technical solutions (Kaulio, 1998). 

4. Function responsible for Lead User at the company 

The final aspect of interaction points out, with which person of which department of the 

company the Lead User is in touch with, during the different phases of the innovation process. 

As it was already shown by the previous two aspects, the method of interaction as well as the 

content of interaction with the Lead User may change throughout the innovation process. 

Hereby, Olson and Bakke (2001) point out that the interaction with Lead User in the early 

phase of the innovation process is more about receiving ideas whereas in the late phase of the 

innovation process, the Lead User is important for testing products. This is also underlined by 

Gruner and Homburg (2001). Hence, if the method and the content may differ in each phase 

of the innovation process, it can be concluded that the functions, that are responsible and 

interacting with the Lead User, are changing as well. 
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2.5 THE ANALYTICAL MODEL  

The analytical model is the component that connects the Frame of References with the 

Empirical Data. Furthermore, the interview guide, that is needed in order to collect the 

empirical data, fundamentally builds on the analytical model.  

In order to answer the research purpose, how the interaction with the Lead User throughout 

the innovation process takes place, the analytical model needs to consist of the generalised 

innovation process as well as the aspects of interaction. The innovation process is the result of 

the merging of the two models by Cooper (2001) and Tidd and Bessant (2009). In the center 

of each phase is the Lead User, because this thesis aims to analyse how companies interact 

with the Lead User in the different phases of the innovation process. 

When comparing the two models of the innovation process we find that the early phases are 

the same both for the Stage-Gate Model as well as for the innovation process by Tidd and 

Bessant (2009). Due to the fact that they bear the same purpose, to discover and select ideas 

we see this as a combined phase, Idea. Furthermore, when examining Tidd and Bessant’s 

(2009) innovation process we see that the Implementation Phase is quite extensive. It contains 

the development, testing and validation, as well as commercialisation of products (Tidd & 

Bessant, 2009) Moreover, by examining the Stage-Gate Model we see that Cooper (2001) 

differs between these three phases by saying that they serve different purposes. The 

Development Stage regards only the product development, the Testing Phase is the final 

control to see that the product functions as it is supposed to as well as meets the customers’ 

demands, and Launch is the introduction of the product on the market (Cooper, 2001). 

Furthermore, as found when studying the aspects of interaction, method and content of 

interaction can differ between the phases (Kaulio, 1998; Laage-Hellman et al., 2014). 

Considering these different aspects, we expect different responses from the interviewees 

depending on what phase they describe. Therefore, we keep Development, Testing, and 

Launch as separate parts in our analytical tool.  

To clarify, our generalised innovation process consists of four different phases (Idea, 

Development, Testing, Launch), whereas it comprises elements of the innovation process by 

Tidd and Bessant (2009) as well as Cooper (2001).  

Phase I Idea: The purpose of the first phase is to discover ideas as well as to choose what 

opportunities to pursue. It is based on the Search Phase and the Selection Phase in the 

Innovation Process by Tidd and Bessant (2009) in combination with the Discovery and 

Scoping of the Stage-Gate Model (Cooper, 2001). It consists of activities connected to 

discovering ideas such as market research and the Lead User Method. The phase ends when a 

concept has been decided upon which will act as a base for the project.  

Phase II Development: Based on the previous discussion the second phase in our analytical 

tool will therefore be called Development and serves the purpose of developing the product 

for the market. It is based on the Development Stage together with the creation of a product 

concept from Build Business Case in the Stage-Gate Model by Cooper (2001). However, 

parts of the Implementation Phase from the innovation process by Tidd and Bessant (2009) 
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are found here, for example, the construction of a final product concept as well as 

development of said concept. The Development Phase contains a major process in itself, 

product development; however, we will look at it as one unit and not into detail. 

Phase III Testing: The purpose of the third phase is to test the products function and make 

sure it fulfils the needs of the Lead User. It is based on the stage Testing and Validation found 

in the Stage-Gate Model (Cooper, 2001), however it contains part of the Implementation 

Phase from Tidd and Bessant’s (2009) innovation process.  

Phase IV Launch: The purpose of the fourth phase is to launch the product on the market as 

well as doing a check up to make sure the product was a success. Here we find the Launch 

and Post-Launch Review, of the Stage-Gate Model (Cooper, 2001) as well as parts of the 

Development Phase of the innovation process by Tidd and Bessant (2009) as the base for the 

fourth phase of our analytical tool. Together they describe the step of introducing the product 

on the market and evaluating the success of the project and the product.  

According to these findings, the analytical model is structured as follows: 

                       Phases 
Aspects 

Phase I 
Idea 

 
 

Phase II 
Development 

Phase III 
Testing 

 
 

Phase IV 
Launch 

Incentive 

    

Function 
responsible for 
Lead User at the 
company 

    

Method of 
interaction 

    

Content of 
interaction 

    

Outcome of 
interaction 

    

Table 1: The analytical model  

The columns of the analytical model represent the different phases of the innovation process, 

companies need to undergo when innovating: Idea, Development, Testing, and Launch. 

Furthermore, the rows represent the aspect of interaction, which tells us how the interaction 

with the Lead User takes place: incentive, functions responsible for Lead User, method of 

interaction, and content of interaction. Furthermore, due to the fact that it is expected that the 

outcome of interaction with the Lead User will be different in each of the phases, an 

additional row has been inserted. The reason for this is that from a company’s perspective, 

each phase has a purpose to fulfil. However, when the company interacts with the Lead User, 
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the outcome may be different, as the purpose of the phase is. By having this additional row, 

we will be able to see what the outcome in each of the phases is, when the company is 

interacting with the Lead User. 

This division of the analytical model allows us to explore how the interaction with the Lead 

User takes place in the different phases of the innovation process and thus allows us to answer 

the purpose of this thesis. 

  



Daniel Knoll, Viktoria Johnsson  2015 

20 

 

3  METHODOLOGY  

The aim of this chapter is to clearly indicate our research process, research strategy, and 

research method. Further, it presents the case selection, how we are going to collect the 

empirical data, categorising and analysing data, methodology reflection, and research ethics. 

3.1 RESEARCH PROCESS 

Both, Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill (2009) as well as Bryman and Bell (2011) point out that 

the research process consists of several stages a researcher need to undergo in order to write a 

thesis. Our thesis consists of six stages which are (1) Introduction, (2) Frame of References, 

(3) Methodology, (4) Empirical Data, (5) Analysis, and (6) Conclusions and Discussion. 

However, Saunders et al. (2009) state that further literature often mentions that this process is 

straightforward. This means, undergoing stage by stage in a sequential way (see Figure 5). 

Anyhow, this may be true for the reader, because when reading the thesis, the reader will get 

the impression that the thesis was written in a sequential way, stage by stage. 

 

Figure 5: Research Process in a sequential way 

However, Saunders et al. (2009) emphasise that a thesis is rarely written in a sequential but in 

an iterative way. According to Saunders et al. (2009), each stage or chapter within the thesis 

will be edited and revised several times. Furthermore, after finishing one stage, the other 

stages need to be reflected and adapted in order to make sure that the stages are connected to 

one another. 

In order to ensure that the chapters throughout the thesis are connected and strengthen each 

other, researchers must undergo a back and forth process. This means, the researcher has to 

make sure that the introduction, purpose, and research question matches to the conclusions. 

Moreover, the theory has to be linked and utilised in the analysis. This entails the necessity to 

review, adapt, and revise different chapters as the process moves forward. Otherwise, a thesis 

would not be consistent and it will be hard for a reader to see the golden thread and 

understand the drawn conclusions. (Saunders et al., 2009) 

This iterative process of writing in a back and forth manner is visualised in Figure 6. Hereby, 

the arrows point out that in practice, our thesis was not written in a sequential way, step by 

step, but that we jumped between the chapters and revised those in order to ensure 

consistency and a golden thread. 
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Figure 6: Research Process in a back and forth manner 

In the following, we will present how we approached our thesis. First, we started to scan 

literature by reading articles and finding a research topic and an angle to it. With the literature 

in mind we started to structure the thesis, write the Introduction as well as the Frame of 

References. Hereby, from the beginning on we were searching in parallel for companies 

because data is significantly important for a thesis. In the process of finding our cases, we 

contacted 15 companies, whereas some companies were not willing to cooperate and some 

companies did not match our sample. Nevertheless, we gained four companies we could 

study. However, after the interviews were conducted we decided to remove one company due 

to insufficient data and lack of match with our sample.  

After collecting the empirical data by conducting interviews with the representatives of the 

companies, we started to transcribe the interviews as well as writing the Empirical Data 

Chapter. Afterwards, we applied our theory on the findings in order to analyse the data. In this 

connection, we used our analytical model, which comprises the aspects of interaction, in order 

to answer the purpose of our thesis. In addition, our analytical model helped us to structure 

our analysis, which makes it easier for the reader to follow the thesis and see the golden 

thread. The last step was to derive our conclusions from the analysis and thereby state the 

implications and further research.  

However, it needs to be emphasised that the thesis was a back and forth process, where the 

parts were written in parallel and not in a sequential way. As the thesis progressed, new 

knowledge was gained and findings discovered which resulted in the need to continuously 

revise and adapt parts of the thesis. For example, the Introduction chapter, and thereby the 

research purpose, was revised several times as the knowledge and findings were expanded.  

Therefore, by pursuing the back and forth process throughout the time we were working on 

our thesis, we ensured the golden thread and that the chapters are connected and fit each 

other, as it was pointed out by Saunders et al. (2009). 

3.2 RESEARCH STRATEGY 

Saunders et al. (2009) define the research strategy as the “… general plan of how the 

researcher will go about answering the research question(s)” (p. 600). However, Bryman and 

Bell (2011) explain the research strategy as “… a general orientation to the conduct of 
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business research” (p. 26). In addition, Bryman and Bell (2011) state that the research 

strategy can either be of a quantitative or a qualitative nature:  

A quantitative study is according to Saunders et al. (2009) linked to data collection where the 

procedure to analyse data creates or applies numerical data. Bryman and Bell (2011) describe 

the quantitative approach as the strategy which is about quantification of data. Furthermore 

Bryman and Bell (2011) state that a quantitative strategy is concerned with testing theories 

because the field has already been studied thoroughly and specific questions can be asked. 

In contrast, a qualitative study is linked to data collection where the analysis creates or utilises 

non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 2009). Furthermore, unlike a quantitative strategy, 

qualitative strategy is not about quantification of data but highlights the importance of words, 

when gathering or analysing data (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Moreover, Bryman and Bell (2011) 

point out that a qualitative strategy aims to gain an understanding within a research field and 

generates theory, because there is little knowledge existing within this field and it is hard to 

ask specific questions. 

Thus, for our thesis, a qualitative strategy was chosen. This is mainly due to the fact that little 

is known about the interaction with Lead User throughout the internal innovation process of a 

company. Furthermore, our thesis aims to create an understanding and to generate theory and 

not testing theory. This is in line with the reasoning of Bryman and Bell (2011) as well as 

Saunders et al. (2009) who state that a qualitative strategy is most suitable when there is little 

knowledge existing within the research field and hence the aim is to gain an understanding 

within this field. 

3.3 RESEARCH METHOD 

Bryman and Bell (2011) describe the research method as a technique in order to collect data 

and answer the research purpose. Furthermore, Bryman and Bell (2011) state that the research 

method can be distinguished into several different approaches. Those approaches can be for 

example a case study design, survey, or an experimental design (Bryman & Bell, 2011). For 

this thesis, we have chosen a multiple case study approach. The underlying reasons for this 

choice will be explained in the following: 

Yin (1989) points out that the choice of the approach depends mainly on the form of the 

research purpose. Hereby, Yin (1989) distinguishes purposes of where, what, how, and why 

character. However, since the research purpose of this thesis is of a how form; how companies 

interact with Lead User, we will have a closer look at the approach, recommended for that 

character.  

Yin (1989) explains that a purpose of how character is linked and well supported through case 

studies, especially because of their explanatory shape. Due to this explanatory character, 

Bryman and Bell (2011) support the reasoning of Yin (1989) by saying that a case study is 

especially appropriate when a deep understanding and analysis of a case is necessary in order 

to answer the research purpose. This is also supported by Eisenhardt (1989) who states that a 

case study “… focuses on understanding the dynamics present within single settings” (p. 
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534). Additionally, Eisenhardt (1989) emphasises the suitability of case studies to generate 

theory which supports the aim of our thesis. 

However, Eisenhardt (1989) also emphasises that a case study is not restricted to one single 

case but can comprise multiple cases. Bryman and Bell (2011) argue for multiple case studies, 

as well and point out that the main advantage hereby lies in the comparability of cases. 

Moreover, Bryman and Bell (2011) declare that multiple case studies favour the researchers to 

compare cases, see patterns, and draw conclusion through these comparisons (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). 

To summarise, a multiple case study approach was chosen for this thesis, because the existing 

knowledge within the interaction with the Lead User into the different phases of the 

innovation process of a company is a perspective, where little is known. A multiple case study 

gave us the opportunity to analyse companies in depth, in order to generate an understanding 

and thus theory for the Lead User interaction. Furthermore, a multiple case study approach 

allowed us to do a cross-case analysis by comparing the cases and thereby see patterns and 

draw conclusions. 

3.4 CASE SELECTION 

Our study consists of three companies. All three companies are operating in high technology 

industries, whereas two are located in Sweden and one in Germany. Each company is doing 

business internationally, however at different levels. 

In the process of searching for companies to interview, we created a number of criteria in 

order to find suitable cases for the thesis and therefore to answer the research purpose of our 

thesis. Those criteria are (1) high technology industries, (2) product manufacturers, (3) 

companies with R&D capacity, (4) Lead User participation throughout the innovation 

process, (5) interviewee who is involved or knows the whole innovation process, and (6) Lead 

User characteristics of the involved users. 

First, we focused on companies in high technology industries. The underlying reasons for that 

will be given in the following part: 

According to Schilling (2010), the high technology industry is still seen as the most important 

industry for customer involvement, especially the interaction with Lead User. Smith, Collins 

and Clark (2005) define in their paper the high technology industry as an industry "that 

emphasize invention and innovation in their business strategy, deploy a significant percentage 

of their financial resources to R&D, employ a relatively high percentage of scientists and 

engineers in their workforce, and compete in worldwide, short-life-cycle product markets” (p. 

351). Von Hippel (1986) supports that reasoning and emphasises that especially the high 

technology industry is characterised by rapid changes and short technology life cycles. This 

leads to an increasing risk that products or technologies are rendered obsolete even before 

they are launched to the market (von Hippel, 1986). For this reason, Lead User, who 

according to the definition detect a certain need ahead of the market, will help companies in 

the product development before the technology is outdated. Due to this rapid changing 
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environment as well as the fact that ordinary user often lack real-life experience, Lead User 

are significantly important for the high-technology industry (von Hippel, 1986). In contrast to 

ordinary users, Lead User entails the ability to understand more complex products, contribute 

to a solution, and give proper feedback which helps the company to align the products to the 

customer’s needs (von Hippel, 1986). Tzokas et al. (in press) as well as Martín-de Castro (in 

press) argumentation are in line with Schilling (2010) and von Hippel (1986). They further 

add that in comparison to the low technology industry, the high technology industry is 

characterised by faster and constantly changing demands as well as high R&D investments 

(Tzokas et al., in press; Martín-de Castro, in press). Due to this, they further state that it is 

particularly important to innovate effectively in order to align the products to the customer 

needs as good as possible, and therefore ensure that the innovation will be adopted and 

diffused (Tzokas et al., in press; Martín-de Castro, in press). 

Second, we focused on product innovations because most companies which interact with 

Lead User do focus on product innovations, Furthermore, the established Lead User Method 

is revolving around product innovations and not process innovations. Therefore, we will focus 

on companies, which are manufacturing products. 

Third, the thesis requires that the companies we study have R&D capacity because they 

otherwise would not know how and why the users are involved in certain parts of the 

innovation process.  

Fourth, we viewed the companies’ involvement of users. Existing studies claim that user 

participation mainly takes place in the early phase of the innovation process in order to 

receive ideas and in the late phase of the innovation process in order to test products (Gruner 

& Homburg, 2000; Olson & Bakke, 2001). However, as the purpose of the thesis is to study 

the entire innovation process we aim to find companies which involve Lead User in a 

majority of the phases. This will be done by presenting the innovation process as we define it 

as well as our need for users in the entire process and thereafter ask the companies if this is 

true for them.  

Fifth, we need to find persons within each company with an insight in the entire innovation 

process. The underlying reason for this is the fact that we want to study the interaction of the 

Lead User throughout the innovation process. If the interviewee does not possess knowledge 

about entire process we risk that the interviewee cannot provide us with information regarding 

the whole innovation process. 

Sixth, an important part for the thesis, are the characteristics of involved users. However, 

because few companies use the term Lead User but rather create their own user types the term 

innovative user will be used when contacting companies. As mentioned, innovative users 

possess different levels of Lead User characteristics and to determine that the companies 

involve Lead User, we will ask them questions concerning the three parts in the definition of 

the Lead User: (1) the Lead User are ahead of the market (2) the Lead User benefit from the 

solution, and (3) the Lead User contributes to the solution. This can result in that the 

companies which we talk to does not interact with users possessing high Lead User 

characteristics but low or intermediate. In the end, this could be said to affect our result and if 



Daniel Knoll, Viktoria Johnsson  2015 

25 

 

it truly shows the Lead User interaction, for example the ideas might not be as breakthrough 

as literature states them to be. However, we believe that the way in which companies interact 

with innovative users or Lead User does not differ significantly and thereby our conclusions 

will bear value.  

By considering those criteria, we were able to identify and get in touch with four companies. 

However, we removed one company, because after conducting the interview we determined 

that this company barely answered our questions, is not interacting with Lead User or 

innovative user according to our definition, and did not fit our sample. A short description on 

how we identified the companies and why we picked those companies will be given in the 

following: 

Company A: Based on our own experiences we know that Company A is innovative and 

incorporate Lead User in their innovation process. Therefore, we wanted to get hold of this 

company because we expected that they are able to answer our questions on how they interact 

with the Lead User. Company A is a cleaning technology and equipment manufacturer. 

Company B: Based on a recommendation and referral from a professor at Halmstad 

University we contacted Company B and asked questions about their involvement of users in 

regard of our criteria. This resulted in that we recognised that they involve Lead User and are 

therefore suitable for our study. Moreover, Company B is in the security and defense business 

and is therefore form our point of view an interesting company to study in terms of their 

interaction with the Lead User. 

Company C: Based on existing articles regarding this company’s innovativeness and 

involvement of innovative users we contacted Company C and gained further knowledge 

about their involvement of Lead User. Thereby, we identified that this company is in touch 

with Lead User and therefore represents another company we wanted to study. Moreover, 

Company C is a car manufacturing company.  

3.5 DATA COLLECTION 

According to Bryman and Bell (2011), there are two main types of interviews connected to 

qualitative research: unstructured and semi-structured interviews. However, which type is 

used depends on the aim of the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In this thesis, the data 

collection will be undertaken in the form of semi-structured interviews, because we are 

seeking to gain an understanding of how the interaction with the Lead User takes place. 

Furthermore, a semi-structured interview will make it possible to get in-depth answers from 

the interviewees (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Moreover, it will create an understanding for the 

reasons behind the interaction as perceived by the interviewees (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Moreover, a semi-structured interview will create a connection between the cases and thereby 

make it easier to compare across the cases, because the interviewees have answered the same 

questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

In a semi-structured interview, the researcher follows an in beforehand-decided structure, 

which is called interview guide (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In the interview guide, the researcher 
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either adds questions or themes around questions will be asked; however, the order they are 

posed must not be strictly complied according to the guide (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Moreover, 

the researcher may ask questions which are not in the guide but built on the response from the 

interviewee (Bryman & Bell, 2011; Saunders et al., 2009).  

Saunders et al. (2009) argues that preparing and executing the interview in an appropriate way 

may reduce the amount of bias, external impact, as well as gain the trust of the interviewee. 

First, as interviewer you need to have knowledge of the topic you study but also about the 

organisation or context of the company, something that will reassure the interviewee about the 

interviewer’s competence and understanding. In addition, the interviewee is to be given an 

opportunity to prepare information regarding the themes that will be touched upon during the 

interview, e.g. organisational documents. When opening up the interview the researcher ought 

to work for gaining the confidence of the interviewee by describing the topic, conduct of 

interview, and how the data will be used. (Saunders et al., 2009) 

As Bryman and Bell (2011) have recommended, we have discussed the formulation and 

structure of questions with numerous people. Furthermore, the interview guide has been 

piloted in order to see how well it captured the right information and that the interviewees 

understand the questions. 

Based on the literature we have red on how to create an interview guide, conduct an 

interview, as well as research ethics, we created our interview guide. As Saunders et al. 

(2009) pointed out, we gave the interviewee an opportunity to prepare information before the 

interview by sending out the innovation process as well as a description to our topic. The 

interview guide will now be presented in short, whereas the entire interview guide can be 

found in the Appendix. 

The interview guide starts with a short presentation of us, the researchers, according to the 

template name/age/nationality in order to give the interviewee more information, on who the 

interviewers are. Thereafter we go over to describe how the interview will be conducted and 

what will happen with the information once the interview was conducted: it will be held in 

English; it will be recorded; names will be removed; and the order in which the themes will 

be brought up. This ends with asking the interviewee for permission to record the interview. 

The reason for doing this is to ensure that the interviewee has been given an informed consent 

to participate and be used in the study as Bryman and Bell (2011) recommend. Thereafter, we 

present the topic of our research and the innovation process on which we build our analytical 

tool. Thereby, we ensure that the interviewee knows our topic and is prepared to answer our 

questions. Once these parts are finished, we start the interview by asking the interviewee to 

present himself and the company briefly, so that we receive some basic facts to differ our 

companies, which is in line with Bryman and Bell (2011).  

Subsequent to the introduction, we have a few initial questions of an open character regarding 

the interviewee’s view of the Lead User in their company. The reason we ask these questions 

are to: (1) see if the company’s most innovative user matches the theoretical concept of Lead 

User; and (2) get an understanding of how the company approaches the Lead User. 
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Afterwards, we will go through each phase of the innovation process at a time: starting with 

the Idea Phase and ending with the Launch Phase. In each phase, we seek answers to eight 

questions. Four questions concern the aspects of interaction as found in our analytical tool. 

These questions are posed as more open questions where we want the company to describe 

the following parts: (1) motivational factors provided by the company to the users to 

participate; (2) the chosen method of interaction; (3) the content of interaction; and (4) the 

function responsible for interaction. However, we keep those questions more open in order to 

create an understanding for the company’s reasons to interact with the Lead User in a certain 

way. The latter four are straightforward questions and will give further information as well as 

create an index, which differentiate the companies: (1) number of Lead User, (2) degree of 

involvement of Lead User, (3) proactive or reactive interaction, and (4) geographical 

proximity of Lead User. Our hope is that these four questions will add to the previous answers 

and create further understanding for the decisions made by the companies in how they interact 

with the Lead User. For example, the geographical proximity will probably influence the 

method of interaction because distance might hinder regular personal meetings. However, 

after the first interview we found that the question regarding proactive or reactive interaction 

confused the interviewee as well as was somewhat answered by other questions, and it was 

therefore removed for the following interviews and not taken into consideration anymore. 

After asking the questions to each phase, there are a few questions to wrap up the interview. 

These questions concern the perception of the involvement of the Lead User as seen from the 

interviewee. The purpose of these questions are: (1) to get an understanding of the limitations 

with Lead User involvement; and (2) get an understanding of how companies view the 

outcome of the Lead User involvement both in terms of successful product as well as radical 

or incremental character of the products.  

As Bryman and Bell (2011) as well as Saunders et al. (2009) recommend, when performing 

the interview, one of us will be passive and control that all questions are answered as well as 

manage the recording of the interview. The passive interviewer is allowed to ask questions 

and interfere if he/she feels the need to. 

Furthermore, we need to consider our behaviour during the interview. The way in which the 

interviewer acts, talks, and questions are posed must carefully be taken into consideration 

(Saunders et al., 2009). The questions must be clear, without technological terms, and 

comprehensible for the interviewee (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Sensitive question might be 

suitable to leave until the end of the interview in order to build up trust (Saunders et al., 

2009). As an interviewer we need to listen carefully (Saunders et al., 2009) and ask no leading 

questions (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Furthermore, as a researcher it is important to show interest 

in as well as an understanding of the information, given by the interviewee, so that the 

interviewee feels comfortable with giving information. By summarising an answer and turn it 

into a question we will allow the interviewee to further explain the answer (Bryman & Bell, 

2011; Saunders et al., 2009). 
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3.6 CATEGORISING AND ANALYSING DATA 

Before starting the analysis, we will transcribe the data and rewrite it into smaller, more 

precise parts to easily understand and manage the information (Saunders et al., 2009). 

Thereafter, the parts of data will be sorted according to the categories developed from the 

literature (Saunders et al., 2009), in our case the phases and within the phases according to the 

aspects of interaction. In combination with this, a so called within-case analysis will be 

performed, where the findings from each case will be analysed with help from our Frame of 

References (Eisenhardt, 1989). By studying each case separately before starting the cross-case 

analysis, we become familiar with the information and enable individual patterns to occur 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Once each case has been analysed separately, a cross-case analysis is conducted. The 

cross-case analysis is performed in different steps and from different perspectives to gain 

deeper understanding (Eisenhardt, 1989). The different perspectives can be contextual factors 

such as size, industry, and market (Eisenhardt, 1989). Additionally, the answers from the 

three last questions: number of Lead User, effort distribution, and geographical proximity, 

were used as an index to analyse the cases. The index was also used to help explain 

differences between the cases.  

To summarise, the data analysis will be based on Table 2, which builds on the analytical 

model. 

 

Table 2: Model for cross-case analysis 

The columns are represented by the aspects of interaction as well as the before mentioned 

index. Within the aspects of interaction, we added one column, which is called outcome of 

interaction, as already described in The Analytical Model Chapter. After we have collected 

our empirical data, we recognised that the answers of the interviewees in terms of the content 

of interaction did also comprise the outcome of interaction of the phase, which induced us to 

add this column. By having this additional column, we could see if the purpose of the phase 

from a company’s perspective is the same or differs to the outcome of the interaction with the 

Lead User. The rows of the model for cross-case analysis are represented by the different 

companies which were investigated. 
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As mentioned before, the analysis will be carried out in two main steps. First, analyse the 

aspects of interaction for each company as a separate unit in every phase, which means a 

within-case analysis; and second, seek similarities and differences by analysing across the 

companies. 

3.7 METHODOLOGY REFLECTION 

According to both Bryman and Bell (2011) and Saunders et al. (2009), the transfer of personal 

opinions from interviewer to interviewee is one of the major things to consider when 

conducting a qualitative interview. It can be both the tone of the voice, non-verbal language, 

and comments when either posing a question or reacting to a response that will affect the 

interviewee’s coming answers (Saunders et al., 2009). This means that even though 

researchers in qualitative studies cannot be completely objective, they should strive for 

leaving personal opinions outside and act in good faith (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

Additionally, there is a concern regarding the fact that the result of the study is not 

transferable between different samples of an entire population (Saunders et al., 2009; Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). This problem arises because a majority of qualitative studies are performed 

within a small, narrow group and therefore are a reflection of one specific situation (Bryman 

& Bell, 2011). To overcome this issue Bryman and Bell (2011) suggests a rich description of 

a group’s characteristics which comprises for example a description of the companies and the 

context of the study. This will act as an information source for others so they can determine if 

the information is transferable or not to their specific setting (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Saunders et al. (2009) add that by relating the findings to existing theory, the result of the 

study will gain a higher theoretical significance.  

3.8 RESEARCH ETHICS  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the transfer of opinions may create questions regarding 

the quality of the study. Saunders et al. (2009) argue that preparing and executing the 

interview in an appropriate way may reduce the amount of bias, external impact, as well as 

gain the trust of the interviewee. When opening up the interview the interviewer ought to 

work for gaining the confidence of the interviewee by describing the topic, how the interview 

will be conducted, and how the data will be used. (Saunders et al., 2009) This is important in 

order for the interviewee to give an informed consent (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Furthermore, to 

be given an informed consent the amount of intrusion on the interviewee’s and/or 

organisation’s privacy is to be explained before the interview commences. Moreover, 

interviewees are to be kept as anonymous as possible in order to decrease the invasion of an 

interviewee’s privacy. (Bryman & Bell, 2011) Confidentiality also reduces the risk for 

harming participants, one of Bryman and Bell’s (2011) rules regarding research ethics. By 

harm means physical and self-esteem damage, increased career prospects, or risk for future 

employment (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  
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The previous factors have been taken into consideration when creating the interview guide. 

Our interview guide was based on the analytical model which in turn is created by reviewing 

the literature. This means that we, as researcher, have wide knowledge about what we are 

exploring and thereby can gain the trust of the interviewee. Furthermore, we presented the 

conduct of the interview in order to ask the interviewee for consent to record the interview. 

By pointing out that the company as well as the interviewee, will not be mentioned by name, 

we further reduced the risk of harming the interviewees and the companies they represent. 

After conducting the interview, Saunders et al. (2009) recommend that transcriptions and 

reviewed data are kept separately and connected solely via some kind of coding, this to ensure 

the confidentiality and avoid harming the interviewee. In addition, Bryman and Bell (2011) 

argue that the information received in an interview must be protected from being used in other 

research for which no consent has been given. This has been taken into consideration by 

keeping the transcriptions apart from the thesis at all time. 
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4 EMPIRICAL DATA 

This chapter aims to present the empirical data collection. Hereby, the chapter is divided into 

the three conducted case studies. For each case we will first, give a short introduction of the 

company that was interviewed and second, presenting the collected data. 

4.1 COMPANY A 

General introduction of Company A: 

The first company which was interviewed was established in 1935. Company A is a large 

sized company with more than 12,000 employees worldwide and is located in the south of 

Germany. Company A is a global company and the market leader in cleaning technology and 

equipment. In 2014, the company generated a turnover of more than 2 billion Euros by selling 

approximately 12.5 million machines. 

In 2010, the company developed a new strategy which puts the customer into the center of all 

of the company’s doing. This means, the company’s acting is to be consequently focused on 

the needs of the customers. This is also firmly established in the mission statements of the 

company. 

Company A is divided into two business units. Business unit one focuses on selling the 

products to private consumers and business unit two is named professional and sells the 

products to so-called professional users. The company has its own R&D Department for each 

business unit. These R&D Departments are developing the products for the worldwide 

market.  

The interview at this company was conducted with the Product Manager, responsible for 

professional products (thus professional business unit). The Product Manager at Company A 

accompanies the innovation process from the beginning to the end and works closely together 

with the Lead User, Marketing Department and R&D Department throughout the process. 

Lead User information 

Company A defines their Lead User as: “Lead User are in our understanding users who 

accept new products first and who are also relevant for other users because they change their 

buying behaviours according to the behaviours of the Lead User. Also Lead User often 

change the standard products so that they [the products] are better adapted to their needs” 

(2015). 

The underlying reasons for the interaction with the Lead User are according to the 

interviewee: “One thing is of course to get new ideas and to get better knowledge about the 

real customer needs in application of our products, so, new ideas but also of course to reduce 

the risks in launching and developing the product” (Company A, 2015). In addition, the 

interviewee states that it is important to see if the current products and the features are useful 

or if they are seen as not needed.  
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Company A has mainly two ways to approach the Lead User. One approach is by using their 

internal database “where we have 10 to 15 Lead User which we are in contact with very 

regularly” (2015). The other approach is that they work together with the internal Marketing 

Research Department, when Company A has a specific topic, where input from the Lead User 

is needed. 

Phase I: 

In the first phase, mainly three departments are involved: (1) Product Management, which is 

responsible for the interaction with the Lead User; the (2) Marketing Research; and (3) 

Design Department, which are both working closely together with the Product Management.  

Company A applies three different methods in Phase I: (1) Focus groups, where they work 

together with roughly 20-25 Lead User; (2) customer satisfaction survey, where 200 Lead 

User with lower Lead User characteristics are involved; and (3) internal Innovation 

Management, “when the Lead User come to us, we have a responsible person at the company 

for external ideas” (Company A, 2015). Hereby, the interviewee states that the content of 

interaction is mainly about receiving ideas: “Giving us all ideas they have without any 

restrictions” (Company A, 2015). Furthermore, Company A seeks to understand the whole 

working process of the Lead User, by observing them before cleaning, while cleaning, and 

after cleaning.  

The incentive, Company A provides the Lead User with is a monetary incentive: “When we 

do the focus groups for example, then they get a reward of 100 to 200 Euros roughly per 

interview. This is the way we motivate them at the moment” (2015). However, the interviewee 

adds to this that the reward is mainly a compensation because “it is always time they have to 

spend for our interest and also money for driving to a certain location” (Company A, 2015). 

According to the interviewee, the main effort is done by the Lead User because they are the 

ones who provide the ideas. Furthermore, the interviewee stated that the incorporated Lead 

User in Phase I is mainly regionally located whereas for specific topics or products also 

national or international Lead User are contacted. However, the interviewee emphasised that 

the international marketing research costs are high and therefore seldom carried out.  

Phase II: 

The function responsible for the Lead User is “also the Product Manager and Market 

Research. These two departments. The designer is not involved very much in this phase. The 

Design Department just gives the drafts” (Company A, 2015). 

The main methods used in the Development Phase are according to the interviewee: “The 

Verbal Concept [presenting the product concept as a PowerPoint with pictures and text] is 

the main method and the Concept Lab [similar to verbal concept but the Lead User are also 

asked to create own concepts]. I think the Concept Lab is a special method” (Company A, 

2015). 

According to the PM, the content of interaction “…is about feedback and also that the Lead 

User can give ideas for improvements. Sometimes, we also compare different concepts and 

the Lead User can rate the concepts on a scale” (Company A, 2015). 
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The incentives for the Lead User to cooperate are “more or less the same like in the first 

phase. 100 to 200 Euros. Only money” (Company A, 2015). 

The company interacts with roughly 20 Lead User. The main effort is done by the company, 

because “we already present finished concepts to them and they only give feedbacks to the 

concepts we presented already” (Company A, 2015). Furthermore, depending on the market, 

where the product will be launched, “…the Lead User can be from China, for the European 

Market mostly German or British Lead User are involved” (Company A, 2015). 

Phase III: 

“In this phase, the function responsible is also the Product Management but in the Product 

Management we have a special guy who is responsible for application technology. The 

Application Manager” (Company A, 2015). Further, the interviewee adds that Company A 

mainly applies two methods: “I would say it is an Application Market Research or Interview 

with the Lead User. The other thing, we call it Field Testing. Testing the products at the end 

users. Application Test, so to speak” (2015). Thereby, the interviewee describes the 

Application Market Research as the following: “We make the research with a physical 

product and we have appointments with Lead User at their locations and there they work with 

our product for about 30 minutes to one hour in their daily work and we make a video and 

three or four people of the project team take part at these interviews, too. So we have the 

chance to see the Lead User live when working with our products” (Company A, 2015). 

Besides feedback during the Application Tests, the company also interviews the Lead User 

and observes them while conducting the cleaning task in order to get more information from 

him. “Because we often recognise that users do not say all the information they have because 

they think some issues they are like they are and they could not be improved” (Company A, 

2015). 

The incentives in the Testing Phase are, that “the customer, they get the products for free. 

Let’s say one or two years. They are motivated by having the newest stuff which is not already 

on the market. They feel a bit like special treated” (Company A, 2015). 

In this phase, Company A incorporates in general 10 Lead User. However, when the 

significance of the product is extremely high, then the amount of Lead User can increase to up 

to 70 Lead User in different target markets, to ensure that the product is in line with the needs 

of their customers with different cultural backgrounds. In this phase, the main effort is done 

by the Lead User. The Lead User is also regional or national located “but when we develop 

for example products for China or the Asian market we are also doing the Application Test in 

the local market” (Company A, 2015). 

Phase IV: 

Currently, Company A does not involve the Lead User for launching the products but they are 

thinking about involving them, whereas they are uncertain how to do it.  

Company A gets feedback from the market regarding quality issues. The feedback is from 

whomever on the market having trouble with a product’s quality and not only from Lead 

User. 
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Additional findings: 

The interviewee emphasised that “the incorporation is very successful with the Lead User 

because we can improve our product before launching it, get more certainty that we have the 

right concepts and we reduce the risk of launching wrong products. I think it is very risky to 

make complete projects without any contact with Lead User” (Company A, 2015). 

Furthermore, the interviewee states that the Lead User contributes with incremental 

innovations. The interviewee further emphasises that often the Lead User have unrealistic 

ideas which are not feasible and “sometimes they do not know what is technically possible” 

(Company A, 2015). These ideas will be evaluated and saved in a database for the future. 

According to the interviewee, the Lead User is most valuable in Phase III, whereas Phase I is 

also seen as important. 

4.2 COMPANY B 

General introduction of Company B:  

Company B was established in 1937 and is located in the southeast of Sweden. In 2014, the 

company had 14,700 employees and exhibited sales of 23.5 MSEK. Furthermore, the 

company’s customers are worldwide located. 

Company B is divided into six different business units, whereas the interview we conducted 

was based on the “business which provides the market with training equipment for mainly 

military trainings” (2015). Hereby, this business unit has its own R&D Department and 

provides the market with systems for training, security, simulation, and secure communication 

among other things. “We are on the market from a technology perspective the world leading” 

(Company B, 2015).  

The interviewee emphasises the importance of the business unit and their solutions by saying: 

“You [the customer] have to prepare your troops in order to be able to work in those 

environments [conflict areas such as Ukraine, Syria] and be able to train those troops that 

they are prepared as good as they could be for situations” (Company B, 2015). 

The interview was conducted with the Head of the Development, who is part of the 

innovation process, which means the interviewee possess the needed knowledge to answer 

our questions. 

Starting: 

Company B defines their Lead User as “the end users out in the field. Mainly instructors, 

commanders on different military levels that see needs for training. We also have a lot of 

those former military people. They always have a lot of ideas, how to do something a bit 

different in order to get a better effect of the training” (2015). Furthermore, the interviewee 

stated that the Lead User can be seen as being in the front of the market. 

Company B develops products, based on ideas from the internal R&D as well as from ideas of 

the Lead User. In the first case, Company B approaches the Lead User by going directly to the 

field with their ideas and concepts. However, in the second case, the Lead User reaches out to 



Daniel Knoll, Viktoria Johnsson  2015 

35 

 

Company B with an idea or a need which they want the company to develop or solve. 

Company B then develops a product together with the Lead User and for the market, the Lead 

User have provided. When the product has been launched, Company B might introduce the 

product to other markets.  

The underlying reasons for Company B to interact with the Lead User are to reduce risk and 

uncertainty when developing products. “If we ourselves launching something, we think it is 

beneficial in an early stage to get a few number of reference customers to get a check if we 

are going in the right direction” (2015). 

Phase I: 

The interviewee points out that the function responsible for the Lead User is “mainly our 

strategy side but we [Development] have the influence on that of course, what is possible to 

do” (Company B, 2015). 

The interviewee further states that they distinguish between different methods to interact with 

the Lead User: “Workshop, meetings, and we can also use exhibitions as well in launching 

concepts on an exhibition” (Company B, 2015). Hereby, the interviewee also pointed out that 

there a meetings taking place three times per year to share experiences, get into discussions, 

and the participating users “are quite creative and they are always keen on taking the 

capabilities forward” (Company B, 2015). “What the meetings make so important is that they 

are extreme users and we have the relationship. We are having a good cooperation with 

them” (Company B, 2015). Furthermore, the interviewee states that the engineers constantly 

meet the Lead User in its training environment, where they observe the Lead User and get 

into discussions in order to see what could be done better and what is feasible in terms of 

“doing a bit better than it is today” (Company B, 2015).  

The content of interaction is, according to the interviewee, to get new ideas, discuss ideas and 

concepts, and to get feedback, what can be done better. 

“The main incentives for the users are intrinsic ones” (Company B, 2015). That the Lead 

User can get into discussions, share experiences, and together come up with new ideas. “They 

are quite creative and they are always keen on taking the capabilities forward” (Company B, 

2015). The interviewee further points out that they do not motivate their Lead User by giving 

them monetary incentives. 

The interviewee described that they cooperate with roughly two to five Lead User. In 

addition, the effort is ranked as being a combined effort. The users that are taking part in the 

three times per year meetings are from all over the world. However, when the company 

invites their Lead User, they will start with a focus market and not invite Lead User from all 

over the world in the first place. 

Phase II: 

“In this stage, the function responsible is still the Strategy Department. This will be the 

driver. But both Marketing and Engineering will support the activities. Both by presence and 

by work so to say” (Company B, 2015).  
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The method for interaction is in the Development Phase: “Tests, what we are doing together, 

there could be meetings, where we are presenting something both hardware or software or 

just even PowerPoints. Depending how far we are in the development process. So, testing 

concepts, and getting feedback” (Company B, 2015). By performing those meetings, the 

interviewee states that the content of interaction is mainly to get feedback, review designs, 

and to see if the Lead User’s requirements are fulfilled and in line, or if further action is 

needed. “So, you can actually say that this is a risk mitigation action to have those meetings” 

(Company B, 2015). Furthermore, the interviewee points out that the Lead User “are not part 

of developing solutions in the sense of hardware and software” (Company B, 2015).  

The incentives for the interaction are, according to the interviewee, that the Lead User is part 

of the project and has “the possibility to use and test the products and also to affect the 

development of it” (Company B, 2015).  

In the second phase, the interviewee points out that they involve one to two Lead User and the 

main effort is done by the company because they develop the product, whereas the Lead User 

gives feedback and ensures “that the product is on the track and in line with the needs” 

(Company B, 2015). In this phase, Company B is more dedicated to one area at the time in 

order to see if the product “turns out well with those users then we can take the product 

worldwide” (2015).  

Phase III: 

The functions responsible for the Lead User are still the Strategic Department as well as the 

Marketing and Development Department. 

In this phase, Company B’s main method is to test the product directly in the field in order to 

get feedback. “Most often we are observing and supporting the tests the customers do” 

(Company B, 2015). Hereby, the Lead User is “using the equipment in the desired 

environment and they give a lot of feedback. Sometimes quite harsh, sometimes very positive. 

But there is a feedback” (Company B, 2015). 

The motivation in this phase is intrinsically driven according to the interviewee, because the 

Lead User can test the products in their desired environment, get into discussions, and give 

their feedback to the representatives of Company B. 

The number of Lead User involved in this phase are the same as in the second phase: one to 

two Lead User. However, the interviewee of Company B adds that in order to get a broad 

feedback, they test the product at a higher number of Lead User: “And this [the product] 

could be tested on a single unit or there could be equipment provided for an exercise for 10-

20; 40 to 50 number is used. Because we would like to have a lot of feedback before we 

launch the full range of it” (2015). The main effort in Phase III is two-folded: “In the first 

case we have to bring the evidence that we are fulfilling the specs [specifications]. That is 

more or less our effort to do that” (Company B, 2015). However, when the Lead User are 

testing the products, then the main effort is on the Lead User. The testing of the products 

takes place at the company’s facility but it also takes place outside of Sweden, depending on 

the target market. 
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Phase IV: 

According to the interviewee: “There is not much customer involvement in the launches. We 

are doing this mainly ourselves” (Company B, 2015). However, after the product has been 

launched, Company B gets in touch with their Lead User again in order to see if the product 

was adopted. 

The function responsible for the Lead User after the Product Launch are the Marketing 

Department as well as the Engineering Department. “After the launch we are getting the 

feedback quite easily by being present at the customers or where we are using the stuff” 

(Company B, 2015). Thereby, the content of interaction after the launch is based on feedback 

and “visiting the customer to check how stuff is going” (Company B, 2015). 

Additional findings: 

 “You have to understand what the market needs. And the best thing is to understand the 

customer, talk to the customer. Then you need to be able to interpret. What they are 

expressing and then it is our duty to create new products to meet those needs” (Company B, 

2015). The interviewee further emphasised that the interaction with the Lead User is 

successful and important: “It is a must” (Company B, 2015). However, the interviewee also 

pointed out that the innovations, created together with the Lead User, are mostly of an 

incremental character. “But once in a while you meet up with one of those guys which are 

really up in the sky, among the clouds, having ideas. First time you hear them you say no, that 

is nothing for us. But when you hear them a second time you rethink a bit, you will do 

something completely different what you have done before” (Company B, 2015). According 

to the interviewee, the Lead User is most valuable in the first two phases because “if I can get 

the ideas wide, if I can do the development wide I will base the other two phases on that” 

(Company B, 2015). Furthermore, when Company B gets hold of ideas, which are at the 

moment not feasible, then they will save it in a database and “take former ideas into 

consideration when we doing new stuff” (2015) 

4.3 COMPANY C 

General introduction to Company C: 

Company C is a Swedish car manufacturer and was established in 1927. The company 

develops and sells their products globally. Company C is part of a large corporation with 

around 100,000 employees worldwide, whereas Company C employs 15,000. In 2014, 

Company C had a turnover of 104 MSEK. Company C is divided into different departments 

focusing on either marketing or the development of different systems of the product. 

The cars developed are based on numerous systems with different technology. The focus of 

the car and its systems are safety, quality, and innovativeness. Company C competes for the 

customer by bringing new cars to the market of which the customer and competitors do not 

know about. 
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The interviewee at the company is responsible for one department of Company C, a so called 

Unit Responsible, and is active in the development of new products as well as in the 

decision-making concerning one area of product systems. Furthermore, the interviewee 

possesses knowledge regarding the combined development of the car, due to the position of 

the interviewee. 

Starting: 

Company C defines their Lead User as the user who is thinking outside the box and possesses 

good ideas. Furthermore, the Lead User knows what needs to be developed. It is also 

important to gain “crazy ideas” and see if they are possible to do. “There’s nobody that will 

stop them, say that it’s a bad idea and stop them. We always try to go further before we stop 

them, if it needs stopping, otherwise we go all the way.” (Company C, 2015) 

Company C’s Lead User is found within the company itself as employees, because it is 

important to keep the new ideas as a secret before launching the new product on the market. 

“You take influence from outside but do everything inside the company after that. Because it’s 

almost secret because you don’t want the customer to know it before you launch it. Have it 

inside the company […], we want to be the first.” (Company C, 2015)  

The reason for Company C to utilise the Lead User are explained as followed: “We are an 

innovative company so we have to have these innovative guys to actually move further and 

actually stand in the automotive business” (2015). Furthermore, the interviewee explain that 

Company C does not only aim at aligning the product with customer needs but also “…move 

further to enlighten customers” and creating reasons for the customer to buy their product. 

(2015) 

Phase I: 

Company C uses two main ways of generating ideas by involving the Lead User: events and 

so called Innovation Councils. The events are open for all employees around the world and 

give them an opportunity to “…take whatever idea in your mind and put it on and see if we 

can do something with it.” (Company C, 2015)  

According to the interviewee, the Innovation Councils are held once a week, where 

employees present their ideas for a group of advisers from different parts of the company. 

Amongst the advisers, one can find Unit Responsibles from different departments. “The 

innovation council is just to have ideas there, and if we can go on to the next step so we can 

make it possible. That is more free kind of meeting. They show their ideas.” (Company C, 

2015) 

Because it is not manageable to discuss all ideas, a software acts as a database for Lead User’s 

ideas where the advisors choose the ideas, that are to be presented and discussed at an 

Innovation Council. In the software, the Lead User is uploading the ideas. Moreover, the 

software might be used for taking ideas and go directly to development.  

The major incentive for Lead User to participate in the idea generation is to work with new 

ideas. If the idea is interesting to pursue, the Lead User will be part of the upcoming 
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development. Moreover, a good idea might lead to a patent which acts as an incentive for the 

Lead User. However, no monetary incentives are used according to the interviewee. 

Once the ideas have been generated, Company C uses software, meetings with R&D and 

Marketing, and search intellectual property to see what the next steps are. 

The geographical proximity of the Lead User varies. Mostly it is local; however, due to the 

global events and departments, ideas are generated all over the world. 

The amount of Lead User involved is estimated to 100 Lead User in the generation of ideas 

for the entire car.  

Phase II:  

The methods of interaction differ depending on the department and if the idea has potential 

for patent. However, each Friday there is a meeting where the development is discussed in 

concern of: how does the work proceed; is the project progressing according to schedule; does 

the Lead User need help with the development. 

The content of interaction is both regarding solutions to problems when developing the 

system but also feedback from the Lead User. 

In the Development Phase, the concept is tested in worldwide events to make sure that it is 

something the market is demanding. The concepts are presented as e.g. sketches and 

prototypes. The interviewee states, “you have to develop something before you can assure it”. 

(Company C, 2015) 

There is an ongoing testing to make sure that the system performs according to requirements. 

The system is tested in different environments and climates. 

The incentives for Lead User are both working with the system they came up with as well as 

the possibility to get a patent for the final product. 

The Lead User is often following the idea into the Development Phase. Many Lead User are 

engineers themselves and do not require a high amount of help. The idea is in the area of 

knowledge and where the Lead User is employed. The Lead User working in marketing is not 

responsible for the development of the idea but is part of the Friday meetings, where the Lead 

User gives feedback on the current state of the concept.  

It is usually the same amount of Lead User involved in this phase. However, the Lead User 

gets more support from Company C in developing the system. One Lead User is often part of 

the development of more than one system. 

The geographical proximity of Lead User varies. Company C has R&D facilities in different 

parts of the world and depending on the knowledge possessed and the target market, the 

systems or product might be developed internationally or locally. International development 

projects are often supported from Sweden. 
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Phase III: 

In Phase III both the systems and the car are tested as one unit. Meaning: does the final 

product perform according to the specification; do the systems within the car perform 

according to the requirements; do the systems function within the car.  

The Lead User is part of the testing by trying the car as a whole through different simulations 

of real-life situations.  

Regarding making sure that the product meets customer demands, the interviewee states 

following: “When we are in this testing phase, we have accepted that this is something the 

customer wants. So this is just to see that it works as we want.” (Company C, 2015) 

Company C uses around 500-1000 people when testing the final product, amongst them the 

Lead User are found. The number is still around 100 Lead User, whereas one Lead User is 

involved in more than one system. In the testing, all functions are responsible for their system. 

Testing department is responsible for the overall testing of prototypes and final product. 

Phase IV: 

The Lead User is not involved in the launch of the product. 

Company C does not interact with their Lead User as a part of reviewing the project after 

launch. They rather communicate with ordinary users. 

Additional findings: 

Company C does not involve external users in any of the phases of the innovation process. 

The Lead User has no limitations as a person and ideas the Lead User can contribute with. 

The limitations are found within the organisation. Company C is nurturing a creative 

environment and is looking for “crazy” ideas. Regarding the feasibility of developing these 

ideas, the interviewee states: “That’s a lot of discussions. […] it takes a couple of years to 

develop a car so we just have to see if it still works or not. Sometimes you have to say, sorry it 

was a good idea but it doesn’t work. We have everything. But the important part is not to 

stop. We still need to generate these crazy ideas. That is what the Lead User are.” (Company 

C, 2015) 

According to Company C, the Lead User is most important in the beginning of the innovation 

process, between idea generation and development. After that, limitations of the project starts 

in terms of costs and time, which influence the interaction with the Lead User. 

Furthermore, the interviewee stated that the systems developed, often possess more 

incremental characteristics. 
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5 ANALYSIS 

In this chapter, we are going to connect our Frame of References with the Empirical Data in 

order to ensure a foundation for the subsequent Conclusions and Discussion Chapter. 

Thereby, the different cases will be analysed according to the different phases of the 

innovation process and the different aspects of the Lead User interaction. 

The analysis is mainly structured into the four phases of the innovation process. For each 

phase, we will first give an overview of the findings for each company, according to the 

definitions, by using the model from the chapter Categorising and Analysing Data in the 

Methodology. Afterwards, we are going to do a within-case analysis for each of the 

companies according to our aspects of interaction, which is then followed by a cross-case 

analysis in order to compare the three cases and the findings. At the end of each phase, a short 

summary will summarise the main findings. This approach will be done for each of the 

phases. At the end of the Analysis Chapter, an overall analysis will be presented, which 

comprises an analysis of the interaction over the innovation process as well as further 

findings, which are not directly linked to the aspects of interaction but are from our view 

important to mention. 

5.1 PHASE I 

How the three companies interact with the Lead User in the Idea Phase will be summarised in 

Table 3. Afterwards, a within-case analysis will be conducted for each company, which 

analyses and explains the findings, presented in the table. Thereafter, a cross-case analysis 

will compare and discuss the findings of the three different companies. 

 

Table 3: Interaction with Lead User in Phase I 
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Company A: 

When analysing Company A in the Idea Phase, it can be seen that the company uses focus 

groups and surveys as methods to interact with the Lead User. This is in line with 

Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) and Kristensson et al. (2008) who state that methods such as 

focus groups, surveys, and individual meetings are often performed in the beginning of the 

innovation process in order to gain ideas by the Lead User. In addition to those methods, 

mentioned by Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) and Kristensson et al. (2008), Company A 

observes the Lead User when using their product “before cleaning, while cleaning, and after 

cleaning” (2015) in order to understand the whole working process. By applying the method 

of observing, Company A will understand the whole cleaning process and furthermore gets 

ideas on how the process can be improved. This can also be linked to the fact, that 

Company A states that for the Lead User it is sometimes hard to express the needs or they do 

not express all of the needs. For example, the Lead User takes some things such as features or 

performance of the product as given and unchangeable. By using ordinary methods, Company 

A will get the Lead User into discussions with representatives of the company and other Lead 

User, and therefore try to get hold of all ideas and information the Lead User have. 

Furthermore, by allowing the Lead User and Design Department to interact, ideas, which for 

the Lead User are hard to visualise, can be expressed and presented for the company. 

Moreover, according to our analytical model, the purpose of Phase I is, to discover ideas as 

well as to choose what opportunities to pursue. This is in line with the content of the 

interaction found at Company A. “Giving us all ideas they have without any restrictions” 

(Company A, 2015). Furthermore, this is in line with Olson and Bakke (2001) as well as 

Gruner and Homburg (2001) who both point out that the early phase of the innovation process 

is about receiving ideas. Furthermore, the outcome of the interaction with the Lead User for 

Company A is therefore not merely ideas but also an understanding of the Lead User’s entire 

working process. Thus, the company will have an understanding, how the Lead User works 

and operates the product and accessories, which has an influence on the following 

development phase.  

The Design Department is one of the functions responsible for the interaction with the Lead 

User, because according to the interviewee of Company A are “Lead User often not that 

sophisticated in drawing” (2015). Hereby, the designer helps the Lead User to “put their 

ideas on to a paper” (Company A, 2015). By doing so, the company assures to get hold of the 

Lead User’s ideas even though they are hard for the Lead User to express or visualise. 

Furthermore, amongst the functions responsible for interacting with the Lead User, are the 

Product Manager as well as the Marketing Research Department. The Product Management 

represents the interface between the Marketing Department and Development Department. 

This means, the Marketing Department is conducting the methods, whereas the Product 

Management provides a technical background and supports the Marketing Department, when 

it comes to technical questions. Thereby, the information from the Lead User is viewed from 

a market perspective as well as a technology perspective which means that the evaluation of 

the ideas is starting directly.  
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For Phase I, Company A motivates the Lead User to participate by providing them with a 

monetary reward, which is between 100 to 200 Euros. This is not in line with the statement by 

von Hippel (2005) who points out that Lead User not necessarily need to receive a financial 

reward in order to cooperate. However, the Lead User is motivated due to being part of the 

innovation process (von Hippel, 2005). Company A further states that the monetary reward is 

seen by the company as a compensation for the expenses the Lead User will face by 

participating. Therefore, it can be assumed that the opportunity of being part of the innovation 

process is the main incentive. 

Company B: 

As outlined before, the purpose of the first phase of the innovation process is according to our 

analytical model to generate ideas. Hereby, besides the mentioned ordinary methods by 

Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) such as workshops and meetings, Company B is furthermore 

using exhibitions in order to generate ideas. Therefore, Company B is applying three different 

methods, whereas the meetings and exhibitions are special methods. Here, the company does 

not only aim to get ideas but also to get into discussions with Lead User and from those 

discussions, ideas and needs for improvements or adaptions will be derived. 

However, Gruner and Homburg (2001) point out that during the early phase of the innovation 

process, the idea generation is in focus. This is partly in line with Company B, because the 

focus is not just on receiving ideas but also to discuss and receive feedback, as it was outlined 

in the previous part. For example, Company B has a meeting three times per year with the 

Lead User, where they get into discussions, receive feedbacks to current products, and get 

new ideas. “What the meetings make so important is that they are extreme users and we have 

the relationship. We are having a good cooperation with them” (Company B, 2015). By 

having these users with high Lead User characteristics, Company B will get into valuable 

discussions with them, because they know exactly how the product works and what can be 

improved to enhance the product. Out of these discussions, the company will be able to derive 

ideas for further projects. Thus, the outcome of the interaction with the Lead User for 

Company B is ideas for new products, which is in line with the purpose of Phase I, to gain 

ideas and also to get feedback on the current products.  

The functions responsible for the Lead User within the first phase are mainly the Strategy 

Department as well as the Development Department, because they have the influence on what 

is feasible. This is in line with the definition of the first phase of the analytical model, because 

besides the generation of ideas it needs to be examined, what opportunities are interesting and 

feasible and therefore to pursuit. Thus, the Strategy Department is mainly interacting with the 

Lead User, whereas the Development Department will evaluate and assess the ideas of the 

Lead User.  

As pointed out by von Hippel (2005), the incentive for the Lead User to contribute is 

intrinsically motivated. This is supported by Company B by saying that the incentive in the 

Idea Phase is, being part of the process, sharing ideas as well as getting into discussions with 

representatives of Company B. Therefore, Company B does not provide their Lead User with 

any financial reward but Lead User have an intrinsic interest to contribute. This facilitates the 
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process of getting ideas for the company, because the Lead User does not need to be provided 

with a special motivation but is already willing to share ideas and information. 

Company C: 

Company C uses events, Innovation Councils, and software to generate ideas together with 

the Lead User. The events and the Innovation Councils can be seen as ordinary methods 

because the interaction is face-to-face, as it is explained by Kristensson et al. (2008) and 

Laage-Hellman et al. (2014). The Innovation Councils provide the closest interaction with the 

Lead User in the first phase and the Lead User is provided the opportunity to present their 

ideas in an informal setting. “The innovation council is just to have ideas there, and if we can 

go on to the next step so we can make it possible. That is more free kind of meeting. They 

show their ideas.” (Company C, 2015) Hence, it could be said that the method is a 

combination of focus group and individual interviews. There is merely one Lead User 

discussing with a number of advisors, however the discussion is similar to the one found in 

focus groups. Furthermore, Company C aims at nurturing new ideas early in the innovation 

process and not hindering them. Company C wishes to see how the product will evolve into 

concepts and prototypes to further decide if the project is to continue or not. Thereby, the 

discussion concerns to a large extent, how to proceed from the idea to the concept. 

However, Company C performs a virtual method as proposed by Hemetsberger and Godula 

(2007). Company C’s software, which also acts as a database for ideas, are used both as a 

source for ideas as well as to invite Lead User to Innovation Councils. The main reason for 

that is that Company C is a large corporation with employees all over the world. Furthermore, 

because the Lead User is an employee of Company C and responsible for taking the first 

contact with the company, a virtual method is necessary in order to gather and evaluate ideas 

from all employees. 

The content of interaction in all the methods is to allow the Lead User to present their ideas. 

However, in the Innovation Councils the future of the idea will be discussed. This can be 

connected to the purpose of the Idea Phase of our analytical tool: to generate and select 

opportunities. By considering the content of interaction and the statements of the interviewee, 

it can be said that the outcome of interaction with the Lead User for Company C is ideas, on 

which the new product development are based. 

The people responsible for the Innovation Councils are managers and other people with a 

strategic role, for example the Unit Responsible. However, once the idea is generated, 

meetings with R&D and Marketing are undertaken in order to plan the following steps. 

Thereafter, a project team is created, which will be partially responsible for the project as well 

as the interaction with the Lead User. In the case of the Lead User being an engineer at 

Company C, the Lead User will be part of the project team and thereby a constant part of the 

interaction. 

Von Hippel (2005) states that the Lead User is often motivated by being part of the innovation 

process as well as developing a solution to their needs, and learning from the development. 

This type of intrinsic motivation is found amongst the Lead User of Company C. Moreover, 
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the result might lead to a patent which creates further incentive for the Lead User to be 

innovative and present the idea.  

Cross-case analysis: 

When doing the cross-case analysis for the three companies in regard to the method of 

interaction, it can be seen that Company A as well as Company B are using focus groups and 

workshops in order to generate ideas. Both methods are similar, because the company invites 

the Lead User to a certain location and starts a discussion with the Lead User. However, 

Company C is not using a similar method. This can be referred to the fact that Company C is 

in the car manufacturing industry, where the level of secrecy is high and the Lead User is not 

an external but an internal person. Due to the fact that Company C has about 100,000 

employees worldwide, the main method in order to generate ideas is their software, which 

gathers and saves all the ideas, submitted by the employees. Neither Company A nor 

Company B stated that they are applying such a program. Nevertheless, another pattern we 

were able to identify is that both Company B and Company C do have events or exhibitions, 

which take place several times per year in order to capture new ideas, whereas Company A 

does not. This could be referred to the fact that Company B and Company C are both 

interacting with the Lead User also on an international level and therefore, one way of getting 

in touch with the Lead User, are international organised events or exhibitions.  

By looking at the second aspect of the Lead User interaction, which is the content of 

interaction, it can be determined that the aim of all three companies in the first phase is to get 

ideas from the Lead User. In addition, Company A observes the Lead User in order to 

understand the working process and therefore to detect problems and possible improvements. 

However, Company B and Company C are in this phase also focused on getting into 

discussions. This could be linked to the fact that the Lead User of Company B is often a 

former military personnel and the Lead User of Company C is an internal employee. 

Therefore, the Lead User is familiar with the technology and knows their needs and has 

specific ideas which need to be further discussed. The outcome of interaction is amongst the 

three companies similar. Company A, Company B, as well as Company C are mainly gaining 

new ideas, on which their new product development will be based on. However, for Company 

A, another outcome of the interaction with the Lead User is the understanding of the whole 

working process, when the Lead User works with the product. This could be linked to the fact 

that Company A’s products entail an additional working step before and after working with 

the product, which is preparing as well as storing the product and the accessories.  

Company A as well as Company B are both involving personal from the Marketing as well as 

the Development Department. However, Company A also includes the Product Manager and 

Company B the Strategy Department, which are the main responsible functions for the 

interaction at the companies. In contrast, Company C states that managers and people with 

strategic roles are the functions responsible for the Lead User. Thereby it can be seen that the 

functions with the main responsibility at the companies, do all possess a certain strategic 

position as well as combine Marketing and Development Departments. Moreover, due to the 

fact that the Lead User of Company C is an employee of the company, which means no 

special department is needed for the interaction. However, the Lead User at Company A and 
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Company B is an external person, for whom a function is needed that is familiar in interacting 

with Lead User and thus knows how to communicate and act. 

The main incentive for the Lead User to cooperate is for Company B as well as Company C 

intrinsic driven. At both companies, the Lead User is not provided with a financial reward but 

instead motivated, due to an inherent interest to contribute and interact. However, even 

though Company A provides their Lead User with a monetary reward, the interviewee of 

Company A further stated that the reward is more a compensation for the Lead User’s 

expenses. With the financial reward, Company A wants to ensure that the Lead User’s 

expenses are covered and thus be additionally motivated to go into an interaction with 

Company A. However, because Company A sees the financial reward as compensation, it can 

be concluded that the main motivation for the Lead User of all three companies are intrinsic 

incentives such as sharing and discussing ideas or the pride to contribute. 

To summarise, the main findings for Phase I are that all three companies use ordinary 

methods to interact, whereas Company C also applies a virtual method. The content of 

interaction is mainly to generate ideas and therefore the outcome of interaction, are mainly 

ideas. The functions responsible for the Lead User are at Company A and Company B people 

from the Marketing and Strategy Department and at Company C executives with a strategic 

role and the project team. The motivation for the Lead User to interact is at all three 

companies, intrinsic motivation.  

5.2 PHASE II 

How the three companies interact with the Lead User in the Developing Phase will be 

summarised in Table 4. Afterwards, a within-case analysis will be conducted for each 

company, which analyses and explains the findings, presented in the table. Thereafter, a 

cross-case analysis will compare and discuss the findings of the three different companies. 

 

Table 4: Interaction with Lead User in Phase II 
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Company A: 

Kaulio (1998) pointed out that a company needs to decide if they want to design and develop 

their products: mainly on their own; together with the Lead User, whereas the Lead User 

gives constant feedback on the presented concepts or prototypes; or that the Lead User has an 

active role, which means taking part in designing and selecting concepts, or developing the 

product. When analysing Company A, it can be seen that the Lead User has no active part in 

developing but Company A is collaborating with the Lead User through two main methods: 

(1) Verbal Concept and (2) Concept Lab. This means, unlike what Laage-Hellman et al. 

(2014) describe, Company A is not applying the same methods in Phase II as they applied in 

Phase I. This is mainly due to the fact that Company A does not aim to generate ideas in this 

phase but to receive feedback from the Lead User in terms of product concepts. 

According to Company A, the Verbal Concept and the Concept Lab are methods to show the 

Lead User the concept of the product and thus get feedback and ideas as well as to see, if the 

product is aligned to the Lead User’s needs: “It is about feedback and also that the Lead User 

can give ideas for improvements. Sometimes, we also compare different concepts and the 

Lead User can rate the concepts on a scale” (Company A, 2015). In addition, when 

performing the Concept Lab, the Lead User are further asked to create own concepts with the 

help of the designers. This means, Company A pursuits the combined approach by Kaulio 

(1998), where the Lead User assesses concepts, prototypes, and gives feedback.  

However, at Company A, the Lead User does not have an active part in terms of developing 

the product, but the development is done by the internal R&D Department, because the Lead 

User does not possess enough technological skills to develop the product. This is partly in line 

with the study of Gruner and Homburg (2001) who state that during the development of the 

product, the Lead User involvement is low. However, as pointed out by the interviewee of 

Company A, the role of their Lead User in this phase is, to pay attention at the product 

concepts, presented by the company and then give feedback and ideas for improvement. By 

doing this, the company makes sure that the product concepts fit the Lead User’s needs and 

requirements. If it does not fit, the company needs to revise and adapt their concepts. 

Nevertheless, through such an iterative process, Company A will make sure that the concepts 

comprise the requirements of the Lead User, before a physical product will be produced, 

where changes are getting more expensive for the company. This means that the Lead User’s 

role is still important for the company in this phase and the Lead User involvement for 

Company A cannot be regarded as low. Furthermore, the main outcome of interaction in this 

phase is concepts that has been created and rated in collaboration with the Lead User. In 

addition, Company A gets feedback on the concepts created by the company.  

Besides the Design Department, further functions interacting with the Lead User in the 

Development Phase are the Product Management and the Market Research Department. 

Thereby, it can be seen that even though the method of interaction as well as the content of 

interaction changed from the first to the second phase, the functions responsible for the Lead 

User are still the same. However, the interviewee also pointed out that the designer’s role 

during this phase decreased: “The designer is not involved very much in this phase. The 

design department just gives the drafts. But PM and market research go to the user with these 
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drafts and evaluate those” (Company A, 2015). This means that the Product Management as 

well as the Marketing Department are, similar to the first phase, mainly interacting with the 

Lead User. However, the Product Management will afterwards present the inputs from the 

Lead User to the internal Development Department. Anyhow, by having again the same 

functions responsible for the interaction, the Lead User will get familiar with the functions 

respectively the persons and build up trust to those functions. This trust can lead to increased 

willingness to share ideas and feedback.  

The incentive that Company A provides the Lead User to collaborate is equal to Phase I: 100 

to 200 Euros which is according to Ryan and Deci (2000a) an extrinsic motivation. However, 

it needs to be further pointed out that the Product Manager stated that this monetary reward 

can be seen as a compensation for the expenses. Those expenses can be, according to the 

interviewee of Company A, that the Lead User needs to get to the location, where the 

interaction takes place or that the Lead User needs to take time off to be able to participate. 

Therefore, it cannot be said that the main incentive are monetary reasons but instead it can be 

intrinsically motivated as pointed out by Ryan and Deci (2000b). This is also supported by the 

interviewee of Company A saying: “I think there are Lead User who are very happy to share 

their information and maybe they would not need the money but of course to make it easier, to 

convince them, they get the money” (2015). 

Company B: 

In the second phase of the innovation process, Company B is interacting with the Lead User, 

mainly through meetings. However, in this phase, the Lead User of Company B does not have 

an active part in developing on his own but is working together with the representatives of the 

company. Therefore, Company B is following the combined effort approach by Kaulio 

(1998), where the company designs and develops the product and the Lead User gives 

feedback and assesses the concepts. Furthermore, the method of interaction at Company B 

does not change from Phase I to Phase II, because they are still using meetings as the main 

methods. This is mainly, because meetings do not imply the mere generation of ideas but the 

company can also get into discussions and receive the mentioned feedback on product 

concepts. This is underlined by Kristensson et al. (2008) who point out that methods used in 

the first phase, such as meetings, can be applied for a different phase. 

In the case of Company B, the purpose of the meetings is to test the product, getting feedback, 

and to ensure that the product is in line with the Lead User’s needs: “So, you can actually say 

that this is risk mitigation action to have those meetings. So you can say we have done this 

Development Phase for three months and we sit down together with the customer to see if we 

agree on and if we are on the track or not” (2015). This means, for Company B it is 

significant important to get feedback from the Lead User and see, if the product fulfils the 

requirements of the Lead User and therefore the development of the product can continue or if 

adaptions are needed. Thus, the outcome of the interaction with the Lead User is mainly 

feedback on the product which eventually ensures that the product fulfils the requirements of 

the Lead User. 
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The main functions responsible for the interaction with the Lead User did not change from the 

first phase to the second phase. According to the interviewee of Company B, the Strategy 

Department is still the main driver and the Development Department as well as the Marketing 

Department will “…support the activities. Both by presence and by work so to say” (2015). 

Hence, the Strategy Department is in the second phase as well as in the first phase the main 

function, which is responsible for the interaction with the Lead User.  

The incentive for the Lead User is similar to Phase I not a monetary incentive but the 

possibility of being part of the project as well as having “the possibility to use and test the 

products and also to effect the development of it” (Company B, 2015). Hence, the main 

reason for the Lead User to interact is in line with the reasoning of von Hippel (2005) and is 

described as intrinsic motivation by Ryan and Deci (2000a). This gives the company again the 

possibility to interact with users, who are willing to share information and give feedback. 

Furthermore, by having intrinsic motivated Lead User, the company can be certain that the 

Lead User is eager to contribute as good as possible, due to the own inherent interest. The 

company does not need to find a reward in order to give the Lead User a reason to interact. 

Company C: 

According to Laage-Hellman et al. (2014), focus groups, surveys, and individual interviews 

are with success also applied in the Development Phase. However, Company C uses none of 

these methods but instead a special type of meeting. Every Friday, the advisors meet the Lead 

User to discuss the progress of the development of the product. This meeting is structured and 

more informal, which makes it differ from the Innovation Councils in the Idea Phase. 

However, meetings are the main method of interaction also in Phase II, which can be 

explained by the purpose and content of the interaction.  

The aim of the interaction in Phase II is to provide the Lead User with support in the 

development of the product, and to receive feedback from the Lead User to the concepts and 

prototypes. This is in line with Kaulio (1998) as well as Cooper (2001), who emphasise that 

the development of a product concerns both technology and engineering but also feedback 

from the market. According to Company C, the feedback concerning concepts is most 

important, if the Lead User is working in Marketing, because this Lead User is not part of the 

entire development process and therefore not actively involved in developing the product. In 

contrast, the Lead User working in Development is responsible for the designing of concept 

as well as the development of the product. Thereby, depending on the project and from which 

department the Lead User is from, Company C is pursuing both approaches, mentioned by 

Kaulio (1998): design with, where the Lead User is giving feedback on the presented 

concepts; and design by, where the Lead User is active in developing the product and 

designing concepts.  

Furthermore, the content has shifted from concerning ideas in the first phase to containing 

concepts, results, and aims regarding time and costs in the second phase. This can be 

explained by the fact that the Lead User is also responsible for the development of the product 

and thereby must show that the project plan is being followed. In this connection, the outcome 
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of interaction is Company Cdeveloped concepts, how the product should look like, as well as 

feedback on concepts and solutions, in case that problems or issues emerge. 

Due to the advisors role in the Friday meetings, they are still responsible for the interaction 

with the Lead User. As for the previous phase, the advisors possess a strategic and connecting 

role in the organisation. If the Lead User needs help from other projects or departments the 

advisors will help connect the Lead User with relevant people. Moreover, we can see that 

even though the method and content of interaction has changed, the functions responsible for 

the interaction are not different. 

As it goes for the incentives of interaction, the Lead User is according to Company C 

motivated to participate due to the interest in innovations and development as well as the will 

to learn more. Therefore, the incentive is again in line with von Hippel’s (2005) argument that 

the Lead User is motivated by being part of a new product development as well as learning 

and evolving. This is also connected to the intrinsic incentives, presented by Ryan and Deci 

(2000a), where they claim that a person can be motivated by interest, desire, and satisfaction. 

Cross-case analysis: 

In the Development Phase, all three companies interact with their Lead User through some 

sort of meeting. However, Company A calls their meetings Verbal Concept and Concept Lab, 

whereas Company B and Company C call it meeting. This means, all three companies are 

applying ordinary methods, which can be linked to the fact that each company aims at 

discussing issues with the Lead User face-to-face. The content of interaction is at all three 

companies’ to receive feedback, whereas Company C goes one step further and also aims to 

receive solutions to problems, when developing the component. When analysing the content 

of interaction during the meetings, it can be determined that both Company A as well as 

Company B are similar in this aspect. At both companies, the Lead User does not have an 

active part in the development of the product but the company presents the concepts and the 

Lead User gives feedback on the concepts. Thereby, both companies can make sure that the 

product is aligned according to the Lead User’s needs, which is important for both companies, 

because then they can proceed with developing the product. Therefore, the main effort is 

undertaken by the company, because the internal R&D Department is responsible for the 

development. However, at Company C, the main effort is done by the Lead User, which 

means that the Lead User has an active part in the development process by providing 

solutions to problems. This can be explained by the fact that Company C’s Lead User are 

internal employees and therefore part of the project team and responsible for the development 

of the product. Hence, it can be said that the internal Lead User of Company C possess 

technical knowledge and skills and can thus be active in the development, whereas the Lead 

User at Company A and Company B is an external Lead User. This means, it is hard to 

integrate an external Lead User in the actual development of the product, because the Lead 

User most likely does not know or is familiar with the internal processes of development, 

standards, and organisation. The outcome of interaction is at all three companies’ concepts, 

which are aligned and approved by the Lead User. The companies are therefore able to 

proceed with the development of the product. However, as it was seen before, the undertaken 
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effort, how to achieve those concepts may be different, whereas the outcome is, to have a final 

and confirmed concept of the product. 

The functions responsible for the Lead User did not change in any of the three companies 

from the first to the second phase. Therefore, the same patterns of representatives from the 

Marketing and Development being involved are found at Company A and Company B, 

whereas at Company C the managers and persons with strategic roles as well as the project 

team are responsible for the interaction. This can again be linked to the fact that the Lead User 

of Company C is an employee and has a frequent interaction with other functions and 

departments within Company C. In contrast, the Lead User at Company A and B is an 

external person, for whom a function needs to be responsible that is experienced in interacting 

with Lead User.  

As already seen for Phase I, the main incentive for the Lead User of Company B and 

Company C to interact is intrinsic driven. Again, Company A provides the Lead User for 

participating, monetary rewards. However, also in this phase, the interviewee of Company A 

points out that the monetary reward is compensation in order to cover the expenses of the 

Lead User. Furthermore, according to the interviewee, a monetary reward is not necessarily 

needed, because some of their Lead User are motivated just by being part of the innovation 

process. However, to make sure that the Lead User is eager to interact and participate, the 

company provides the Lead User with a financial reward. In addition to Company B’s 

intrinsic incentives, at Company C the Lead User is further motivated in contributing by 

seeing the possibility of getting a patent with the help of the company, which is possible, 

because the Lead User is an employee of Company C. However, it can be concluded that at 

all three companies, the main incentive for the Lead User to interact is due to the inherent 

interest of contributing and having an impact on the development of the product, which means 

that the companies develop the products with the help of their inputs. This is further means 

that the companies are developing a solution according to the needs of the Lead User. 

To summarise, the main findings for Phase II are that all three companies apply ordinary 

methods. Furthermore, the content of interaction in this phase is mainly to get feedback, 

whereas the Lead User at Company A and Company B furthermore evaluates the concepts 

presented by the company. At Company C, the Lead User has also an active part in the 

development. The outcome of interaction is at all three companies oncepts approved by and 

aligned with the Lead User’s needs. The functions responsible for the interaction at all three 

companies did not change. This can equally be seen for the incentives, where at all three 

companies, the Lead User was intrinsic motivated. 

 

 

 

 

 



Daniel Knoll, Viktoria Johnsson  2015 

52 

 

5.3 PHASE III 

How the three companies interact with the Lead User in the Testing Phase will be summarised 

in Table 5. Afterwards, a within-case analysis will be conducted for each company, which 

analyses and explains the findings, presented in the table. Thereafter, a cross-case analysis 

will compare and discuss the findings of the three different companies. 

 

Table 5: Interaction with Lead User in Phase III 

Company A: 

According to Gruner and Homburg (2001), companies can make use of the Lead User by 

testing the products with them and getting feedback. This can be underlined by the statement 

of the interviewee at Company A, who says that the main intention during this phase is to test 

the product, if it works and if it is aligned with the Lead User’s needs. However, besides the 

mentioned method of testing the product by Gruner and Homburg (2001), Company A applies 

another method which they call Application Market Research. Therefore, Company A 

performs two methods in Phase III: (1) Field Testing, where the product is given to the Lead 

User over a defined period of time so that the Lead User can test the product; and (2) 

Application Market Research, where the Lead User gets the product, works with the product 

for around 30 minutes, and the project team observes it. Thus, Company A applies in 

Phase III, as well as in the latter two, ordinary methods and no virtual method, between which 

Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) distinguished. This can mainly be linked to the fact that those 

ordinary methods allow the company to give the physical product to the Lead User, who can 

test the product in real-life and give feedback regarding the functions and the product itself.  

Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) as well as Gruner and Homburg (2001) point out that after 

developing the product, the company tests the product and gets feedback. This can be equally 
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seen for Company A, because the main intention, when they perform the Field Testing 

Method, is “not getting new ideas but testing and getting feedback” (2015). Furthermore, the 

Lead User will have the product for several weeks, which means the Lead User uses the 

product in real-life and Company A will therefore see, how the product performs under real 

working conditions. Moreover, the Lead User can give comprehensive feedback to the 

company in terms of breakdowns, inconveniences or improvements, which may first occur 

after extensively and long-term operating the product. In addition to receiving feedback in this 

phase, as mentioned by Laage-Hellman et al. (2014) as well as Gruner and Homburg (2001), 

when Company A is applying the Application Market Research, the aim is to observe the 

Lead User, when using the product. Thus, Company A aims at understanding the working 

process and see problems the Lead User face. “When we observe the users, it is also the 

intention to get more information not only asking questions because we often recognise that 

users do not say all the information they have because they think some issues they are like 

they are and they could not be improved. But when you observe you see that they are not 

acting normal and you see what needs to be improved but just by asking questions they would 

never talk about these problems” (Company A, 2015). This is in line with Kleef et al. (2004) 

who emphasise the importance of understanding the user, because they often do not know 

what they want or cannot express it. Therefore, one outcome of the Lead User interaction for 

Company A is the gained understanding of the Lead User´s working process. Furthermore, 

Company A get to see and reflect upon how the Lead User acts or behaves when using the 

product and therefore what needs to be improved on the product. Thus, the company will have 

tested products as well as feedback to the products, which means they are aligned to the Lead 

User´s needs and fulfil the requirements and expectations. 

However, as stated in our aspects of interaction, when the content of interaction as well as the 

method of interaction changes, it could be concluded that the functions responsible for the 

interaction with the Lead User may change as well. This is partly in line with the findings of 

Company A, because both the method and the interaction changed from Phase II to Phase III 

as well as the functions responsible. However, the main function, which is the Product 

Management, is still responsible for the interaction within this phase, as it was in the first, 

second and third phase: “In this phase [the function responsible for the Lead User is] also the 

Product Management but in the Product Management we have a special guy who is 

responsible for application technology: The Application Manager” (Company A, 2015). 

Therefore, the Lead User is still in touch with the same function, as from the first phase on, 

which means the Lead User knows the persons of the company and trusts them. This is 

especially important, because trust will increase the probability that the Lead User is 

discussing issues with the representative of the company on a more informal level, which can 

increase the exchange of valuable information, the Lead User was not willing or ready to 

share before. 

Hippel (2005) emphasised that the main incentive for Lead User is not necessarily financially 

driven but the mere possibility of taking part in the innovation process is motivation enough 

to collaborate with the company. This is supported by the interviewee of Company A in this 

third phase, because the main incentive for the Lead User here is, to have the product for free 
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and to experience a special treatment, because the Lead User can test the product before 

everyone else has it. Thus, the company will get valuable information from the Lead User 

without the need of giving financial rewards. 

Company B: 

As mentioned by Cooper (2001), testing of the product ought to be done internally as well as 

in the environment of the user, so called Field Testing. In the Testing Phase, Company B 

interacts with the Lead User by “… observing and supporting the tests” (2015). This means, 

by applying this ordinary method, Company B gives the physical product to the Lead User in 

order to test it under real-life conditions. This is significant, because the company needs to 

test, how the product functions, when used by the Lead User in the field, where later on the 

product is supposed to be used. The aim of Field Testing is to gain feedback directly from the 

Lead User as they use the product, both by discussions but also by observing the Lead User’s 

behaviour. This means that the Lead User can provide Company B with a high amount of 

feedback, both positive and negative. Positive feedback means for Company B that the 

product fulfils the requirements of the Lead User and performs well in real-life conditions. In 

contrast, negative feedback means for Company B that the product does not perform as it was 

expected or does not fulfil the expectations and requirements of the Lead User and therefore 

needs to be improved and revised. Moreover, the company is also observing the Lead User, 

when they use the product in order to determine how the product is used and therefore 

recognise behaviours the Lead User is not aware of and otherwise would not mention to the 

company. After interacting with the Lead User in Phase III, the company will have tested 

products, for which they got feedback on. Moreover, Company B will know, if the product is 

aligned to the Lead User’s needs and if it fulfils the requirements of the Lead User. This is 

especially important for Company B, because with their products, they are preparing troops to 

survive in conflict areas, such as Syria, and thus the products needs to be aligned and fulfil the 

requirements of the user to a high degree. 

The functions responsible for the interaction with the Lead User are the Project Team and the 

Strategic Department as well as the Marketing and Engineering Department. What can be 

seen is that the Strategic, Marketing, and Development Department are responsible for the 

interaction with the Lead User, as they have been in the previous phases. Furthermore, the 

Strategic Department as well as the Development Department have been interacting with the 

Lead User from the beginning on. Hence, the Lead User is already familiar with those 

representatives, which can mean that the Lead User trust those persons and is thus willing to 

contribute and share an extensive amount of information with them, compared to persons they 

are not familiar with. 

The incentive for the Lead User to work with Company B in the third phase is to be able to 

influence the product and future projects, which is connected to the intrinsic incentives (Ryan 

& Deci, 2000a). Furthermore, by giving feedback on the product, the Lead User increases the 

chances to be provided a product, which fulfils the Lead User’s need. This is a characteristic 

and motive that von Hippel (2005) state is common for a Lead User. 
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Company C: 

The purpose for Company C in the third phase is to make sure that both the systems and the 

product perform according to the requirements, created by the company. Cooper (2001) states 

that the testing is to be performed in laboratories, in order to examine the quality and 

performance, as well as in the setting of the Lead User, which is then call field testing. 

Company C undertakes both types of testing, whereas the Lead User does not only participate 

in the Field Testing but also in the laboratory testing. In addition, part of the testing can be 

simulations of real-life events using machines at Company C’s facilities. This could be seen 

as a combination of field testing and laboratory testing, meaning that the Field Testing is not 

necessary conducted outside the company but could be conducted within Company C. The 

reason for Company C focusing the testing internally is due to the high secrecy found in the 

car manufacturing industry and its incumbents. Therefore, Company C does not reach out to 

external users to test the product, nor do they perform a large amount of testing outside the 

company’s facilities. Furthermore, Company C has already decided that the product is what 

the customer wants and therefore the aim is to test the performance and quality of the product 

according to the criteria, set by the company. Hence, the content of interaction is to a high 

degree concerning the performance of different systems of the car, technological 

measurements, and safety issues whereas feedback regarding the Lead User’s experience of 

the car is less prominent. However, the outcome of interaction is a tested product, even 

though the alignment to the Lead User’s needs is for Company C not the focus. Anyhow, it 

needs to be considered that the Lead User of Company C is an internal user and thus also part 

of the testing phase. This means, an alignment to the Lead User’s needs and a constant 

feedback is ensured, even though this may not be the main purpose for the company. 

As mentioned in our aspects of interaction, the method of interaction as well as the content of 

interaction changes throughout the innovation process. This is equally true in the case of 

Company C, where they go from the meetings as the method of interaction to field and 

laboratory testing. Same goes for the content of interaction which goes from idea generation, 

to discussing solutions and project plans, to feedback in terms of measurable factors, and 

meeting the requirements.  

In the Testing Phase, Company C has a department responsible for the overall testing of the 

product, Testing Department. However, each project team is responsible for the testing of 

their system. Therefore, because the Lead User in many projects is part of the project team, 

the Lead User might be responsible for the testing, which reduces the need for interaction 

with the Lead User.  

Company C does not use any incentive to motivate the Lead User to participate in Phase III. 

However, because the Lead User might be responsible for a system and therefore the testing 

of this system the fulfilling of its work tasks could be seen as an incentive, which can in turn 

be linked to intrinsic motivation. 
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Cross-case analysis: 

When comparing the methods of interaction between the cases we see that all companies 

perform the ordinary method Field Testing to interact with the Lead User. This could be 

explained by using the literature regarding the innovation process and the need to test the 

product in the Lead User’s environment (Cooper, 2001; Tidd & Bessant, 2009). However, the 

purpose of the Field Testing varies across the cases. Company A and Company B aim at 

observing the Lead User while working with the product. In combination with discussions 

with the Lead User, Company A and Company B seek to understand how the product is 

experienced as well as if the product meets the needs of the Lead User and therefore the needs 

of the customers. Furthermore, Company A and Company B want to test how the product 

performs under real-life conditions, when tested by the Lead User in the respective 

environment, before launching the product. In contrast, the aim for Company C in this phase 

is, to make sure that the product works, all systems are compatible and that the product meets 

the safety and quality standards of Company C. Meaning, that according to Company C, the 

Lead User’s needs are not an important part to test in Phase III, which is explained by the 

following statement: “When we are in this testing phase, we have accepted that this is 

something the customer wants. So this is just to see that it works as we want.” (2015). This 

means, the company is still getting feedback from the Lead User, however the main purpose 

of this phase is to accomplish the Lead User’s needs and ensure that the product works as 

expected. One reason for this might be that Company C’s customers possess a special pattern 

of buying and using the product. In the car manufacturing industry, where Company B is 

active, there is a large amount of first-hand sales but also second-hand sales. Thereby, the 

products are often changing the owner, seen to the life length of the product, at short intervals. 

By saying this, Company C has a large market and is certain that the products will be sold 

even though the Lead User has not given input regarding the experience of using the product. 

This means, Company C has a low level of interaction with the Lead User in this phase. It can 

be concluded, that all companies are applying ordinary methods, because for the three 

companies it is important to receive feedback from the Lead User by getting into face-to-face 

discussions with them, when the Lead User test the product under real-life conditions. For all 

three companies, the outcome of interaction is that the product, including its functions, are 

tested and aligned to the Lead User’s, and thus the customers’, needs. However, this was 

primarily important for Company A and Company B, whereas for Company C, the most 

important part was to test the product according to the internal requirements and aligning it to 

the Lead User’s needs more subconsciously. This was, as explained by the interviewee at 

Company C, because it is decided before the development starts that the product is something 

the customer wants. Thereby, further testing on how the customers perceive the product and 

its functions are not relevant for them. 

No pattern could be found regarding the function responsible for the interaction throughout 

the phases. However, this might be a result of different structures across the companies but 

also different names for similar positions. For example, when looking at the functions 

developing the product, Company B calls it Development Department while Company C 

refers to R&D and Engineering. However, what can be found is that all three companies have 
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one function which has been active throughout the previous phases, when interacting with the 

Lead User. For Company A, it is the Product Management and for Company B, it is the 

Strategy Department, which are both experienced in interacting with Lead User and 

customers. At Company C, the project team, where the Lead User in many projects is part of, 

is active in the interaction from the beginning on. Due to this constant interaction with the 

same functions of the company, the Lead User is already familiar with the representatives, 

which can make it more comfortable for the Lead User to share information and give 

feedback. 

The incentives used by Company A and Company B in the third phase belong both to the 

intrinsic type of motivation, while the incentives for the Lead User provided by Company C is 

unclear. However, because Company C, compared to the two other cases, finds their Lead 

User inside the company as an employee, it might be part of the Lead User’s tasks and 

responsibilities to participate in the testing. Moreover, the Lead User in Company A and 

Company B is motivated by being able to give direct feedback on the product, get into 

discussions regarding how it works, and what might need to be changed: the Lead User is 

given a chance to influence the result of the product so that it fulfils its need. Therefore, it can 

be concluded that the Lead User at all three companies do have in inherent interest to interact, 

also in this third phase of the innovation process. This will facilitate the process of interacting 

with the Lead User for the companies, because the Lead User is already willing to contribute 

and do not need to be especially motivated. 

To summarise, the main findings for Phase III are that the main methods for interaction are 

again ordinary methods, generally represented by the Field Testing. The content of interaction 

for Company A and Company B, are to test the product directly in the field and get feedback 

from the Lead User. At Company C, the Lead User is part of the testing process but the main 

goal is to ensure that the product works and meets the standards of Company C. Therefore, 

the outcome of interaction is that all three companies want to ensure that the product works 

and is tested. The main functions responsible for the Lead User have slightly changed, 

because at Company A, the Application Manager will help the Product Management in this 

phase. However, it can be seen that at each company, there is still one function responsible for 

the Lead User, which was responsible from the beginning on of the interaction. Furthermore, 

the Lead User at all three companies are equally to Phase I and Phase II, intrinsic motivated. 
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5.4 PHASE IV 

How the three companies interact with the Lead User in the Launch Phase will be summarised 

in Table 6. Afterwards, a within-case analysis will be conducted for each company, which 

analyses and explains the findings, presented in the table. Thereafter, a cross-case analysis 

will compare and discuss the findings of the three different companies. As it is already 

obvious, when looking at the Table 6, the interaction with the Lead User in this phase is low. 

A further analysis will be given, after presenting Table 6. 

 

Table 6: Interaction with Lead User in Phase IV 

Company A: 

As outlined by our analytical model, the purpose of Phase IV is to launch the product on the 

market as well as to do check-ups in order to make sure that the product was a success. 

However, Company A stated that they do not interact with the Lead User within this phase. 

This could be linked to the fact that Company A interacts with the Lead User extensively 

during the first three phases in order to make sure that the product fits the Lead User’s needs 

and works in the respective environment. When it comes to the final launch, the product of 

Company A is thus already aligned and an adoption and diffusion of the product in the market 

is assumed. Furthermore, Company A stated that they consider interacting with the Lead User 

in future projects. Nevertheless, Company A does not know at the moment how to accomplish 

the Lead User interaction in this phase: “I have to say in this phase, currently we are not 

involving the Lead User. What we are thinking about at the moment for the new accessory 

project is, to involve them [Lead User] for the first time. But, we are not sure how we do it” 

(2015). 

However, after the launch of the product, Company A gets feedback from the market 

regarding issues concerning quality. In this connection, the company does also not interact 

with the Lead User but instead, when the product of a customer is broken, the company will 

receive those quality issues by their dealers and do a breakdown analysis. 

This means, Company A does not specifically interact with the Lead User in the Launch 

Phase. 
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Company B: 

Company B states that “there is not much customer involvement in the Launch Phase. We are 

doing this mainly ourselves” (2015). However, Company B has an after-launch interaction, 

where the company gets information on the performance of the product as well as how the 

product was adopted, through the interaction with the Lead User and ordinary user. In this 

connection, the representatives of the company are going directly to the field to talk to the 

customer in order to see how the product is experienced by the user and if they have feedback 

or comments to the products: “Visiting the customer to check how stuff is going” (Company 

B, 2015). This is connected to the analytical model, where we state that the purpose of the 

after-launch interaction is to make sure that the company has captured value in the product, 

meaning that the Lead User benefits from the product. Therefore it can be said that Company 

B already begins to gather feedback on their new launched products, which can be seen as the 

idea generation for the next product development and therefore as a restart of the innovation 

process. 

The functions that are responsible for the after-launch interaction are mainly representatives 

of the Marketing and Strategy Department. Both departments are already experienced and 

know how to interact with the Lead User. Due to the fact that after launching the product the 

intention is to receive feedback, those departments will gather the information they get and 

can give the Development Department the inputs. Thus, the Development Department knows, 

how the developed product is experienced and what further changes are needed to do at the 

product, in future projects. 

Company C: 

Company C does neither interact with the Lead User in the Launch Phase nor do they interact 

with the Lead User after the launch to review the project and product. According to Company 

C, feedback regarding the product comes from the typical users instead. 

The reason why Company C does not interact with the Lead User in this phase is, because the 

Lead User is an employee of the company. Therefore, the information and feedback from the 

Lead User is unhelpful when launching the product, because the focus is now on selling the 

product to the customer, which means further input on developing or revising the product is at 

this part not needed anymore. Furthermore, Company C states that the Launch is not relevant 

for the Development but rather the Marketing and thereby, the Lead User in development is 

no longer providing useful information.  

Cross-case analysis: 

As seen when studying Phase IV, none of the companies interact with the Lead User during 

the launch of the product. However, Company B interacts with the Lead User after the launch, 

because they want to be present at the customer and receive feedback, how the product 

performs and is experienced. This can be referred to them having a large amount of Lead User 

initiated projects, meaning that the Lead User approaches Company B with a need for which 

the company is to develop a solution. Therefore, Company B has strict demands from the 

Lead User on what the product is to do and therefore works closely with them. By being part 
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after the launch, Company B can make sure that the product has met the requirements of the 

Lead User. Moreover, by being closely involved with the Lead User after launching the 

product, Company B increases the possibility for future projects with the Lead User by having 

a constant communication about what could be improved and about new needs from the Lead 

User. It could be seen as a new idea generation process. 

In contrast, neither Company A nor Company C involve the Lead User after the launch but 

have a different approach to gain post-launch feedback. Company A aims at gaining feedback 

concerning quality issues, which is from the entire market, but do not focus on the adoption of 

the product. This might be, because Company A has an extensive testing of the product with 

Lead User in the previous phases, and therefore has the feedback concerning how well the 

product matches the Lead User’s needs, already when launching the product. This means, the 

company assumes that the product will be adopted and diffused, because it was aligned to the 

Lead User’s needs earlier in the innovation process. However, the reason why Company C 

does not involve the Lead User in Phase IV might be that the Lead User is found inside the 

company as well as due to the characteristics of the car manufacturing industry in terms of the 

high level of secrecy. It is first after the launch of the product that Company C gains feedback 

from external sources. By saying so, Company C listens to the feedback and opinions of the 

typical user, who is now buying and using the product.  

Furthermore, none of the companies interact with the Lead User in the actual launch of the 

product. As in the case of Company A it might be due to not knowing how to interact with the 

Lead User in the Launch Phase or that the company already assumes that the product is 

aligned with the Lead User’s needs and therefore, no more interaction is required. However, 

the first reason may be true, because the company stated that they want to interact with the 

Lead User also during the Launch Phase but does not know how to accomplish it. At 

Company B it is rather the fact that the company knows who the customer is and has 

developed the product for that particular customer, which is ready to adapt the product 

without further involvement. Moreover, as described by Company C, the launch of the 

product is more marketing driven and to interact with the Lead User not seen as being of any 

value. 

To summarise, the main findings for Phase IV are that none of the companies is interacting 

with the Lead User during the launch of the product. In addition, Company A and Company C 

do not interact with the Lead User after the launch. However, Company B states that after the 

launch, they are interacting with the Lead User, by going directly to the field in order to get 

feedback on the product. Moreover, Company A and Company B see a need to also involve 

the Lead User, when launching the product but it is not known how to do it. 

  



Daniel Knoll, Viktoria Johnsson  2015 

61 

 

5.5 OVERALL ANALYSIS 

Due to that the last four chapters were extracts of the analytical model and concerned with a 

specific phase, in the following, the overall analysis will be displayed in form of the analytical 

model. Thereby, the summaries and main findings, which were presented at the end of each 

phase analysis, will be presented in the overall analysis. By presenting Table 7, the before 

mentioned pattern will become more distinct and will be explained afterwards. 

                 Phases 
Aspects 

Phase I 
Idea 

 
 

Phase II 
Development 

Phase III 
Testing 

 
 

Phase IV 
Launch2 

Method of 
Interaction 

Ordinary 
methods and 
virtual method 

Ordinary 
methods 

Ordinary 
methods 

Ordinary 
method 

Content of 
Interaction 

Generate ideas Feedback; 
evaluate 
concepts and 
active part in the 
development 

Test product and 
get feedback 

Feedback 

Outcome of 
Interaction 

Ideas Concepts, 
developed 
product 

Tested and 
aligned product 

Feedback 

Function 
Responsible for 
Lead User 

Product 
Management; 
Strategic 
Department and 
project team 

Product 
Management; 
Strategic 
Department and 
project team 

Product 
Management; 
Strategic 
Department and 
project team 

Marketing  and 
Strategy 

Incentive 

Intrinsic 
motivated and 
financial reward 

Intrinsic 
motivated and 
financial reward 

Intrinsic 
motivated 

Not known 

Table 7: Overall interaction with Lead User 

The analysis showed that the companies interact with the Lead User not only in the beginning 

of the innovation process in order to gain ideas but also during the Development and Testing 

Phase. Therefore, the companies constantly used the Lead User in order to align the product 

to the Lead User’s needs and to get feedback. Furthermore, we could see that there was none 

or little interaction with the Lead User in the last phase. However, all three companies 

collected feedback from a larger sample of the target market after the product launch, 

represented by ordinary user, in order to get a broad feedback from the market. 

When considering the method of interaction throughout the innovation process, then our 

analysis showed that all companies were applying ordinary methods. Merely Company C, 

which is a car manufacturing company with more than 100,000 employees worldwide, applies 

a software, which allows the employees to submit their ideas. Moreover, the Lead User of 

                                                             

2 Merely Company C interacts with the Lead User in Phase IV 
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Company C is an internal user, which is familiar with this software and thus directly 

connected to it. In contrast, the Lead User of Company A and Company B are Lead User from 

outside the firm’s boundaries, which could hinder the Lead User to submit ideas via a 

software, because they are not connected to the system and may not be aware of this software. 

However, Company C applies a web-based method solely in the Idea Phase. In the following 

phases, Company A, Company B, and Company C are interacting with the Lead User through 

ordinary methods. Those ordinary methods are some kind of meetings, where the 

representatives of the company get into discussions with the Lead User. The discussions are 

face-to-face discussions, where the representatives can immediately react and further 

elaborate topics with the Lead User.  

Our analysis showed, when the companies are interacting with the Lead User throughout the 

innovation process, the content of interaction differed from phase to phase, whereas the 

content of interaction in each phase was similar amongst the companies. For Phase I, the 

content was mainly focused on gaining ideas from Lead User, as well as discussing said ideas 

between company and Lead User. In Phase II, Development, the content in all three cases 

covered feedback regarding concepts as well as the combined effort of designing concepts. In 

addition, Company C‘s Lead User were involved in developing the product, which can be 

explained by the Lead User being an employee of Company C. Hence, the Lead User 

possesses knowledge about the development process of Company C and does not require 

further introduction to the structure and standards of the company. Following, the main 

content of interaction, in the third phase it was feedback on how the product was operating in 

a real-life situation. This comprises technological measurements and requirements as well as 

the Lead User’s experience when operating the product. In the fourth and last phase, the 

interaction with Lead User was low and a pattern regarding the content could not be found. 

Moreover, when studying the innovation process as a whole, the content of the interaction 

throughout the innovation process concerned ideas and feedback. This can be explained by 

the need for companies in high technology industry to align the product to the Lead User’s 

needs in order to reduce the risks and uncertainties connected to innovating. 

Our analysis further showed that all three companies throughout the innovation process had 

similar outcomes of the interaction. In Phase I, the main purpose is to get ideas, which is in 

line with the outcome of all three companies. Company A, Company B, as well as Company 

C got hold of ideas for new product development as well as feedback on current products. In 

Phase II, the purpose is, according to our analytical model, to develop the product. This 

purpose is merely in line with the outcome of Company C, which could be related to the fact 

that at this company, the Lead User is an internal person and possess the necessary knowledge 

in order to develop the product. In contrast, at Company A and Company B, where the Lead 

User is an external person, the outcome of interaction is to have internally developed concepts 

approved by the Lead User. The reason for that could be that Company A as well as Company 

B leaves the development of the product up to the internal R&D Department, because 

according to them, the Lead User barely possesses the capabilities, which are needed to 

develop the product. However, in Phase III the purpose is to have a tested product. This is in 

line with all three companies, where the main outcome of the interaction is to have a product, 
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which is tested and works in combination with the product fulfilling the requirements of the 

Lead User. By doing so, the companies are undertaking a risk mitigation, to ensure that the 

products are aligned, and also perform in the way they are supposed to do, before the launch 

to the market takes place. However, when launching the product, the Lead User is not part of 

the interaction anymore at none of the companies. 

The analysis further pointed out that throughout the phases of the innovation process, each 

company had one function responsible for the Lead User, which was the same from the 

beginning on of the interaction until the end. Company A’s main function is the Product 

Management and Company B’s main function for the interaction is the Strategy Department. 

Both functions are familiar in interacting with customers and are therefore also interacting 

with the Lead User. Moreover, they possess a strategic and connecting role in which different 

functions can be connected via them. In contrast, due to the fact that the Lead User at 

Company C is an internal person, the function responsible is not specifically a customer 

oriented function, which could be said for the Product Management and Strategy Department. 

Furthermore, whereas the Product Management and Strategy Department also forward the 

input from the Lead User to the respective internal departments, such as the R&D 

Department, this cannot be seen for Company C, because the project team is already 

consisting of the respective functions. However, the main function responsible for the 

interaction was the same throughout the process. This means, the Lead User is in touch with 

the same function from the beginning on, which can mean that the Lead User is familiar with 

the functions and builds up trust, which will make an interaction more comfortable.  

When the companies were interacting with the Lead User, the analysis showed that the Lead 

User at Company B and Company C are intrinsically motivated, whereas Company A 

provides their Lead User with an extrinsic motivation. However, the analysis further showed 

that this is not completely true. Company A may provide their Lead User within the first two 

phases of the innovation process with a financial reward. However, the interviewee of 

Company A also pointed out that the reward is mainly a compensation for expenses and 

therefore an additional incentive for the Lead User to come to the meetings and participate. 

This means that the main motivation of the Lead User at Company A is similar to Company B 

and Company C, the inherent interest to contribute and affect the development of the 

products. By interacting with the company, the Lead User will get the opportunity to 

contribute to a solution to the needs and therefore align the product to the own interests. 

When we conducted the interviews, we also determined a number of findings, which from our 

point of view are important to mention. These findings are not necessarily linked to the 

aspects of interaction but are contributing to an overall understanding of the Lead User 

interaction. In the following part, these findings will be presented and analysed: 

All three companies stated that the innovations, which were created when interacting with the 

Lead User, possessed more incremental than radical characteristics. Furthermore, both 

Company A and B explained this by saying that the Lead User’s expectations are often 

“crazy, not realistic” (Company A, 2015) and not feasible, due to that the current state of 

technology, time limitations, or budget that do not allow the project to be undertaken.  
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According to Company A and Company B, the issue of not knowing what is feasible to 

undertake is something the Lead User struggles with. However, for Company C, the Lead 

User is an internal source and therefore possesses more knowledge about what is possible to 

develop with the current or upcoming technology. Those “impossible or crazy ideas” are 

therefore not seen as a problem for Company C. However, Company C states that the 

structure of developing products within the company is an issue to Lead User involvement. 

Hereby, all systems are to be part of a final product, because they must be developed within a 

certain timeframe and to a set budget. Thus, discussing and revising the concepts are a risk 

because it increases the expenses as well as the time it takes to develop the product. 

Furthermore, when we conducted the interviews, all three interviewees pointed out that the 

underlying reason for the interaction with the Lead User is to reduce the risk and uncertainty 

for launching the product. Hereby, all three companies pointed out that each product 

development is tied to a significant amount of costs and efforts. Therefore, it is important to 

align the products to the needs of the Lead User as good as possible and to ensure that the 

product will be adopted and diffused. This can be linked to the high technology context of the 

three companies. As Schilling (2010) pointed out, the high technology industry is considered 

as the most important industry for customer involvement and thus Lead User involvement. 

This is further supported by von Hippel (1986), who emphasises the rapid changes and 

complexity found in the high technology industry. Furthermore, according to von Hippel 

(1986), the Lead User is the type of user that understands complex products, can contribute to 

a solution, and is able to give feedback, which helps the company to reduce the risk in 

launching new products.  

In addition, all three companies stated that it is important to interact with the Lead User in the 

Idea Phase. However, Company B expands the importance of interaction to also include the 

Development Phase, because according to Company B the two first phases act as the base for 

the following phases. Furthermore, Company A adds that, even though the Lead User is 

important in the generation of ideas and development of products, the most important phase 

for them to interact with the Lead User is in the third phase, Testing.  
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6 CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION 

The aim of this chapter is, to answer the purpose of our thesis, by using the findings and 

results from our analysis. Furthermore, reflections upon the Lead User concept will be given, 

the implications will be displayed, and further research suggested. 

6.1 CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore, how companies in the high technology industry 

interact with the Lead User throughout the innovation process. Thereby, it was assumed that 

the interviewed companies had already approached their Lead User. Furthermore, to answer 

how the interaction takes place, the aspects of the analytical model have been applied, for 

which each aspect conclusions could be drawn.  

In total, seven conclusions were drawn, which will be presented in the following parts:  

Our study shows that the methods, all three companies applied to interact with the Lead User 

throughout the innovation process, are ordinary methods, such as meetings and workshops. 

Merely Company C interacts with the Lead User in the Idea Phase through an internal 

software in order to gather ideas from their worldwide employees. This finding can be linked 

to the statements of the three high technology companies, that it is important to get into a 

face-to-face discussion and interaction with the Lead User, in order to identify the needs, 

discuss ideas, getting feedback, and thus align the products to the Lead User’s needs. In 

addition, von Hippel (1986) emphasises that the high technology industry is complex and only 

Lead User can be seen as valuable users in this context. Therefore, it is especially important to 

understand the needs of the Lead User. Through ordinary methods, the company and the Lead 

User can exchange information instantly and furthermore make it possible for the company to 

observe and understand the Lead User’s behaviour and needs, for example when working 

with current products or prototypes. 

The second conclusion is that the content of interaction differs throughout the phases of the 

innovation process. However, the content is to a great extent the same no matter which 

company. The fact that the content differs through the innovation process is no surprise, 

because each of the steps we have investigated have different purposes. According to the data 

collected we can see that Phase I concerns ideas, Phase II feedback on concepts, and Phase III 

feedback on the product. Our study further shows the importance of Lead User feedback. Two 

of the three studied companies, Company A and Company B, emphasise the need for 

feedback from the Lead User in both the second and third phase. The reason for that is to have 

a constant alignment of the product with the needs of the customer. However, even though the 

interviewee from Company C did not mention the need to align the product with the Lead 

User, it can be assumed that this is a constantly ongoing process. This is, because Company 

C’s Lead User is often responsible for the development of an idea, and thus, will align the 

product with the Lead User’s needs from the beginning until the launch of the product. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that the content of interaction differs through the phases of the 

innovation process. However, feedback is of importance in the second and third phase. 
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The third conclusion is that the outcome of interaction in each of the phases is mostly the 

same seen across the companies. In Phase I, the main outcome of interaction is for all three 

companies ideas for new or improved products. In the second phase, Development Phase, the 

outcome at all three companies is a developed product, ready for testing. However, the 

method used to get to the finished product varies across the companies, and connected to that 

also the distribution of effort between Lead User and company. The final product for 

Company A and Company B is developed by allowing the Lead User to develop concepts 

together with a designer and to evaluate already developed concepts. However, at Company 

C, the Lead User are often part and responsible for the development of concepts and 

prototypes. This can be explained by the fact that the Lead User of Company C is an internal 

person and therefore possesses the capabilities, which are needed for developing a product in 

the high technology context. In the end of Phase III, all three companies will have tested 

products, which are aligned to the Lead User’s needs and ensured to work according to the 

requirements. Furthermore, as the analysis showed, no Lead User interaction was undertaken 

in the fourth phase and thereby it does not possess an outcome. Due to the fact that the 

purpose of each phase, from a company’s perspective is similar amongst the companies, the 

outcome of interaction is similar as well. Merely in Phase II the outcome varies significantly. 

Company A and Company B are developing the product and do not outsource it to the Lead 

User, which is done by Company C, because of the knowledge the internal Lead User possess. 

The fourth conclusion of our study is that all companies had one function responsible for the 

interaction with the Lead User, which was the same throughout the innovation process. In our 

study we discovered that even though the amount of Lead User from the first to the second 

phase decreased and in the third phase increased, the main participating Lead User during the 

phases did not change. This means, the companies were still interacting with partly the same 

Lead User, as in the phase before. It can be concluded that the companies aimed to have the 

same function of the company involved during the interaction with the Lead User. This can be 

explained that the Lead User knows throughout the innovation process with whom the 

interaction takes place, gets familiar with, and builds up trust, which makes an interaction for 

both company and Lead User more comfortable. Thus it can be concluded that it is important 

to have at least one representative function of the company during the interaction involved, 

which is responsible for the Lead User. 

Our study further shows that the main motivation for the Lead User to interact is intrinsic 

motivation. This is in line with the argumentation of von Hippel (2005) that the Lead User is 

motivated by contributing to a solution and being part of the innovation process. Even though 

Company A is providing the Lead User with monetary rewards to compensate the Lead 

User’s expenses, the main motivations for the Lead User at all three companies are, to be part 

of the innovation process, to share knowledge, and to help the companies in developing a 

solution to their need. Deci (2000a) describes those incentives as intrinsic motivation. Thus, it 

can be concluded that companies do not necessarily need to provide the Lead User a financial 

reward, due to the inherent interest of the Lead User to innovate. Moreover, it shows that the 

Lead User is, besides the special characteristics, even more valuable for a company, because 
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the Lead User is eager to share the possessed information without requesting monetary 

rewards by the company. 

The sixth conclusion of our study is that companies do not interact with the Lead User, when 

launching the product. However, we discovered that it is important to get feedback from the 

market after launching the product. Hereby, we further saw that companies did not merely 

interact with Lead User but also ordinary user in order to get a broad feedback. Why 

companies do not interact in connection to the market introduction of the product is only 

briefly studied in this thesis and an in-depth explanation cannot be given. However, based on 

the answers from the companies, two reasons were found: First, companies are uncertain of 

how to involve the Lead User in the launch; and second, companies believe that the Lead 

User does not provide any benefits in the launch of the product as it is done today. 

Nevertheless, two of three companies stated that they aim at getting better at involving the 

Lead User in the launching of the product, which means the need to interact with the Lead 

User in the last phase should not be regarded as unimportant. However, this can be seen as the 

next step of Lead User interaction and will be discussed in the further research chapter.  

The purpose for this thesis was to investigate the interaction with Lead User in the innovation 

process. However, even though the last conclusion does not concern the purpose, we believe 

it is an important finding: Based on information from the companies we can see that the 

outcome of the interaction with Lead User, are often innovations of an incremental character 

and not radical. As explained by Company A, this might be due to the fact that when the Lead 

User has “crazy” ideas, which might lead to radical innovations, the companies often regard it 

as not feasible, due to the current state of technology or internal capabilities. The answer to 

this might be found in the high technology environment, where the products are complex and 

not even the special characteristics of the Lead User might be sufficient to develop radical 

innovations. Furthermore, it could be a result of the companies involving Lead User from the 

same industry, where the company is active, and therefore some kind of being locked into a 

certain way of thinking hinders the outcome of radical innovations. 

6.2 REFLECTIONS UPON THE LEAD USER CONCEPT 

Lead User concept itself is an approach, which was founded in 1986 by Eric von Hippel, and 

is therefore almost 30 years old. Due to the fact that the world is characterised by fast 

changes, one needs to consider if the 30 years old Lead User approach is still valid or if its 

importance is diminished and change over the time to a more customer involvement. From 

our point of view and the experience we have gained, we think that listening to the voice of 

the customer and interacting with users, which possess those Lead User characteristics of 

being ahead of the market and being able to provide solutions to a problem, is still crucial for 

companies. This was also pointed out by all three investigated companies which stated that 

the interaction with the user, who has those innovative characteristics, is important to sustain 

a steady new product development, where the products will be aligned to customer needs and 

thus successful on the market. However, we further want to point out that the traditional Lead 

User concept needs to be questioned, and is not the current state of the art anymore. This is 
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related to the fact that the traditional Lead User concept comprises the Lead User Method, 

which describes, how companies can get hold of those Lead Users. In this connection, old 

elements such as screening and networking are used as identification means. However, those 

approaches are time consuming and outdated by the internet, entailing approaches such as 

crowdsourcing. This means, from our point of view, that the traditional Lead User concept 

itself is outdated and the term, and hence the focus, will change to key users or innovative 

users instead. Nevertheless, we want to emphasise that this does not mean that the interaction 

with highly innovative users is not important anymore. In contrast, the interaction will still be 

important, even though the term Lead User respectively the Lead User concept will broaden 

in the future and change due to new possibilities. 

As mentioned before, the new possibilities to find and interact with innovative users, 

possessing special characteristics are, for example, the internet and crowdsourcing. Successful 

and innovative companies such as Bosch, Procter & Gamble, and Adidas have their own 

internet platform through which they communicate with their user base. Through an internet 

platform, companies can post development issues and ask their customer for new ideas, 

wishes, or feedback on current and new products. From our point of view, internet platforms, 

where companies can interact with their users through the internet, will get more common in 

the future. However, we further believe that even though companies can communicate with 

their user via the internet, it is important to eventually identify the users, which contribute 

with valuable information, and get into face-to-face discussions by inviting those users to 

meetings. This is also strengthened by the three investigated companies, which all pointed out 

that the face-to-face discussions with the users are important. This means, when interacting 

with the innovative users, to see how they perceive the product, how they use the product, 

how they react to arguments from the company. Therefore, the role of the internet will, from 

our point of view, be even more important in the future, especially when it comes to 

identifying the innovative users and to get a broad feedback and ideas. However, in the later 

phases of the innovation process, we believe that face-to-face discussions are still crucial and 

cannot completely be replaced just by using the internet.  

Another possibility, which the internet entails, is crowdsourcing, where the company 

outsources tasks, for example via the internet, to a group of innovative users, who are working 

on this task and deliver a solution to this. We believe that the implications of crowdsourcing 

are significant for companies, because it is an easy and simple way to outsource tasks to their 

innovative users, who are solving the problem on their own. If crowdsourcing is suitable in 

the high-technology industry, where innovative users with real-life experience are needed, is 

hard to say. However, we think that high technology companies can use crowdsourcing for 

smaller and simpler tasks. Nevertheless, we believe that more comprehensive tasks, such as 

developing a new product, cannot simply be replaced by using crowdsourcing. Furthermore, 

in order to really understand the innovative user and their needs by observing them, which 

was according to the three investigated companies important, face-to-face discussions are 

once again needed. Furthermore, it is important to mention that a company needs to be aware 

that through crowdsourcing, the company is outsourcing tasks and thus will face the risk to 

give company internal information to a mass of users. For example in terms of Company C, 
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crowdsourcing is currently no solution, due to their high secrecy. However, from our point of 

view, merely the usage of crowdsourcing is not the solution but a combination of both the 

traditional way of interacting, as it was outlined in our thesis, as well as through 

crowdsourcing might be an efficient way of interacting. 

To sum up, we believe that the traditional Lead User concept, entailing the Lead User 

Method, is outdated and will be rather called involvement of innovative users or key users. 

However, we still believe that the interaction with innovative users or key users, who have 

those characteristics, the Lead User has shown, will still be significant in the future. 

Furthermore, we strongly believe that the internet, and especially methods such as 

crowdsourcing, has significant implications on the companies’ interaction with the innovative 

users. Nevertheless, we also believe that the mere usage of the internet or crowdsourcing is 

not sufficient in the high technology context but a balanced mix between the ordinary way, 

how the three investigated companies interacted and the new ways, the internet provides, 

could be an efficient way of interacting for companies. 

6.3 IMPLICATIONS 

As it was outlined in the Introduction, existing literature focuses mainly on the interaction 

with Lead User in the early phase of the innovation process. However, we looked at the Lead 

User concept from a different perspective and explored how the interaction of high 

technology firms with the Lead User takes place in the entire innovation. This means, with 

our study we can contribute with new insights to the existing Lead User literature as well as to 

companies, on how high technology companies interact with the Lead User in the innovation 

process.  

Our findings point out that the Lead User interaction is relevant for high technology firms. By 

interacting with the Lead User, companies will be able to align their products to the needs of 

the customers, and therefore reduce the risk and uncertainty when it comes to the launch of 

the product. Thereby, we believe it is important for companies in high technology industries 

to acknowledge the potential of Lead User and the interaction with them. 

Furthermore, it is suggested that companies interact with the Lead User in the entire 

innovation process. Our study showed that the Lead User interaction was not only valuable in 

the early phase of the innovation process but also in the following Developing and Testing 

Phase. This means, companies should not only aim on generating ideas but also interact with 

the Lead User: when developing the products, to constantly examine the needs and 

requirements of the Lead User and to check concepts; and in the Testing Phase to test the 

physical product and see if the product fulfils the requirements of the Lead User.  

Moreover, our studied pointed out that throughout those phases, it is important to get into 

discussions with the Lead User and receive feedback. Hence, companies should aim for 

methods of interaction, which foster discussions and feedback, in order to utilise the Lead 

User’s entire potential. Here, ordinary methods are relevant since all three companies 

throughout the innovation process, when interacting with the Lead User, applied different 
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ordinary methods. Web-based methods were just poorly used and had no value when 

discussing ideas. However, they provided a certain value when gathering ideas from a large 

amount of Lead User.  

As it was outlined before, the Lead User’s main incentive is intrinsic motivation. This means, 

companies do not necessarily need to provide the Lead User with a financial reward, because 

of their inherent interest to innovate. By involving the Lead User into the internal process and 

giving the Lead User the feeling of being important and having an influence on the 

development, the Lead User will be motivated to interact. 

Companies should also be aware that Lead User cannot only be found outside of the 

boundaries of a firm but also within the firm’s organisation. This means, companies should 

reach out to find Lead User outside the companies, because those users are not locked into the 

firms specific thinking and come up with sometimes “crazy” ideas, as well as get hold of 

internal Lead User, because they are not less innovative and have knowledge of what is 

feasible to do and what is not. 

Our study showed that the outcome of Lead User interaction is seen as being of a more 

incremental character. This disagrees with existing literature, such as von Hippel (1986) or 

Lüthje and Herstatt (2004) who state that Lead User contributes to breakthrough innovations. 

However, those breakthrough innovations, which could be linked to the “impossible, crazy” 

ideas, are rather seen as not feasible and not possible to develop. Whether the ideas are seen 

as possible or impossible to develop could be connected to the companies’ attitude towards 

new technology. By being open towards investing and working with unfamiliar technology, 

the Lead User’s ideas could be looked upon as a challenge. Furthermore, companies should 

complement the Lead User on the target market by interacting with Lead User from other 

markets and industries. This provides companies with ideas and solutions that do not yet exist 

in the target market and industry and thus could lead to radical innovations. Thereby, ideas 

that are seen as not being feasible could be developed by using technology from other 

industries.  

Furthermore, the fact that there is little research on how to incorporate the Lead User in the 

last phase and our thesis did not strengthen and show that there is an interaction; it is hard for 

companies to know how to interact with the Lead User when launching the product. In this 

connection, companies need to take the risk of entering the unknown. The risk can be reduced 

by studying how today companies interact with ordinary users in the launch of the product 

and combine it with the knowledge that the Lead User is in the front end of the market. 

Additionally, companies should consider how they use their Lead User, when creating the 

business case because that is equally important in order to make sure the product is widely 

adopted. This involves the use of marketing and selling personnel which can contribute with 

further knowledge and ideas on how users can be incorporated when selling the product. To 

summarise this, companies need to bring their Marketing Department into the final interaction 

with the Lead User and with the help from the Lead User market and sell the product.  

However, because none of the companies interacted with the Lead User, when introducing the 

product to the market, it could also be said that the Lead User interaction is not as crucial in 
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the fourth phase as in the previous phases. If the interaction previous to the market launch is 

constant and continuous as well as aims at aligning new products with the Lead User’s needs, 

it is rather a marketing task to sell the product. However, as seen in the Lead User curve by 

von Hippel et al. (1999), the Lead User could be part of the marketing process by acting as 

early adopters and demonstrate the product for ordinary users. In addition, the statements 

made by two of the interviewees concerning the aim to better involve the Lead User, when 

launching the product, further points out the opportunity existing in the Launch Phase. 

Thereby, companies ought to consider how they can interact with the Lead User, when 

launching the product in order to exploit the opportunity found in marketing and selling the 

product with the help from the Lead User. 

As it was concluded, companies should have one function which is constantly part of the 

interaction with the Lead User. However, this function should act more as a key function and 

connect the Lead User with relevant functions depending on the task at hand. For example, if 

the company is to develop a product, the key function is to connect the Lead User with the 

Design and Development Department. By working this way, companies can assure both an 

open and trusting environment as they allow the Lead User’s information be given first hand 

to the department working with it. Furthermore, as mentioned when discussing the 

implications of the limited interaction in the fourth phase, companies ought to think outside 

the product development area and integrate personnel from the entire organisation when 

interacting with the Lead User, meaning marketing and selling functions as well. This will 

help bringing the Lead User from only contributing in the development of the product to also 

contributing in the process of how to sell the final product.  

6.4 FURTHER RESEARCH 

In this chapter, we want to highlight two fields, which from our point of view should be 

further explored. 

First, our study showed that none of the companies was interacting with the Lead User when 

launching the product. However, two of the three studied companies pointed out that they see 

a need in interacting with the Lead User also when it comes to the launch of the product. 

Nevertheless, the companies were not certain, how the interaction with the Lead User should 

take place. Therefore, from our point of view, it should be further investigated how 

companies, which are already interacting with the Lead User during the launch of the product, 

cooperate with the Lead User, and what the underlying reasons for the interaction are. 

Second, we want to pick up the discussion regarding the Lead User concept in general. As it 

was outlined in the introduction chapter of our thesis, innovators such as Steve Jobs or Henry 

Ford state that customers do not know what they want. However, our study showed that even 

though the outcome of Lead User interaction was viewed as being of a more incremental 

rather than radical character, all companies pinpointed that interacting and listening to the 

Lead User is crucial for the success of new products. Nevertheless, we want to emphasise that 

the Lead User approach itself was created by Eric von Hippel in 1986. This means, the Lead 

User approach is almost 30 years old and it needs to be questioned if the concept is still valid 
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or if it is going to diminish over time. As already pointed out in the Reflection upon the Lead 

User Concept Chapter 6.2, we believe that the traditional Lead User concept is outdated and 

will change to a customer involvement with innovative users or key users. In this connection, 

the role of the internet and its entailing methods such as crowdsourcing or internet platforms 

will have an implication on the way, companies interact with their innovative user. This is 

mainly due to the fact that the world is getting more connected through the internet, which 

provides those new and more effective ways for companies to get hold of their innovative 

user with the Lead User characteristics. Furthermore, the interaction with Lead User in the 

development will most likely change as well within the near future. Concepts such as 

crowdsourcing, as well as improved services for virtual designing, may increase the 

web-based interaction between companies and Lead User. Therefore, we believe that the 

implications of the internet on the Lead User approach is an area, which needs to be further 

investigated, because listening to the customer, especially to the innovative customers, will be 

still crucial for companies in the future. 
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8 APPENDIX 

Interview guide 

 Introduction of ourselves 

 Name/Age/Country  

 Students at Halmstad University, master in Technical Project and Business 

Management.  

 Introduce the topic (Lead User/innovative user definition and our Analytical Model) 

 Adoption of product by the market is connected with risks and uncertainty 

 Users are a way of reducing those risks and uncertainties 

 Especially very innovative users or better Lead User can reduce those risks and 

uncertainties. They are found on the edge of the market have a need for 

innovative products which will be needed in the future + adopted by the mass 

market 

 Those users also contribute significantly to a solution to their need 

 Incorporation of those users in the different phases of the innovation process 

 Therefore, we created four different aspects of incorporation which will be the 

basis for our interview guide 

 How will the interview be conducted (discuss research ethics, language, how structured, 

the names will be removed etc.)? 

 Interview will be held in English 

 We would like to record the interview 

 For the thesis, names will be removed in order to assure privacy and protect you 

and your company 

 After our introduction, we would like to ask you to introduce yourself and the 

company 

 Afterwards, we will have some introduction questions regarding 

innovative/Lead User 

 Thereafter we will have question regarding the actual incorporation of the 

innovative users during the innovation process. Whereas, we go through each 

stage of the innovation process individually. 

 Finally, we have a few questions to wrap the interview up. 

 In general, our questions are rather open, meaning that you will get to answer 

them freely and we do not give you answers in advance amongst which you are 

supposed to choose. 

 It is possible that not all of the questions will be asked, depending on whether 

they are already answered in the more open parts of the interview.  

 Permission to record the interview, meaning information and names: 

 Having this said we want your permission to record this interview, meaning 

names and information about the company, which will then be transcribed into 

writing. However, in the thesis the company will be anonymous and called 

Company A/B/C. Do you allow us to do this? Do you have any other concerns 

regarding the conduction and results of the interview? 
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 Start interview! 

 Introduction of interviewee and company 

 Could you please introduce yourself? What role do you have in the company? 

 What does the company do (background/short history)? 

 

 Introduction questions 

 How do you define the Lead User/most innovative users of your company? 

 How do you approach those Lead User/innovative users?  

 In general what are the underlying reasons to interact with Lead User/innovative 

users? To reduce risk, uncertainty when launching new products? That the 

products are aligned with customer requirements?  

 

 Present first phase (Idea) 

1. Can you please estimate the number of users involved? 

a. (1-10, 11-20, 20 or more) 

2. How do you motivate the users to work with you (incentive)? 

3. Who/what function is responsible for the interaction? 

a. (marketing, R&D, PM) 

4. Could you describe what method of interaction you use in this phase?  

a. (workshops, focus groups etc. + is the interaction 

formal/informal) 

5. Could you describe what the content of the interaction/communication is?  

a. (preliminary feedback, validation) 

6. Is the main effort done by the users, by the company or is it a combined effort? 

a. users do the effort (design by), combined effort (design with), 

company/you (design for) 

7. Why do you interact with those Lead User/innovative users?  

a. Reactive/proactive engagement (before or after a problem/issue 

occurs).  

8. In general, are those Lead User/innovative users local/regional/national or 

internationally located? 

 

 Present second phase (Development) 

1. Can you please estimate the number of users involved? 

a. (1-10, 11-20, 20 or more) 

2. How do you motivate the users to work with you (incentive)? 

3. Who/what function is responsible for the interaction? 

a. (marketing, R&D, PM) 

4. Could you describe what method of interaction you use in this phase?  

a. (workshops, focus groups etc. + is the interaction formal/informal) 

5. Could you describe what the content of the interaction/communication is?  

a. (preliminary feedback, validation) 

6. Is the main effort done by the users, by the company or is it a combined effort? 

a. users do the effort (design by), combined effort (design with), 

company/you (design for) 

7. Why do you interact with those Lead User/innovative users?  
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a. Reactive/proactive engagement (before or after a problem/issue 

occurs).  

8. In general, are those Lead User/innovative users local/regional/national or 

internationally located? 

 Present third phase (Testing) 

1. Can you please estimate the number of users involved? 

a. (1-10, 11-20, 20 or more) 

2. How do you motivate the users to work with you (incentive)? 

3. Who/what function is responsible for the interaction? 

a. (marketing, R&D, PM) 

4. Could you describe what method of interaction you use in this phase?  

a. (workshops, focus groups etc. + is the interaction formal/informal) 

5. Could you describe what the content of the interaction/communication is?  

a. (preliminary feedback, validation) 

6. Is the main effort done by the users, by the company or is it a combined effort? 

a. users do the effort (design by), combined effort (design with), 

company/you (design for) 

7. Why do you interact with those Lead User/innovative users?  

a. Reactive/proactive engagement (before or after a problem/issue 

occurs).  

8. In general, are those Lead User/innovative users’ local/regional/national or 

internationally located? 

 

 Present final phase (Launch) 

1. Can you please estimate the number of users involved? 

a. (1-10, 11-20, 20 or more) 

2. How do you motivate the users to work with you (incentive)? 

3. Who/what function is responsible for the interaction? 

a. (marketing, R&D, PM) 

4. Could you describe what method of interaction you use in this phase?  

a. (workshops, focus groups etc. + is the interaction formal/informal) 

5. Could you describe what the content of the interaction/communication is?  

a. (preliminary feedback, validation) 

6. Is the main effort done by the users, by the company or is it a combined effort? 

a. users do the effort (design by), combined effort (design with), 

company/you (design for) 

7. Why do you interact with those Lead User/innovative users?  

a. Reactive/proactive engagement (before or after a problem/issue 

occurs).  

8. In general, are those Lead User/innovative users local/regional/national or 

internationally located? 

 

 Wrapping up the interview 

 Do you believe your incorporation of Lead User has been successful?  

 Is there something you feel that you are missing in order to fully exploit the Lead 

User knowledge/information? 
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 In the situation of another Lead User project being conducted, would you change 

something of how it was performed? 

 Do you have kind of a data base/network with your innovative users? Is the contact 

with Lead User permanent or do they differ between projects? Meaning, after the 

project do you stay in touch with Lead User for further projects? 

 What do you believe is the limitation of Lead User/innovative users? 

 In which phase do you consider the Lead User most valuable? 
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