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Summary

In the context of increasing competitive pressures, ability to creating innovation 
becomes one of the key factors determining the capacity and potential of the devel-
opment of enterprises. Currently, consumers are more and more cease to be not only 
buyers contenting with the proposed offer. Increasingly, they are involved in the 
creation and development of products or services that would later buy. On this base, 
the notion of User-driven Innovation (UDI) has assumed a prominent role. The 
study presents the partial results of survey for determining the use of the concept 
of User-driven Innovation in the process of innovation’s development in enterprise.
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Introduction

The growing competitive pressures make that the ability to create innovation is one of the 
key determinants of business growth potential. Companies must undertake major transfor-
mations in their innovation processes and business models in order to deliver more valuable 
products and services to the market. These new innovation strategies often involve open 
business models, a greater focus on understanding latent consumer needs, and more direct 
involvement of users in various stages of the innovation process (McGregor and Jena 2008). 
In creating innovation increasingly more and more are involved customers and consumers. 
The latest concept known today for implementing innovation, aimed at creating innovative 
solutions based on consumer needs, is the User-driven Innovation (UDI) approach (Rosted 
2005). The need to be an innovative company is linked to changing conditions. The emerg-
ing “mass customization” model, in which non-price factors such as quality, performance 
and customer responsiveness are the most important, is becoming more and more common. 

This article has the specific aim to discuss why, when and in which role User-driven 
Innovation concept may be applied in innovation process of enterprises. The study is a the-
oretical-empirical reflection on the User-driven Innovation in an enterprise strategy, and 
its structure is as follows. After explaining the theoretical background of the User-driven 
Innovation concept, methods and User-driven Innovation process were discussed. In the next 
part of the study the results of the survey in small and medium-sized enterprises from the 
Pomeranian region were analyzed.
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Theoretical background

Nowadays, the position of the consumer on the market towards entrepreneurs offering 
him products or services varies significantly. Consumers are aware of their better position 
with regard to entrepreneurs and are skilfully exploiting this fact (Hansson 2006). At present, 
companies are under the strict control of consumers, while others carefully monitor and 
verify the effects of the manufacturing activity. It should be recalled that until recently only 
entrepreneurs were interested in a detailed recognition of the needs and motivations of their 
customers. This makes the current sales policy unreasonable and the target customer is dif-
ficult to identify. Rules governing relationships with customers have changed and it is now 
said that success will be achieved by those who will be able to co-create with the customer 
the values they expect, jointly shape the service offer or create products. 

Close contacts with customers and market orientation are among the most important 
determinants of economic success of enterprises. The customer can be a valuable source of 
innovative ideas that need to be available to both business and individuals shaping market 
form of products. Many organizations have realized the value of information about their 
customers through customer relationship management (CRM) and data mining strategies, 
and have used this information to tailor their marketing efforts (Davenport, Harris and Kohli 
2001; Berson, Smith and Thearling 2003). In examining the role of external knowledge in 
an organization’s internal processes, customer is broadly defined as an organization’s stake-
holder such as consumers, suppliers, partners, joint ventures and alliances, and competitors. 
In some cases, a customer may not have a current relationships with the organization, but 
one is likely to develop in the future. 

The User-driven Innovation (UDI) concept is based on the belief that consumers are increas-
ingly involved in the process of creating and developing ideas that they would later purchase in 
the form of an product or service. The development of the UDI concept is the consequence of 
the evolution of models and systems of understanding innovation. This is also an effect of the 
market environment observation in changing of economic and sociological conditions.

In the context of innovation strategy, User-driven Innovation requires interdisciplinary 
approach. User-driven Innovation refers to the process of collecting a particular type of 
information about the user: it deals with insights at an observable and at a more latent level 
that are quite difficult to grasp (Rosted 2006). User-driven Innovation implies that compa-
nies are constantly striving to deliver a product that provides the consumer with a special 
value or experience unmatched by the competitors. In this study, User-driven innovation is 
characterised by the systematic and scientific mapping of customer needs, as well as com-
pany access to the skills necessary for translating this knowledge into innovation (Rosted 
2005). The source of User-driven Innovation is a profound understanding of customer needs, 
as well as the ability to translate customer knowledge into unique products and experiences 
that competitors cannot match. The traditional user-research tools including methods such 
as focus groups, surveys have been supplemented by alternative analytical methods such 
as personas, scenarios, proxy technology assessment, archetype research. The tradition-
al methods usually focus on what people say and think. Methods using others discipline 
such as anthropology or design are now used to dig deeper into what people do or want  
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(e.g. ethnographic research, observations, user toolkits etc.) and feel or dream (e.g. genera-
tive methods) (Sleeswijk Visser et al. 2007). 

User-driven Innovation concept differs from the standard approach with such elements 
as (Rosted 2005):
 - Producing what sells (technology push), rather than selling what is already being pro-

duced,
 - Investing in skills and resources to better understand consumers and their needs (overt 

and hidden);
 - Use a variety of tools and methods in the innovation process - a combination not only of 

technical and business tools, but also involvement in the innovation process of expertise 
and competence of other users,

 - More direct consumer engagement with the innovation process - by observing processes 
and contributing to create innovation.
User-driven Innovation is the process of utilizing user knowledge to develop new prod-

ucts, services, and concepts. This process is based on real understanding of user needs and 
systematically engages them in the innovation strategy of the enterprise.

User-driven Innovation Methods

In general, there are two main perspectives on User-driven Innovation: the voice of the 
customer perspective, and the lead-user innovation perspective (Hansson 2006). These two 
‘schools of thought’ are borne out of the academic research and practical experiences of 
David Kelley, Tim Brown and Eric von Hippel (Wise 2006). 

The first, called “voice of the customer” is characterized by a focus on identifying its 
hidden needs and creative thinking to improve the shape, appearance or other elements of 
products that already exist on the market. It is an approach similar to the one where the 
whole burden of innovation is borne by the enterprise and the buyer is an opinionant. The 
second approach, called “lead-user” is primarily characterized by the search, identification 
and development of new solutions that come from consumers. The role of the user is not 
limited in this case to submitting an opinion about the projects made by professionals work-
ing in the company, but evolving towards developing, independently or in cooperation with 
the organization, their own innovation ideas.

In the context of User-driven Innovation appears a growing role of living labs (Følstad 
2008). They can be seen as innovation environments that provide full-scale test-bed pos-
sibilities for inventing, prototyping, interactive testing and marketing of mobile technology 
applications (Følstad 2008; Schumacher and Niitamo 2008). Living labs are human-centric 
systematic innovation instruments, encouraging the interaction between all stakeholders in 
the innovation process and facilitating the involvement of users as co-creators (Ballon et al. 
2007). In comparison to others methods of user’s knowledge collection, living labs provide 
a more natural testing environment and strongly encourage continuous interaction between 
enterprises and users. 
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Table 1
Various Perspectives on Innovation 

User-driven Innovation Methods
”Traditional”

Product 
Development 

and
Marketing 
Methods

Voice of the Customer
(”design thinking”)

Methods
Lead-User Methods

Aim of the 
process

Identify 
consumer needs

Identify consumer needs Identify solutions

Where 
innovation
takes place

In the company In the company (often with
external/consulting support) Outside of the company

Method/
process

 - segmentation, 
statistics and 
surveys (ask-
ing consumers 
what they 
need)

 - prototypes
 - test groups

Product-
Focused
 -  observation 

(discovering 
consumers 
identified and 
latent needs)

 - brainstorming 
to define con-
sumer needs

 - multiple 
alternative 
prototypes/
solutions

 - reiterative 
testing and 
implementa-
tion

Strategic Usage
organizations 
work in new 
ways:
 - deliver new 

experiences 
for their cus-
tomers and 
employees, 
while

 - developing the 
infrastructure 
and capabili-
ties needed to 
grow and sus-
tain a culture 
of innovation

Co-invention; 
Mass
Customization
 - company 

develops prod-
uct/service 
”platform”

 - company de-
velops toolkits 
and provides 
to users (with 
open access) 
OR company 
initiates an 
open process 
for users to 
propose solu-
tions

Lead-user 
drives
Innovation
 - Either lead-

users do the 
prototyping 
and testing 
spontaneously, 
OR

 - companies 
identify lead-
users (search-
ing different 
domains)

 - lead-user 
networks 
create and test 
solutions

Case 
Examples P&G, HP Intel, Electrolux Adidas, Lego Microsoft, 3M

Comment −	higher innovation ”hit rate”
−	 faster and less expensive 

than traditional innovation 
methods (although not yet 
”scientifically” proven)

−	 (strategic usage) requires new 
skill sets,

−	 shifts in resources and 
investment in organizational 
changes

−	high innovation ”hit rate” (as 
commericalizing solutions 
developed by lead users 
themselves)

−	 fast and inexpensive innovation 
process

−	 requires investment in 
identifying lead users in own 
AND related customer bases

−	 ”democratizing innovation” 
means that the company partner 
with users...and needs to accept 
relinquishing control

Source: Wise (2006, p. 13).
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Customer observations; the first step in the process of approach to User-driven Innovation 
is systematic customer observation (especially unsatisfied customer). Observation can be 
a dialogue between a company and a customer, or between a company and other market 
players, which can also develop into further intensive cooperation, which will result in the 
development of innovative products and services.

Design solutions, new concepts and develop prototypes; the next step is to design pos-
sible solutions that would be in a position satisfy new customer needs. Creativity and the 
search for new solutions are key areas of action at this stage. New solutions and ideas can 
relate to the development of products, processes, marketing activities, organizational struc-
tures, or a combination of these.

Investigate production-capabilities and technological opportunities; at this stage 
companies should focus on estimating and analyzing technological potential and production 
capacities, and initially estimating the cost of innovation.

User-driven Innovation Process

The innovation process may focus exclusively on customer needs. The first step in the 
process is to systematically map unsatisfied customer needs. Ideas are developed into possi-
ble solutions, and the production and market opportunities are assessed. This forms the basis 
for drafting an innovation strategy, which is then implemented.

Figure 1
The user-driven innovation process

Source: Rosted (2005, p. 33).
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Assess market potential; estimation of market absorption usually involves the experi-
ence and knowledge of consulting firms and is a costly undertaking. In addition, the costs 
of marketing and promotional support for the launch of new products should also be taken 
into account. 

Design innovation-strategy; realization of the above-described stages will be more pro-
found only if companies verify that the new solutions they seek will integrate into the com-
pany’s strategy. It is important to remember that identifying consumer needs, finding hidden 
needs, developing and designing new solutions, working on new ideas and new ways of 
producing or changing technology takes time, so it is a very time consuming and exhausting 
process. 

Implementation; deployment is the final element of the UDI approach to the enterprise. 
The implementation of this stage takes place by introducing a new product to the market. It 
should be stressed, however, that it is still necessary to monitor the demand and assess the 
utility of the product by consumers. 

In conclusion, the above stages of implementing User-driven Innovation concepts in 
business activities should be emphasized that the more tangible benefits and better results 
are the result of the compatibility of the UDI concept with other innovation pathways on 
which the innovation is based in the enterprise. This means that the UDI concept should 
not be implemented in isolation from other innovative business opportunities and should be 
a valuable complement to them.

Research methodology

The study was conducted from April 2016 to the end of October 2016 on the sample 
of 42 companies from the sector of small and medium-sized enterprises operating in the 
Pomeranian region. The study was conducted using a technique of Paper & Pen Personal 
Interview (PAPI) - direct interviews with the participation of the interviewer. The research 
tool was a structured and standardized paper questionnaire. The respondents were business 
owners (43.7%) and managers at the highest level (56.3%). The sample is not representative 
of all companies in Poland. The results can not be generalized to this population. The col-
lected ideas, however, can be evaluated in representative tests in the next stages.

Research results

The results of the survey conducted among small and medium-sized enterprises from the 
Pomeranian region show that companies most often used knowledge of the consumers of their 
products and services in the development, implementation and commercialization of innovations. 

Almost 80% of the surveyed companies monitor customer needs and expectations in 
looking for innovative ideas. These results emphasized strong customer orientation among 
Pomeranian companies, what indicates use of User-driven Innovation application.
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The second source of innovative ideas flows from competitors (62%). In the majority 
managers underlined that they usually wait for introducing new innovative solutions checked 
by competitors, so that the risk of failure is minimized. Among the above-described sources 
of ideas for innovation, attention is paid to the results of the employees. Of course, due to the 
specifics of small and medium-sized enterprises, owner domination and low performance for 
management. The results show a relatively high score for both owners (58%) and employees 
in the lower level (46%). It denies the current belief that there is no bottom-up approach for 
innovation in smaller companies, where owners are more likely than others to have sufficient 
operating power and therefore rarely engage employees in innovative projects.

As illustrated in Figure 3, the companies surveyed in the field of innovative activity as-
sessed the highest co-operation in innovation with other companies - 32% of respondents 
and consultants, commercial labs and private R & D institutes (24%). In third place - in the 
light of the evaluation of companies - there was cooperation with suppliers (18%). Only 12% 
of surveyed companies indicated cooperation with clients and customers in the field of inno-
vative activity. Identifying important sources of information for innovative activities creates 
an image of the flow of knowledge within the enterprise, as well as identifying relevant links 
to the research area on innovation cooperation. It can be seen that the percentage of compa-
nies that indicated the source of information for innovation as “high” also indicated that they 
cooperated with this innovation entity.

Figure 2
Sources of innovative ideas

8% 

14% 

34% 

46% 

46% 

58% 

58% 

62% 

78% 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 

From universities and R&D institutions 

We observe activities of public institutions 

From executives 

From lower level employees 

From suppliers 

From business owners 

We follow technological innovations in the industry 

We look at the effects of competition 

We monitor customer needs and expectations 

Source: own work.
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Figure 3
Cooperation of enterprises in the field of innovative activity
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Source: as in Figure 2.

Unfortunately, a comparative analysis with other countries in the European Union show 
that overall percentage of Polish enterprises engaged in innovative activities, which found 
high importance as a source of information consumers will innovative activity remains low 
(Eurostat Statistic Database, 2012). Comparing the percentage of companies co-operating in 
innovation activity in Poland with other entities with the percentage of EU companies, all 
areas of cooperation should be strengthened. For less developed countries such as Poland, it 
is important to develop market recognition skills and to cooperate with market participants 
especially with clients and customers as the essential knowledge needed to compete with 
other companies. These results reflecting the relatively low level of Polish enterprises to 
adapt of User-driven Innovation concept in practice. 

Conclusions

Considering the growing importance of innovation in building competitive advantage, there 
are many indications that consumer participation in innovation processes will become increas-
ingly common in the coming years. It has many advantages, but it presents new challenges 
for companies. User-driven Innovation requires openness to the ideas of consumers, while 
maintaining a certain degree of criticism and ability to go beyond direct communication from 
them. In the age of new telecommunications technologies and the popularity of social media, 
new ideas can be acquired from consumers with relatively little time and financial resources.
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Solutions offered by typical consumers are moderately original and should be the starting 
point in the innovation process and not be considered as final solutions. Only deepened rec-
ognition of the needs of the consumer, including the unaware and unbundled, the inclusion 
in the research process of consumers of high creativity and the cooperation of the researcher 
and the company with knowledge of their technological and financial capabilities, can lead 
to the creation of innovations offering significant added value.
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User-driven innovation w innowacyjnej strategii przedsiębiorstwa

Streszczenie 

W kontekście rosnącej presji konkurencyjnej zdolność do tworzenia innowacji 
staje się jednym z kluczowych czynników determinujących zdolność i potencjał 
rozwoju przedsiębiorstw. Obecnie konsumenci coraz częściej przestają być tylko 
zadowolonymi z proponowanej oferty odbiorcami. Aktywnie angażują się w two-
rzenie i rozwój produktów lub usług, które później kupują. Biorąc pod uwagę zmia-
nę roli konsumentów, w strategiach innowacyjnych przedsiębiorstw wyłania się do-
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minująca rola, jaką zaczyna odgrywać popytowe podejście do innowacji określane 
jako user-driven innovation. W artykule przedstawiono częściowe wyniki badania, 
którego celem była próba określenia stopnia wykorzystania koncepcji user-driven 
innovation w procesie rozwoju innowacji w przedsiębiorstwie.

Słowa kluczowe: user-driven innovation, strategia innowacji, proces innowacji.

Kody JEL: M1, O31, O32

User-driven innovation в инновационной стратегии предприятия

Резюме 

В контексте растущего конкурентного давления способность создавать 
инновации становится одним из ключевых факторов, определяющих способ-
ность и потенциал развития предприятий. В настоящее время потребители 
все чаще перестают быть только довольными предлагаемой офертой ее по-
лучателями. Они активно включаются в создание и развитие продуктов или 
услуг, которые они позже покупают. Учитывая изменение роли потребителей, 
в стратегиях инновационных предприятий выявляется превалирующая роль, 
какую начинает играть спросовый подход к инновациям, возникающим под 
влиянием пользователей (англ. user-driven innovation). В статье представлены 
частичные результаты изучения, цель которого заключалась в определении 
степени использования концепции user-driven innovation в процессе развития 
инноваций на предприятии.

Ключевые слова: user-driven innovation, стратегия инноваций, процесс ин-
новаций.
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