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PERSPECTIVE

Meaningful collaboration for responsible innovation
Katharina Jarmai and Heike Vogel-Pöschl

Institute for Managing Sustainability, Vienna University of Economics and Business, Vienna, Austria

ABSTRACT
Many innovative businesses have discovered an added value in
collaborating with experts, users or other stakeholders in
developing innovative products or services. Not all collaboration
with stakeholders, however, corresponds to the criteria for
opening up an innovation process to the needs of societal actors
under the terms of responsible innovation. The question of what
makes collaboration meaningful in the sense of responsible
innovation was presented and discussed in a 75 min workshop at
the European Science Open Forum (ESOF) in Toulouse, France in
June 2018. Identified success factors and challenges for making a
collaboration process meaningful for the collaborating parties
highlight the importance of competent process preparation and
facilitation, investment of time and effort to enable mutual
understanding and the development of trustful relationships as
well as the collaborating partners’ willingness to implement
changes that result from the collaboration process.
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Introduction

Many innovative businesses have discovered an added value in collaborating with experts,
users or other stakeholders in developing innovative products or services. Not all collab-
oration with stakeholders, however, corresponds to the criteria for stakeholder engage-
ment under the terms of responsible innovation. The question of what makes
collaboration with stakeholders ‘meaningful’ in the sense of responsible innovation was
at the core of a 75 min workshop at the European Science Open Forum (ESOF) in Tou-
louse, France in June 2018.

In the first part of the workshop organized by the Institute for Managing Sustainability,
our understanding of meaningful collaboration for responsible innovation (see section
‘Collaboration as an essential element of responsible innovation’) was presented
through five short input presentations by international experts from research and indus-
try. In the second part of the workshop, the 40 workshop participants were invited to
discuss challenges and success factors of meaningful collaboration with one of the five
speakers at five different tables. The group of workshop participants included European
research and innovation policy-makers, academics with diverse backgrounds and
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representatives of small as well as of large companies from sectors including information
and communication technologies, cybersecurity and e-health. At each table, a facilitator
moderated the discussion and captured agreed success factors and challenges on a flip
chart by means of large post-it notes. The workshop was concluded by short presentations
of success factors and challenges by each of the five facilitators.

After the workshop, the authors clustered success factors and challenges identified at
the five discussion tables according to common themes. These themes and the authors’
conclusions drawn from the discussion are presented in sections ‘Success factors and chal-
lenges of meaningful collaboration and Conclusions’, respectively.

Collaboration as an essential element of responsible innovation

Opening up research and innovation processes to the needs of societal actors other than
the immediate beneficiaries is central to the concept of responsible innovation. This
element of responsible innovation is discussed under different terms in the academic lit-
erature; including public engagement, stakeholder engagement, public participation, com-
munity involvement or stakeholder involvement (Marschalek 2017). Activities range from
integrating non-experts in research and innovation projects to involving representatives of
the general public in agenda setting and policy-formation. In responsible innovation, such
engagement with stakeholders can be a means to ensure inclusion and a democratic
approach. Inclusion of ‘new voices in the governance of science and innovation’ (Owen
et al. 2013, 1571) in responsible innovation processes aims to increase legitimacy of the
process and its output, on the one hand, and attempts to increase the diversity of perspec-
tives, on the other. The former aspect concerns the prevention of public resistance, while
the latter can be described from an innovation perspective, which postulates that the com-
bination of diverse perspectives, when complementary, are conducive to innovation. A
democratic approach is inherently contained in the fact that citizens are included in
decisions about (technological) developments that will shape society and people’s daily
lives (cf. Powell and Colin 2008).

To fulfil these requirements, we understand that engagement for responsible inno-
vation needs to be of collaborative nature (cf. Senge et al. 2007; Arenas, Sanchez, and
Murphy 2013). Stakeholders need to be involved in continuous manner that goes
beyond mere consultation (cf. Brand and Blok 2019) and provided with the information,
power and opportunity to play a role in decision-making; in order to create what Cavallaro
et al. (2014) refer to as a ‘mutually beneficial interaction’ (14). We further draw on two
contributions from outside the responsible innovation discourse (ISEA 1999; Jeffery
2009) that describe capabilities a company needs to possess to conduct meaningful collab-
oration processes: According to these contributions, an organization aiming to conduct
meaningful collaboration needs to, first of all, be prepared for change that may result
from engaging with stakeholders. Second, it needs to possess the ability to run an open,
clear and transparent process with a diverse group of stakeholders; in which most stake-
holders will have diverging opinions, perceptions and desires. Vital tasks include an ade-
quate briefing of stakeholders to enable them to develop their own well-informed
opinions, encouraging them to express their views and disclosing sufficient information
to enable them to comment on the collaboration process. When put into practice in a pro-
fessional matter, these capabilities will allow an organisation to implement an open and
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transparent collaboration process that facilitates the exchange of information, views and
opinions between a diverse set of stakeholders and becomes ‘meaningful’ to all parties
involved.

Success factors and challenges of meaningful collaboration

Success factors and challenges identified by the workshop participants were collected and
clustered into categories, which are presented in order of decreasing quantity of factors
included in each category; starting with the one that contains the most points raised by
the discussants.

Success factors

The largest group of success factors of meaningful collaboration describes criteria for a
clear and well-organized collaboration process. This includes success factors such as trans-
parency as well as the clarity of roles and power or spheres of influence on both sides. The
workshop participants emphasized the need to organize rather than to improvise a collab-
oration process. Organisations can achieve the latter through project and collaboration
plans as well as the usage of established methods. Finally, organisations need to create
physical or virtual spaces that allow for collaboration and communication.

The second largest group of success factors can be summed up under the term ‘mutual
understanding’. Success factors in this group include the development of a common
language and understanding. They also go beyond the aspect of communication and infor-
mation to the will to try to understand each other’s logics; and the training necessary to
achieve this capacity. Such a training would need to take place on both sides in order
to enable people to bridge the world of organisations to the world of stakeholders.

The next group concerns contextual factors that were considered favourable for a suc-
cessful collaboration process. Businesses are subject to influences from their surroundings,
i.e. customers, suppliers and the general public, which provide companies with incentives
to act in a certain way. This is reflected in the identified contextual factors for meaningful
collaboration; namely civil society pressure, (economic) incentives and (expected) reputa-
tional gains.

The final group contains loosely connected aspects that concern basic company stra-
tegic orientation. It includes engagement with societal values, the aim to include diverse
perspectives in collaboration, a participatory, bottom-up approach to collaboration as
well as the objective to take action in order to achieve actual change.

Challenges

To enable meaningful collaboration, it is crucial for a company to face a set of challenges
and react to them in an appropriate way. Four thematic groups of challenges could be
identified among the collected points of discussion. These are again presented in order
of decreasing number of elements per group.

The largest group combines challenges that can be summed up under the phrase ‘differ-
ences between the collaborating parties’. It addresses both differences in content as well as
differences in the communication of content, which refers to the phenomenon of different
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collaborating parties using different terms and phrases or framing issues differently. The
latter can have a major impact on how issues are perceived by the respective other party.
The challenge in this regard is for each collaborating party to try to understand other col-
laborators’ contexts, rationales and framings. In addition, the participants highlighted
different working modes and speeds of businesses in comparison with individuals as an
additional challenge in the set-up of meaningful collaboration processes. Participants
also pointed out issues on the relationship level, which include diverging stakeholder
expectations, different objectives and a lack of trust in each other.

The second group of issues concerns the distribution of power in the collaboration
process. Like in any social interaction, power plays an important role in collaboration
as it can have severe impacts on the outcomes of working together. The workshop partici-
pants pointed out how keeping a power balance – so one side is not overpowered by
another – as major challenge for meaningful collaboration. In this context, participants
emphasized how unequal access to information between the collaborating parties and
pre-defined ownership of results can influence the distribution of power; and that the
levels of transparency and openness in communication shape power structures in the
process.

The next group concerns challenges that we classify as ‘generic’ business constraints.
This group includes general time constraints of for-profit entities, budgetary limitations
dependence on external influences in the form of technological developments and per-
ceived market needs. These generic aspects constitute challenges for any collaboration
process; meaningful or not.

Challenges connected to the identification and recruitment of the ‘right’ stakeholders
for collaboration make up the fourth group. Issues pointed out include the challenge of
identifying those stakeholders that will be able to contribute to the specific goal of the col-
laboration process and providing them with incentives that will motivate them to take part
in the collaboration process.

Conclusions

The success factors and challenges identified by workshop participants enrich our under-
standing of meaningful collaboration for responsible innovation. Overall, the identified
success factors and challenges connect well to the previous literature on (meaningful) col-
laboration. What was interesting to see is that the identified issues put particular emphasis
on the importance of investing time and effort into designing and carrying out a collab-
oration process in order to make it meaningful to all parties involved. This aspect received
a surprising amount of attention and turned out to be the largest cluster of success factors.
It concerns all phases of the collaboration process and includes preparatory and follow-up
work. It also addresses the development of physical or virtual spaces dedicated to stake-
holder interaction. Competent preparation and briefing of all participants is as crucial
as professional process facilitation and comprehensible documentation. This connects
to what Jeffery (2009) referred to as the capacity of companies to implement a collabora-
tive process with a diverse group of stakeholders; but goes beyond in the way that, in order
to make the collaboration meaningful to all parties involved, a company will not only need
the ability to do this but to do it well.
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Organisations aiming to implement meaningful stakeholder collaboration further have
to make sure that stakeholders have enough time to develop trusting relationships. This
emphasis on trust can be found in the literature (ISEA 1999; Jeffery 2009; Arenas,
Sanchez, and Murphy 2013) and was repeatedly highlighted by workshop participants.
Trustful relationships will support mutual understanding, while a lack of trust will keep
interaction at a superficial level.

Another main conclusion we draw is that one of the main challenges of meaningful col-
laboration can be found in exactly this interaction between different groups of stake-
holders. To make a collaboration process meaningful it is vital to invest time and effort
into discovering rationales and contexts of the respective collaboration partner. This con-
nects to the importance of creating space for relational work described by e.g. Senge et al.
(2007) and Bolz and de Bruin (2019). In their least complex form, these differences will
arise in the form of diverging opinions about a particular matter. Discrepancies become
more difficult to grasp, however, when collaborating parties use different vocabulary to
discuss the same matter or when they place it into completely different contexts.
Varying speeds and work modes of for-profit companies compared to individuals or
other types of organisations can further reinforce misunderstandings.

The requirements for meaningful collaboration addressed above are challenging to
reconcile with the fact that businesses are generally constrained in the allocation of
time and resources. Similar tensions in applying responsible innovation in a business
context have already been described by Brand and Blok (2019). While it would go
beyond this piece to suggest how to alleviate these tensions, we conclude that if organis-
ations want to engage in collaboration that is supposed to be meaningful to all partici-
pants, they will be well advised to invest time and effort into planning, ensure expert
facilitation and develop the capacity to deal with diverging rationales.

Finally, the collaboration will only become meaningful if its outcome has not been
determined beforehand by only one of the collaborating parties. While this might
sound trivial, it became clear, when following the workshop discussions, that it can actu-
ally be considered courageous for an organization to open up, be clear and transparent,
and allow external influence on internal decision-making processes.
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