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Abstract

Purpose – This study investigates the application of collaborative inquiry within innovation management,
employing platform thinking to address challenges of generalizability and relevance. The aim is to integrate
Collaborative Inquiry methods, characterized by participatory, diffuse, and reflective practices, to transform
research into a tool for impactful change in organizations in the field of innovation management.
Design/methodology/approach – A longitudinal participatory case study approach focuses on the IDeaLs
case—a research platform that collaborated with multiple companies over several years. The data gathered
and analyzed comes from the research projectwithin the research platforms over the first two editions and from
the research platform management and coordination activities.
Findings – The study introduces the Collaborative Research Platform Approach (CRPA), demonstrating its
effectiveness in addressing typical constraints of traditional research methodologies through a real-world
application within the IDeaLs case. The findings highlight the CRPA’s potential in fostering a dynamic, co-
creative research environment that bridges theoretical knowledge with practical applications, thus enhancing
both scholarly and organizational outcomes while pursuing a future change within the organizations.
Research limitations/implications –There are two main research implications. First, it proposes platform
thinking as a theoretical lens to read a multi-stakeholder phenomenon in the research domain, confirming its
nature of value-creationmechanisms, using it outside the businessmodel and strategic space. Second, it offers a
methodological contribution by presenting the CRPA framework.
Practical implications – The CRPA framework offers organizations a structured approach to managing
collaborative research projects that align with both academic rigor and practical relevance. Companies
engaged in the study reported enhanced ability to implement actionable insights from research, influencing
real-time decision-making processes.
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Social implications – By fostering collaborative engagements across multiple stakeholders, the CRPA
promotes a research culture that values inclusivity and practical impact, potentially leading to broader societal
benefits through improved innovation management practices.
Originality/value – This paper contributes to the innovation management field by proposing the CRPA,
which integrates principles of Platform Thinking with Collaborative Inquiry. This novel approach is designed
to improve the applicability and scope of innovation research, offering a robust framework that enhances
engagement and utility across academic and business domains. It uses platforms as a theoretical lens to read a
multi-stakeholder environment in the research domain.

Keywords Platform thinking, Research platform, Action research, Collaborative management research,

Design science research

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Innovation inherently evolves and challenges data collection and experimentation due to its
inherent novelty and the creation of emerging knowledge structures. Innovation is
compounded by unpredictable variables from human resources to environmental
uncertainties (Frenken, 2006; Chae, 2012). This dynamic unpredictability has heightened in
our rapidly changing world, prompting calls for novel methodologies tailored to innovation’s
unique demands (Biemans et al., 2016). Despite criticisms of being overly descriptive and
borrowing theories from broader domains (Crossan and Apaydin, 2010), innovation research
has predominantly leaned on retrospective case studies (Goffin et al., 2019) and surveys
(Sauermann and Roach, 2013), methods that, despite their longitudinal insights, come with
biases and limitations due to their past-oriented nature (Perks and Roberts, 2013). Indeed,
academics have long lamented that the process of theory construction “is hemmed in by
methodological strictures that favor validation rather than usefulness” (Weick, 1989, p. 516).
Moreover, traditional methodological approaches in the social sciences focus on data sourced
from observable events that have already occurred (Bell et al., 2022). This aims to have “the
emergence of theory from data” (Eisenhardt et al., 2016, p. 114), focusing on theorizing from
the past and present. These observations highlight how traditional methodologies are
challenged in a world that is constantly changing: studying today what happened yesterday
will make less and less sense because tomorrow they will already be different
(Reinecke et al., 2022).

At the same time, other methodological approaches are emerging in various disciplines.
Collaborative inquiry, a method emphasizing participatory, diffused, and reflective research
for actionable insights (MacLean et al., 2002; Shani et al., 2023; Adler and Styhre, 2004),
emerged mainly in organizational studies, and we believe it can open research opportunities
in innovation studies. This approach can enrich innovation research by fostering rigorous,
relevant investigations that produce impactful outcomes. The collaborative inquiry might
ensure research rooted in the present, studying innovations and environmental changes as
they emerge for a more real-time inquiry. This approach is coherent with the emerging calls
for a different type of research that aims towork on the future rather than on the past, helping
individuals and organizationsmake sense of the present and understand how tomove toward
the future (G€um€usay and Reinecke, 2024).

Methodologically speaking, collaborative inquiry seems promising even in solving the
tradeoff between theoretical relevance and practical impact through unlocking a third way.
Moreover, it aims to overcome the limitations of traditional methods like case studies and
surveys, which naturally deal with past events to project their effect on the future instead of
helping organizations and individuals embrace change through direct behaviors targeting
the future.
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Our study explores the effective application of collaborative inquiry within companies,
with the double goal of bridging research and practice while developing theoretical
implications for future studies looking ahead.

Taking an inductive approach, we present and critically analyze the case of IDeaLs
(Innovation and Design as Leadership). IDeaLs is a research platform rooted in collaborative
inquiry, which aims to advance theory and practice at the intersection of Action Research,
Collaborative Management Research, and Design Science Research. IDeaLs, in short, is a
research platform that brings together various organizations to explore – through
collaborative inquiry – edge research questions in innovation management.
Methodologically speaking, we approach this study as a longitudinal participatory case
study to present the direct experience of the authors in developing a different methodological
approach that takes into consideration the need to work on connecting theory and practice
and the willingness to work on the future rather than on the past. This approach contributes
to academic discourse and offers managers pragmatic insights for fostering collaborative
research with immediate organizational impact. The definition of a “research platform,”
considering IDeaLs a basic architecture upon which organizations and researchers
collaboratively build research projects, opens this paper’s path, which aims to explore the
nexus between collaborative inquiry and platform thinking.

Platform Thinking (Trabucchi and Buganza, 2023) has become a central approach in
driving significant innovations through digital technologies for start-ups like Airbnb and Uber
and established firms looking for digital business transformation (Kenney et al., 2021).
Conceptually, platforms facilitate various kinds of collaboration and co-creation among diverse
actors, which makes them potentially coherent with collaborative research approaches. This
paper investigates how Platform Thinking can enhance collaborative inquiry in innovation
management.Wepropose theCollaborativeResearchPlatformApproach (CRPA), a framework
for establishing a research platform that fosters co-development between researchers and
organizations, benefiting both scholarly and practical realms.

This research has two main implications. From a theoretical perspective, this paper links
the growing literature on platforms to the research domain, proposing platform thinking as a
theory to read reality and value creation mechanisms in a multi-stakeholder environment,
moving away from the classical business model and strategic perspective to enter the
research methodologies domain. Moreover, this study has methodological implications that
deal with the definition of the Collaborative Research PlatformApproach, which represents a
novel research approach to develop impactful, theoretically relevant, and practically useful
research by directly collaborating with organizations, gathering comparable data from
multiple firms while promoting direct change in the organizations.

2. Literature review
2.1 Collaborative inquiry main paradigms: action research, collaborative management
research, and design research
Research within the management domain traditionally encompasses a variety of methods that
form the backbone of innovation research, including case studies and surveys, noted as Mode 1.
This paper delves into the alternative paradigm, namely Mode 2, focusing on the primary
Collaborative Inquiry methodologies to illustrate their unique capabilities in promoting rigorous
and impactful researchwithin the innovation sphere and their inherent limitations.We concentrate
on Action Research (AR) and Collaborative Management Research (CMR) as the predominant
methodologies in management, along with Design Science Research (DSR), which is more
prevalent in the Information Systems field, for their alignment with the innovation landscape.

Action Research (AR) merges applied behavioral science knowledge with existing
organizational insights to tackle real organizational challenges. It aims to foster change
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within organizations by enhancing self-help competencies among organizational members
and contributing to scientific knowledge. As an evolving, collaborative process, AR
integrates a dual role for scholars as researchers and change agents, facilitating knowledge
production within the application context. This method champions a data-driven approach,
enabling the examination of causality and the robustness of relationships through
collaborative evaluation. As such, AR emphasizes change and leverages a continuous
exchange of opinions, knowledge, and information among participants (Coghlan, 2011;
Rapoport, 1970; Pasmore et al., 2008).

Collaborative Management Research (CMR) signifies a joint effort by researchers and
practitioners to explore how managerial behaviors, methods, and organizational
arrangements impact outcomes. It steers clear of controlled experiments, preferring to test
models in real-world settings. CMR is characterized by cyclical-sequential phases, starting
with a conversational inquiry to develop a shared understanding that informs organizational
actions and the co-generation of actionable knowledge. This approach focuses on dialogic
organizational development, aiming to acknowledge and learn from diverse perspectives
while generating influential and immediately applicable knowledge. The quality of CMR
studies is assessed based on rigor, reflectiveness, and relevance, encompassing several
critical elements such as purpose, context, methodology, data collection design, event
narration, and theoretical extrapolation (Pasmore et al., 2008; Coghlan et al., 2012).

On the other hand, design Science Research (DSR) is dedicated to creating artifacts or
solutions to solve real problems, thereby bringing researchers and organizational members
closer together. It aims to generate helpful knowledge across various disciplinary areas
through a systematic process that guides the construction and evaluation of design artifacts.
DSR is concerned with developing satisfactory solutions that can be generalized to a class of
problems rather than pursuing optimal solutions. This approach is underpinned by the
design-science paradigm, which seeks to extend human and organizational capabilities by
creating innovative artifacts (Hevner et al., 2004; Hevner, 2007).

The three approaches are summarized in Table 1.
Despite the valuable insights offered by thesemethodologies, they also present significant

challenges, primarily due to their highly contextual nature. This specificity can lead to biases
or company-specific insights, raising concerns about the generalizability of the findings. The
depth of analysis and the applicability of results in related settings often necessitate
validation studies to confirm the robustness and relevance of the findings. Furthermore, these
methodologies may inadvertently focus on company-specific issues or pilot projects,
potentially neglecting broader implications for themanagement research field (B€orjesson and
Elmquist, 2011; Park et al., 2020; Coghlan, 2019).

2.2 Framing platform thinking as a research collaboration tool
The concept of “platform” in the innovation sector originated in the 1980s, denoting firms that
developed multiple products from a single, shared architecture, enabling the creation of
derivative products (Wheelwright and Clark, 1992; Meyer and Lehnerd, 1997). Gawer and
Cusumano (2014) described these as product platforms” confined to use within their creating
organizations, exemplified by Sony’s Walkman and various automotive platforms.
The technology sector later expanded this concept into ”industry-wide” or ”innovation”
platforms, where external actors could develop offerings atop the foundational platform, with
operating systems like MacOS, Windows, iOS, and Android serving as prime examples
(Cusumano et al., 2019). These initial platform concepts focused more on technological
product or service development than fostering value-creating actor relationships.

In recent years, multi-sided platforms have surged in popularity, evolving from the
economic principle of “two-sided markets” (Rochet and Tirole, 2003) and becoming the most
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Action research
Collaborative management
research Design science research

Essence
(ontology)

* “Action” and
“intervention”

* “Collaboration” and
“intervention”

* “Collaboration” and
“design of artifacts” to
solve a real problem

Why * Enabling a system
change and/or
supporting new
initiative

* Research interest

* Investigating a “red and
hot” management and
research topic of mutual
interest

* Investigating a problem,
identification of possible
artifacts to address the
problem, design
development and
evaluation of the selected
artifact

Context * Wide variety of
organizations and
loosely coupled
organizations

* Initial interface with
members at all levels

* Business context with
complex and competitive
business environment

* Initial interface with
senior management

* Originally information
systems, generally
organizational issue

* Initial interface with a
client/system

Role of the
researcher

* Possible ongoing
engagement with
senior management

* Facilitating the inquiry
process

* Facilitating the
ongoing learning
process

* Ongoing engagement
with the senior
management

* Maintaining the balance
between involvement
and detachment of senior
management

* Facilitating the mutual
education and inquiry
process

* Identifying the problems
and requirements

* Proposing possible
artifacts to be tested

* Identifying possible
contributions to
knowledge creation
derived from the design
cycle

Structuring the
research

* Laying the foundation
for a learning system

* The learning system
can take wide variety
of shapes and forms

* Project design
orientation

* Exploration and
designing alternative
learning mechanisms to
carry out the study

* Design orientation
* Exploration and

evaluation of alternative
testing them in the real
environment

Data
generation/
collection

* Exploring wide variety
of data collection tools
and processes

* Choosing the most
appropriate data
collection tools and
data collection process

* Exploring wide variety
of data collection tools
and processes

* Choosing the most
appropriate data
collection tools and data
collection process and
involvement of senior
management with final
decision

* Testing the artifact in the
real environment

* Choosing the most
appropriate data
collection tools and data
collection process
according to the problem
and the artifacts’
characteristics

Interpretation
of data

* Research team reviews
raw data and create
shared meaning of the
data and identify
possible action steps

* Study teams review raw
data and create shared
meaning of the data and
identify possible action
steps

* Management team
reviews study teams
work, reviews raw data,
creates shared meaning
of the data and advances
action items and next
steps

* Research team reviews
raw data and create
shared meaning of the
data and identify
possible action steps

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Table 1.
Main collaborative
inquiry paradigms
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prevalent platform model. Unlike their predecessors, multi-sided platforms primarily aim to
connect various actors to facilitate value-generating services for all involved rather than
concentrating solely on technological advancement. Amazon exemplifies this, serving two
customer groups—buyers and sellers—and leveraging cross-side network externalities to
enhance value perception among these groups, thereby increasing the platform’s overall
appeal (Katz and Shapiro, 1985; Muzellec et al., 2015).

The essence of multi-sided platformmanagement lies in orchestrating actor relationships,
as platforms hold no inherent value without participant engagement, illustrated by examples
like Airbnb and Uber, which depend on end-users and service providers (Trabucchi and
Buganza, 2022). Multi-sided platforms encompass diverse models, including transactional
platforms like Amazon, facilitating direct actor interactions and bi-directional network
effects; orthogonal platforms employing a Client-as-a-Target (CaaT) strategy, like Google,
where cross-side network effects are mono-directional and advertisers pay for user attention;
and orthogonal platforms with a Client-as-a-Source (CaaS) strategy, where one side benefits
from data or insights derived from the other, such as research centers using Twitter data
(Trabucchi and Buganza, 2023; Trabucchi et al., 2017).

These platform models share common challenges, including the necessity for multiple
value propositions tailored to each participant side, adding complexity to the platform’s value
design, and the “chicken and egg” paradox, highlighting the difficulty in establishing
platform value without initial participant sides, complicating the startup phase (Caillaud and
Jullien, 2003; Stummer et al., 2018; Muzellec et al., 2015; Trabucchi et al., 2022b). A summary of
the various typologies is in Table 2.

3. Method
To explore the nexus between collaborative inquiry and platform thinking, we adopted a
longitudinal participatory single case study methodology with an exploratory purpose
recognized for its suitability in thoroughly examining contemporary phenomena within their

Type of pla orm Defini on Examples

Transac onal (two or mul
sided) pla orm

A system with two or more 
sets of customers that
enable a direct transac on
between the sides
genera ng cross-side
network externali es

Airbnb, Uber, Credit cards,
the market

Orthogonal (two or mul
sided) pla orm with a 
client-as-a-target strategy

The demand or first side is
the target for adver sing
messages coming from the
second (orthogonal) side,
genera ng unidirec onal
cross-side network 
externali es

Newspapers, Google,
Instagram

Orthogonal (two or mul
sided) pla orm with a 
client-as-a-source strategy

The demand or first side is
the source of data that,
aggregated and
anonymized, can be used
by the second (orthogonal)
side, genera ng
unidirec onal cross-side 
network externali es

Strava, Twi er

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Table 2.
Main typologies of
platforms (based on

Trabucchi and
Buganza, 2022)
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real-life contexts (Yin, 2013). Our case study focuses on IDeaLs, a research platform designed
to foster collaboration between scholars and practitioners with the dual aim of contributing to
both knowledge and practical application. IDeaLs is dedicated to integrating scientific
research into actionable outcomes, working alongside partner companies to address real-
world challenges within their organizations, thereby narrowing the “rigor-relevance gap.”
This initiative stands out for its successful implementation of Collaborative Inquiry research,
evidenced by its tangible impact on participating companies and its contribution to
innovation knowledge. The uniqueness of IDeaLs stems from its inclusive engagement with a
diverse range of stakeholders across various industries, facilitating a comprehensive
examination of the observed phenomenon, theoretical exploration, and empirical validation
(Pettigrew, 1990; Siggelkow, 2007).

The development of this paper is a collaborative endeavor by authors who played an
integral role in the platform’s inception, employing a longitudinal research design to gather
data through assorted methodologies over the specified period. The authors’ active
participation in project meetings facilitated the collection of systematic and detailed notes,
which were meticulously reviewed and discussed among the researchers, ensuring a rich
compilation of observations and personal insights crucial for theory elaboration (B€orjesson
and Elmquist, 2011). Table 3 presents a detailed account of the data sources utilized by the
authors during the initial two years of IDeaLs’s operation.

In the data analysis phase, the authors leveraged their contextual knowledge to interpret
the extensive and rich data set to provide a coherent narrative of the entire process.
The theory development process was iterative, with ongoing analysis during fieldwork,
enabling the authors to continuously juxtapose emerging findings against existing theories
to refine and expand them (Shani et al., 2004). This approach enriched the theoretical
framework and underscored the dynamic interplay between theory and empirical evidence,
illustrating the CRPA framework’s effectiveness in bridging theoretical knowledge with
practical application.

4. Results: the IDeaLs research platform
Launched in 2017, IDeaLs is a research platform that has spanned three years of research
activity, with this study concentrating on its initial two years, as depicted in Figure 1.
This period marks the formative and operational phases of IDeaLs, from its inception in 2017
to the culmination of this phase at the end of 2020, during which IDeaLs evolved into a
permanent and continuous research entity. Central to IDeaLs’s structure are two principal
groups of participants: a steadfast Research Team and the partner companies involved in the
initiatives.

The Research Team is tasked with steering the platform’s research direction over the
years. Their responsibilities encompass defining research questions, designing and
developing research methodologies, and overseeing the exploitation and dissemination of
research findings. Conversely, the partner companies engage with IDeaLs on a contractual
basis, with agreements typically spanning one year. These agreements allow for annual
renewal, allowing companies to extend their collaboration based on the partnership’s value
and outcomes.

Throughout the collaboration year, partner companies and the research team embark on
specific projects focused on innovation challenges, particularly strategies to foster employee
engagement in innovation processes. The Research Team’s role is collaborative, working
closely with each company to address the posed challenge (“how to engage people to make
innovation happen”). This collaboration covers all phases of the research year, from the initial
setup and design of the project to its development and the final delivery of outputs.
This comprehensive approach ensures that each project addresses specific innovation
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Type of data Use in the analysis

Year 1
(2018–2019)

Meetings among Research Team
members: (200 h)
C Notes
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Integrate observation to improve our understanding
about research development

Design Meetings with companies to
design the research (80 h)
C Notes
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Familiarize with the organizational context, values and
languages
Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Integrate observations to improve our understanding
of projects’ related decision

Physical Workshops to exploit the
research (100 h)
C Field Notes
C Written posters and post-it from

the sessions
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Familiarize with the organizational context, values and
languages
Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Keep record of the outcome of practices that members
engaged in during the projects (e.g. specific jargon,
sketching) and share it with the other authors
Investigate specific research questions

Physical community event (20 h)
C Field Notes
C Written posters and post-it from

the sessions
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Integrate observations to improve our understanding
of projects’ related decision
Keep records of the outcome of practices that
companiesmember engaged in during the event and its
impact on the research direction

Year 2*
(2019–2020)

Meetings among Research Team
members (170 h)
C Notes
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Support, integrate, and triangulate evidences from
observations and workshops activities
Integrate observation to improve our understanding
about research development

Design Meetings with companies to
design the research (75 h)
C Notes
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Familiarize with the organizational context, values and
languages
Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Integrate observations to improve our understanding
of projects’ related decision

Physical Workshops to exploit the
research (8 h)
C Field notes
C Written posters and post-it from

the sessions
C Materials/slides produced for

the workshops
Digital Workshops to exploit the
research (225 h)
C Workshops’ recordings
C Workshops’ notes
C Written chat among the people

involved
C Written contents on Miro

boards
C Materials/slides produced for

the workshops

Familiarize with the organizational context, values and
languages
Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Keep record of the outcome of practices that members
engaged in during the projects (e.g. specific jargon,
sketching) and share it with the other authors
Investigate specific research questions

(continued )
Table 3.

Data sources and use
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challenges and contributes to the IDeaLs platform’s broader objectives by integrating
practical solutions with academic research.

4.1 Introducing IDeaLs: the story behind the project
IDeaLs, initiated by the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano and the Center for
Creative Leadership in collaboration with leading organizations across various industries,
embarked on an ambitious journey to explore effective engagement strategies for fostering
innovation within organizations. This initiative was driven by a fundamental concern among
its founders, who, with extensive backgrounds in innovation management as scholars and
consultants, questioned the real-world impact of innovation research on companies.

Type of data Use in the analysis

Physical community event (8 h)
C Field Notes
C Written posters and post-it from

the sessions
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings
Digital community events (8 h)
C Events’ recording
C Event’s notes
C Written chat among the people

involved
C Materials/slides produced for

the meetings

Support, integrate and triangulate evidence from
observations and workshops’ activities
Integrate observations to improve our understanding
of projects’ related decision
Keep records of the outcome of practices that
companiesmember engaged in during the event and its
impact on the research direction

Note(s): *Due to Covid-19 pandemic most of the activities were performed digitally
Source(s): Authors’ own creationTable 3.

Figure 1.
Timeline and
manifesto
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They pondered the outcomes of collaboration between academia and industry, particularly
the tangible effects following innovation workshops. These reflections on the gap between
theoretical insights and practical application in fostering innovation were the catalysts for
IDeaLs’s inception, aiming to produce academically relevant research that also acts as a
catalyst for change and action within companies, exploring the overarching research
question of “How to engage people to make innovation happen?”.

Launched officially in September 2018, IDeaLs represents a partnership between a
dedicated Research Team and a consortium of companies committed to advancing rigorous
and relevant research in the field of innovation.The platformalso engages thought leaders from
innovation, design, and leadership as part of its Brain Trust, who inspire, validate, and
disseminate the platform’s findings. The project’s initial editions, from September 2018 to
September 2020, weremarked by structured interactions among the partners, beginningwith a
Kick-OffMeeting to align expectations and foster a shared commitment to the learning process.

IDeaLs organized community meetings throughout each research year, including a Mid-
Term review and a Closing event, to assess progress and share outcomes among
participating companies. These gatherings facilitated a continuous dialogue and
collaboration between the Research Team and the companies, contributing to academic
research and practical improvements within the organizations. Table 4 details the research
framework and platform design, outlining the phases, timeline, actors involved, and activities
for the two years covered in this study, illustrating the methodical steps undertaken in each
edition to bridge the gap between theory and practice in innovation management.

4.2 Main topic definition and companies’ onboarding
Despite the Research Team’s prior articulation of the overarching research goal, “How to
engage people to make innovation happen?” informed by theoretical foundations, it was
pivotal to ascertain the challenge’s relevance for the participating companies and ensure a
mutual understanding of the issue to foster meaningful collaboration among all stakeholders.

The Kick-off events played a critical role in achieving this alignment. During these
sessions, managers from all partner companies convened for a comprehensive day-long
meeting. They discussed their organizations’ challenges in motivating employees to
participate in innovation initiatives and sharing insights and experiences. This interaction
was vital for grounding the research in real-world concerns and ensuring the project
remained relevant to the companies’ needs.

At these events, the ResearchTeampresented the IDeaLsmanifesto to all partners and the
Brain Trust for the first time, inviting critique and suggestions for refinement through
workshops and roundtable discussions. The goal was to cultivate a collective understanding
and ownership of IDeaLs, its objectives, and its vision. Participants were encouraged to view
themselves not merely as clients of a research project but as co-creators of the initiative,
contributing actively to its direction and success.

Additionally, company representatives shared specific innovation challenges and
opportunities identified within their organizations, fostering a collaborative dialogue
within the IDeaLs environment. Through community activities and workshops, these
discussions facilitated direct exchanges on each company’s challenges and sought IDeaLs’s
support in addressing them. The meeting concluded with each company outlining their
research brief for the Research Team, ensuring alignment with the central research question
of engaging people in innovation processes.

4.3 Starting the collaboration: the subtopics within companies
Following the Kickoff, the Research Team, comprising a research director and a researcher
per company, embarked on a tailored approach to the research process design, closely
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Phase Timeline Purpose Actors Activities

Research
framing
and
platform
design

Research
framing

5 month
Jan 2017
May
2017

Define the
research topic
aim and
purpose
Setting the
main research
question
Establishing
the
Collaborative
Inquiry
mechanisms
and setting
direction

Research Team C Monthly research
meetings to design the
research and converge
toward a shared
research path

C Literature review
C Research questions

definition
C Individuals’ research

are competence
definition

C Definition of individual
research areas

Platform
design

4 month
April
2017 July
2017

Designing the
organization of
the platform,
working
methods and
processes

Research Team C Definition of roles
within the Research
Team according to the
individual specific
competences
(communication and
website, platform
design, partner
management)

C Definition of the
functioning
mechanisms of the
platform

Partner
engagement

4 month
May
2017
Sept
2017

Finding and
engaging
companies in
the research
platform

Research Team C Scouting of companies
C Preliminary meetings

with companies to share
the initiatives and align
over shared objective

C Companies contract
definition and signature

First year
research
Cycle

Year 1 Kick
Off Meeting
and initial
Mode 2
activities

1 day
Sept
2018

Create the
community and
engage all
partners
around a
shared research
question

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Networking to foster
relationships and
community creation

C Sharing of companies’
challenge

C Community workshop
to align over a shared
research question

C Preliminary individual
meetings between the
Research Team and the
following to start
framing the research
and the project to be
performed

(continued )

Table 4.
Phases, timeline, actors
involved, and activities
for the two years of
research covered in
the study
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Phase Timeline Purpose Actors Activities

Establishing
Collaborative
Inquiry
mechanisms
and activities

2 months
Sept
2018 Nov
2018

With each
company:
Understanding
of the
company’s
innovation
problem
Establish basic
commitment
for a
collaboration
project
Mutual
education
about
expectation
from the project

Research Team
and companies’
referee

C Preliminary dialogues
with managers about
common areas of
interest

C Company visit to better
emphasize with the
company environment
and organization

C Mutual education about
the company culture
and expectations for the
research project

C Exploration of different
research design and
methods

C Initial decision about the
timeline of the research
project and agreement
about the data collection
process and tools

Developing
the
Collaborative
Inquiry
design
methods and
process

2 months
Dec 2018
Jan 2019

Refining the
research design
methods, data
collection,
process and
protocols

Research Team
and companies’
referee

C Development of data
collection tools

C Setting of data collection
timeline and procedure

Mid Term
event

1 day
March
2019

Share with the
community the
advancement
in the research
and
preliminary
results, and
align over the
next step

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Sharing of preliminary
understanding of the
research

C Sharing of companies’
project status and
understanding

C Preliminary test of tools
before of the
deployment within the
companies’ organization

C Agreement on the next
step for the second part
of the research project

Data
collection and
interpretation

4 months
Feb 2019
May
2019

Companies’
project
development
and data
collection

Research Team,
companies’
referee and
companies’
employees
engaged in the
project

C Project roll out in each
company (Mode 2)

C Contextual data
gathering through
qualitative (etnography,
recordings, workshop
materials) and
quantitative (surveys)
data (Mode 1)

C Preliminary data
analysis

(continued ) Table 4.
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Phase Timeline Purpose Actors Activities

Closing of
companies’
projects

3 months
June
2019
August
2019

Delivering
impact in the
companies

Research Team
and companies’
referee

For each company
individually
C Delivery of a final report

including the project
results

C Closing meeting with
company management,
results delivery and
impact assessment

Closing Event 1 day
Sept
2019

Sharing of final
projects’ and
research results
and
understanding

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Sharing of research
results and key
learnings

C Sharing of companies’
project results, impact
and learning

C Defining the next step
and preliminary
framing of a new
research question

Second
Year
Research
Cycle

Year 2 Kick
Off Meeting
and initial
Collaborative
Inquiry
activities

1 day
Sept
2019

Create the
community and
engage all
partners
around a
shared research
question

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Networking to foster
relationships and
community creation

C Sharing of companies’
challenge

C Community workshop
to align over a shared
research question

C Workshop and
roundtables to start
framing the research
and the project to be
performed

Establishing
Collaborative
Inquiry
mechanism
and activities

3 months
Sept
2019 Dec
2019

With each
company:
Understanding
of the
company’s
innovation
problem
Establish basic
commitment
for a
collaboration
project
Mutual
education
about
expectation
from the project

Research Team
and companies’
referee

C Preliminary dialogues
with managers about
common areas of
interest

C Mutual education about
the company culture
and expectations for the
research project

C Exploration of different
research design and
methods

C Initial decision about the
timeline of the research
project and agreement
about the data collection
process and tools

Table 4. (continued )
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collaborating with each company. Despite a shared commitment to the overarching goal of
“How to engage people to make innovation happen,” the companies pursued this objective
within diverse contexts and through varying projects. Some companies aimed to mobilize
their workforce behind a newly established strategic direction, while others focused on
practical objectives, such as fostering the adoption of digital tools. Additionally, a few

Phase Timeline Purpose Actors Activities

Developing
the
Collaborative
Inquiry
design
methods and
process

2 months
Jan 2020
Mar 2020

Refining the
research design
methods, data
collection,
process and
protocols

Research Team
and companies’
referee

C Development and test of
data collection tools

C Setting of data collection
timeline and procedure

Mid Term
event

1 day
March
2020

Share with the
community the
advancement
in the research,
testing of the
tools
developed, and
align over the
next step

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Sharing of preliminary
understanding of the
research

C Preliminary test of tools
before of the
deployment within the
companies’ organization

C Agreement on the next
step for the second part
of the research project

Data
collection and
interpretation

4 months
Feb 2020
July 2020

Companies’
project
development
and data
collection

Research Team,
companies’
referee and
companies’
employees
engaged in the
project

C Project roll out in each
company (Mode 2)

C Contextual data
gathering through
qualitative (etnography,
recordings, workshop
materials) and
quantitative (surveys)
data (Mode 1)

C Preliminary data
analysis

Closing of
companies’
projects

3 months
June
2020
August
2020

Delivering
impact in the
companies

Research Team
and companies’
referee

C For each company
individually

C Delivery of a final report
including the project
results

C Closing meeting with
company management,
results delivery and
impact assessment

Closing Event 1 day
Sept
2020

Sharing of final
projects and
research results
and
understanding

Research Team
and companies’
representatives
(2 managers for
each company)

C Sharing of research
results and key
learnings

C Sharing of companies’
project results, impact
and learning

C Defining the next step
and preliminary
framing of a new
research question

Source(s): Authors’ own creation Table 4.
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companies concentrated on cultural shifts, encouraging employees to adopt new mindsets
like design thinking or agility, which are crucial for innovation in today’s complex
environment.

To navigate this diversity while maintaining research integrity, the Research Team
pursued dual tracks. Each pair of researchers and directors engaged deeply with their
assigned companies, exploring specific issues and formulating targeted action plans. This
process necessitated a thorough understanding of each company’s organizational context
and the strategies already employed to tackle identified challenges.

Simultaneously, the Research Team convened bi-monthly for internal discussions to ensure
project alignment. These meetings served to identify any common challenges among the
companies and to brainstormpotential solutions or artifacts that could be explored using aDesign
Science Research (DSR) approach for emerging issues. A significant insight from these
discussionswas theuniversal need tograsphowemployeesperceivedand experienced innovation
initiatives within their organizations. Recognizing this aspect was pivotal, laying the groundwork
for developing effective strategies to engage staff in innovation efforts more effectively.

4.4 The research protocol and the data required
Amidst the diversity of subtopics pursued by participating companies, a unified commitment
to the overarching goal of “How to engage people to make innovation happen” allowed the
Research Team to develop a comprehensive research protocol applicable across all
companies. This protocol integrated Design Science Research (DSR), Collaborative
Management Research (CMR), and Action Research (AR) methodologies.

In the realm of DSR, the Research Team, throughout the two years of study, engaged
intimately with companies to conceptualize and create artifacts to probe the identified issues.
Upon determining the specific challenges and needs of the companies, the team proposed
innovative artifacts for testing, underscoring their potential to contribute both to academic
knowledge and practical application. During the initial year, the chosen artifactswere images,
while stories were selected for deeper exploration in the subsequent year. Both artifacts are
detailed in the following sections. Mid-term meetings were pivotal in pre-testing these
artifacts within the community before their organizational implementation, facilitating a
preliminary understanding and agreement on the research’s subsequent phases.

Through CMR, the Research Team provided tailored support to each company, aiding in
the understanding and applying the identified artifact. This collaborative effort involved
developing action plans and conducting tests of the artifact to address the central issue.

Adopting an AR methodology, the team employed a data-driven approach within each
company to monitor performance metrics. This approach enabled the application of
experimental and unobtrusive methods to examine causality, identify underlying
mechanisms, and collaboratively assess the robustness of the findings (Pasmore et al.,
2008). The AR focus extended to general performance indicators such as engagement and
organizational citizenship, and in the second year, it also encompassed specific research
questions of interest to the team. These questions included:

(1) Examining how intimacy influences sensemaking of change.

(2) Investigating the effect of alternative decision-making methods on alignment with a
new strategic vision.

(3) Analyzing how prospective stories facilitate the transformation of individuals and
organizations.

The first question involved a survey-based study to explore the causal relationship between
intimacy (as an independent variable) and individual sensemaking of innovation (as a

EJIM
27,9

422



dependent variable) across various company initiatives (Bellis et al., 2023a, b). The second
question entailed an ethnographic experiment to assess how different dynamics of
convergence affect comprehension of a new strategic vision (Magnanini et al., 2022, 2023).
The third study combined quantitative and qualitative methods to examine the evolution of
stories and their impact on transformation (Zasa et al., 2022).

Table 5 summarizes how DSR, CMR, and AR methodologies were implemented,
illustrating the multifaceted approach to address the research goal comprehensively.

4.5 Implementing a design Science Research approach
Over two years, our research concentrated on distinct artifacts: images in the first year
and stories in the second, each chosen for their unique ability to facilitate engagement and
sensemaking within organizational innovation projects (Trabucchi et al., 2020; Bellis and
Verganti, 2020; Magnanini et al., 2022).

Initially, the Research Team discovered the profound impact of images as a means to
engage individuals and catalyze change. Drawing from research, images evoke more
comprehensive meanings than words, enabling the externalization of inner cognitive and
emotional states (Kosslyn, 1994). This visual approach supports individuals in
conceptualizing new scenarios and potential futures, encouraging reasoning based on
values, emotions, and purpose over simple heuristics. The principle that “a picture is worth a
thousand words” becomes particularly relevant in innovation, where images help individuals
articulate shared meanings and navigate diverse interpretations, effectively bridging
conceptual gaps and enhancing mutual understanding (Star and Griesemer, 1989; Paroutis
et al., 2015; Jaspersen and Stein, 2019).

At the Year 1 Mid-Termmeeting, the team shared initial findings from employing images,
highlighting their role in generating collective insights. These discussions led to developing
and testing the Meaning Chain, a tool designed to aid collaborative sensemaking within

Action research
Collaborative management
research Design science research

In both years, the Research Team
played a double role, being both
researchers and agent of change
with interactive mindset (Roth et al.,
2007; Bushe and Marshak, 2015;
Cooke and Wolfram-Cox, 2005)
Despite the collaborative nature of
the inquiry, some data-driven
approaches were followed
- Year 1: Performance Check
- Year 2: Performance Check and

Specific Research questions
This approach enabled researchers
to apply experimental and
unobtrusive methodologies, test
causality, identify the mechanisms
underlying the identified
relationships, and finally, co-
evaluate their robustness through a
collaborative interpretation
(Pasmore et al., 2008)

In both years, crucial for joining
IDeaLs was sharing a common
interest in the learning process
partners and researchers were
going through (Coghlan et al.,
2012)
During company’s meeting, the
two actors (partners and
Research Team) together inquire
into issues of concern, develop
action plans to address the
problems, plan action, act, and
enter into collaborative cycles of
planning, action, and reflection to
cogenerate practical knowledge.
This process enabled to bring
insightful, influential, and
immediately applicable
knowledge (Radaelli et al., 2014)

Partners and Research Team
bounded around the shared
objective of designing an artifact
(for Year 1 the images, for Year 2
the stories) aimed to extend
human and organizational
knowledge, impacting human
behaviors and organizational
dynamics (Hevner et al., 2004)

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Table 5.
IDeaLs main practices

adopted to enable
Collaborative Inquiry

methods
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companies. Teams were tasked with defining innovation through interconnected images and
narratives, fostering a co-created understanding of the innovation’s significance.

The following year, the focus shifted to story-making as a mechanism for engaging with
change. Recognizing storytelling’s prevalent role in change management but critiquing its
often unidirectional, prescriptive nature (Gabriel, 2000; Foroughi et al., 2020), the Research
Team sought to innovate by designing an experience that empowered individuals to actively
participate in shaping change through story creation.

The structured experience spanned three to four meetings over several months, during
which participants were encouraged to craft segments of their stories, reflect on their
transformation journey, and make sense of ongoing changes. Supported by a toolkit and
facilitated by the Research Team, this process allowed for personal reflection and committed
participants to tangible short-term goals alignedwith the desired change, thereby embedding
the innovation process directly into the fabric of the organization’s culture.

This story-making initiative was implemented across all partner companies, sharing a
common methodology while applying it to specific innovation challenges. Through this
innovative approach, the Research Team demonstrated the efficacy of stories in fostering a
participative, engaged process of organizational transformation, underscoring the vital role
of narrative in enacting and perceiving change.

4.6 Value delivered to companies: how DSR, AR, and CMR approaches generated value for
companies
Over its initial two years, IDeaLs significantly impacted the landscape of innovation
engagement, reaching over 1,000 individuals across partner organizations globally through
over 75 digital and 15 physical workshops. After each year, the Research Team compiled and
distributed actionable toolkits to the partner companies. These toolkits, derived from the year-
specific artifacts developed under the Design Science Research (DSR) approach—images in the
first year and story-making in the second—were designed to empower companies to replicate
the Research Team’s successful practices in fostering innovation engagement.

Employing an Action Research (AR) methodology, the data-driven aspect of the research
enabled the application of experimental and subtle observational techniques, facilitating the
collection and aggregated analysis of extensive data sets. This analytical approach provided
managers with profound insights into the factors influencing employee engagement, guiding
the development of effective engagement strategies. Notably, the first year’s findings
underscored the superior impact of image-based activities over text-based ones on
engagement levels. Continuously revising and reflecting upon images as tangible
representations of thought deepened participants’ engagement by fostering more profound
reflection and understanding, contributing actively to the innovation process. For managers,
the implication is clear: engaging employees in innovation requires more than just conveying
the vision; it necessitates offering them tangible interactions with the concept.

The Collaborative Management Research (CMR) methodology further augmented the
project’s impact, enabling companies to address specific concerns with the Research Team’s
guidance. Through collaborative planning and action, companies could develop targeted
strategies and generate practical knowledge.

Additionally, establishing a community that convened regularly throughout the year
yielded further advantages for the Research Team and the partner companies. By sharing
and discussing project outcomes within this broader community, partners, and researchers
could compare different applications of the same tools across varied innovation challenges
and organizational contexts. This collaborative environment facilitated a shared learning
experience and highlighted how identical methodologies could yield diverse results based on
the specific nature of the innovation challenge and the company’s environment.
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4.7 value obtained by researchers: aggregated data analysis and publishing
Over the initial two years of the IDeaLs initiative, the Research Team successfully collected a
vast dataset, laying the groundwork for comprehensive longitudinal studies and targeted
experiments. This wealth of data facilitated the exploration of causality between variables
and elucidated underlyingmechanisms driving observed relationships. Moreover, the Action
Research (AR) methodology empowered individual researchers to pursue inquiries aligned
with the overarching goals of IDeaLs and their research interests, enriching the project’s
academic breadth. Table 6 summarizes the impact of the project in its first two years.

5. Discussion: defining research platforms for studies in the innovation field
5.1 Identifying a research platform framework
Building on the IDeaLs experience, we can map the IDeaLs experience to the platform
domain. The Collaborative Research Platform Approach leverages the Client-as-a-Source
(CaaS) model of multi-sided Orthogonal Platforms (Trabucchi et al., 2017). It offers a novel
solution to overcome the challenges inherent in Collaborative Inquiry Methods.
By introducing a central figure, the Platform Orchestrator, this approach creates unique
value propositions for different stakeholders while fostering unidirectional cross-side
network externalities, drawing inspiration from the Data-Driven Innovation (DDI) process
characteristic of CaaS platforms (Trabucchi and Buganza, 2019b). The DDI process
highlights how identifying specific data sets that address innovation challenges can catalyze
platform design, guiding the selection of customers who can generate the needed data, and

Academic impact Practitioner impact

Year 1
(2018–
2019)

Publications
� 1 Book
� 2 Scientific Articles
� 1 Practitioner Article
� 2 Conference Article
� 1 White paper
Impact on students
� Knowledge acquired has been

deployed to þ540 MSc students
� The project enables the

development of 2 Master thesis
� 3 PhD students trained on the topic

of the research project

For partner companies (7 companies)
� þ300 people engaged across the companies in

13 workshops
� 1Toolkit (Meaning Chain) to apply the tools and

artifact developed through the research
For other companies (3 companies)
� 3 ad hoc projects developed through leveraging

on the Meaning Chain Tool

Year 2
(2019–
2020)

Publications
� 1 Book
� 3 Scientific Articles
� 7 Conference Articles
Impact on students
� Knowledge acquired has been

deployed to þ1.300 MSc students
� Knowledge acquired has been

deployed to þ450 Executive
students

� The project enables the
development of 4 Master thesis

� 3 PhD students trained on the topic
of the research project

For partner companies (7 companies)
� þ1.000 people engaged across the companies in

75 workshops
� 1 Toolkit (Story-making experience)) to apply

the tools and artifact developed through the
research

For other companies (2 companies)
� 2 ad hoc projects developed through leveraging

on the Story Making Tool

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Table 6.
IDeaLs overall results
over the two years and

beyond
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initiating a client-as-a-source platform centered on the requirements of an orthogonal
participant. This concept serves as a blueprint for designing a research platform tailored to
collaborative inquiry.

This approach delineates two primary sides: companies (and their management teams) as
the first and researchers as the orthogonal (second). The platform mechanism is designed to
provide companies with a suite of services by the platform (as illustrated in Figure 2 point a),
which may include specialized tools developed through AR and CMR methodologies.
In exchange for these services, companies contribute data and information to the platform,
creating value for their operations (Figure 2, point b). The Platform Orchestrator then
compiles and presents this data in an aggregated format to researchers (indicated in Figure 2,
point c).

The Platform Orchestrator delivers twofold value: offering services tailored to companies
and providing researchers with aggregated data. This setup induces unidirectional network
externalities, with researchers valuing the platform more as the number of participating
companies increases. Conversely, the value perceived by companies is not dependent on the
number of researchers utilizing the platform.

Addressing the limitations of Collaborative Inquiry Methods, the Collaborative Research
Platform Approach ensures that the focus is not narrowly placed on company-specific pilot
projects to the detriment of broader issues. Since companies are vital in generating network
externalities, the platform’s sustainability and growth hinge on its capacity to continually
attract and serve an expanding roster of companies (as depicted in Figure 2, Point B).

Moreover, this approach allows researchers to base their analysis and conclusions on
aggregated data from various companies rather than relying on information from a single
organization. This method facilitates the replication (either literal or theoretical) of cases,
significantly bolstering the internal and external validity of the research findings. Through
this innovative approach, the Collaborative Research Platform aims to enhance the rigor and
relevance of research outcomes in collaborative inquiry.

5.2 Mapping the IDeaLs experience in the CRPA framework
Central to the initiative is the Platform Orchestrator, which encompasses the IDeaLs
orchestrator and institutional setting. This entity is responsible for crafting the project’s core
experience, adopting a Collaborative Inquiry approach, and establishing the rules of
engagement for all participants (Figure 3).

Platform Orchestrator

(Orthogonal) Side 2
Researchers

Side 1
Management 

teams

a. Services

B. Data

C. (Aggregated) Data

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Figure 2.
The CRPA framework
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Researchers play a pivotal role in the IDeaLs framework, formulating specific research
questions to explore through the platform’s activities. These questions are tailored to address
the IDeaLs’s overarching goals and the researchers’ interests.

Companies, represented by their Management Teams, provide the project’s foundational
support. They engage with the platform to address organizational challenges through pilot
projects, sustaining the initiative’s objectives.

Workshop participants, chosen by each company, contribute as Organizational Members.
Their involvement in the IDeaLs experience is twofold: they provide essential data for
research purposes and seek personal development by participating in the sessions.

Brain Trusts, consisting of professionals who oversee the aggregate data and experiences,
identify patterns and insights to assist the Research Team in validating the research
outcomes. Their external perspective helps to ensure the integrity and relevance of the
findings.

IDeaLs functions as a multi-sided platform characterized by its diverse demand and
orthogonal sides, as Trabucchi and Buganza (2022) outlined. The primary beneficiaries are
the companies and participants who engage with and utilize the Design Science Research
(DSR) artifacts developed by the Research Team. This model contrasts with traditional
Collaborative Inquiry approaches, where the interaction is typically one-to-one between a
company and a researcher (Hevner, 2007; Gregor and Hevner, 2013). Instead, IDeaLs
facilitates a collective approach to defining the research agenda, enhancing the collaborative
management research paradigm.

In this ecosystem, the Platform Orchestrator enables value creation for all involved
parties. Companies experiment with new methodologies to address specific challenges
through pilot projects, simultaneously generating data for research. Researchers, coordinated
by the Platform Orchestrator, collaborate on designing artifacts that benefit all stakeholders.
Brain Trusts further enriches the platform by acting as validators, offering broader insights,
and overseeing the project’s integrity across different organizational contexts. This structure
fosters a dynamic, collaborative environment that extends beyond conventional research
paradigms, showcasing the innovative potential of IDeaLs as a model for collaborative
innovation and research.

Researchers

Management
teamsOrganizational

members

Brain Trusts

Client-as-a-Source

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Figure 3.
IDeaLs as a

collaborative research
platform
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5.3Mapping the IDeaLs experience in the CRPA framework as data-driven research process
Guided by the Data-Driven Innovation process (Trabucchi and Buganza, 2019b), the
interactions within the IDeaLs platform are intricately mapped, drawing upon Collaborative
Inquiry methods. This approach underscores a dynamic, evolving research direction shaped
collaboratively by the Platform Orchestrator, setting the structural foundation for IDeaLs’s
annual projects (Figure 4).

Initially, researchers identify specific research questions within the framework established
by the Platform Orchestrator, delineating the data required for their inquiries. This phase
embodies the academic essence of action research, focusing on generating knowledge
through practical engagement (Rapoport, 1970; Pasmore et al., 2008).

Subsequently, the Platform Orchestrator consolidates these research questions,
orchestrating the forthcoming edition of the IDeaLs project. This critical design phase sees
the Orchestrator smoothing the path for research by identifying synergies and articulating
organizational value, reflecting the dual imperative of balancing academic rigor with
practical relevance (Coghlan, 2011; Muzellec et al., 2015). This ambidextrous role necessitates
a delicate equilibrium between research integrity and the pragmatic needs of partner
companies (Pasmore et al., 2008; Roth et al., 2007).

Researchers then tailor their protocols to accommodate practical constraints while
ensuring relevance for the participating companies. This adjustment requires a nuanced
understanding of the operational landscape, facilitated by the Orchestrator’s mediating
influence.

In the fourth phase, researchers collaboratively design an encompassing experience in line
with Design Science Research (DSR) principles (Hevner et al., 2004). This process involves
iterative engagement with company managers, fostering a co-creative environment that
respects research rigor and organizational context.

The execution phase sees the deployment of research artifacts across various companies,
requiring bespoke adjustments to reflect the unique characteristics of each pilot project while
maintaining academic rigor. This collaborative effort involves direct input from company
managers and oversight by the Platform Orchestrator to ensure consistency and
comparability (Hevner et al., 2004).

Platform Orchestrator

Researchers

Management 
teamsParticipants

Brain Trusts
All the steps are collaborative in nature, the points refers to the 
player that is in charge of the main portion of value creation
1 – Specific RQ definition, within the frame of the project (AR)
2 – Overall research design coordinating 
researchers and companies (AR and CMR)
3 – Finalization of research protocols (AR)
4 – Artifact design (DSR)
5 – Pilot project 
deployments (DSR)
6 – Debrief sessions (CMR)
7 – Collective sensemaking with all sides (CMR)

1

2 4 7

3

5

6

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Figure 4.
Value creation steps in
the collaboration
process on a platform-
based model
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Debriefing sessions with organizational managers facilitate collective reflection on the
research outcomes, emphasizing the importance of collaboration in deriving meaningful
insights from the deployed sessions (Pasmore et al., 2008).

Finally, under the Orchestrator’s guidance, the research team analyzes aggregated data to
affirm the study’s generalizability and theoretical contributions. This comprehensive
analysis benefits from cross-research feedback, input from Brain Trusts, and collaborative
sensemaking with managers from all participating companies. This multifaceted
collaboration enriches the research findings, culminating in the preparation of publications
that encapsulate the project’s academic and practical advancements.

Throughout these stages, IDeaLs exemplifies a model of collaborative research that
bridges the gap between theory and practice, leveraging a multi-sided platform approach to
foster innovation and knowledge creation across various organizational contexts.

5.4 The benefits of the CRPA in comparison to other collaborative inquiry approaches
The Collaborative Research Platform Approach (CRPA) presents distinct challenges and
benefits compared to traditional Collaborative Inquiry methods rooted in platform theory.
The primary challenges involve the inherent complexities of establishing a research platform,
including designing and balancing tailored value propositions for each stakeholder group
and navigating the initial stages of platform development (Muzellec et al., 2015; Evans and
Schmalensee, 2016). Despite these obstacles, the potential benefits of engaging all
participants are significant (Parker et al., 2016).

Applying Platform Thinking to collaborative inquiry yields two key advantages,
addressing issues highlighted earlier: enhancing the generalizability of Collaborative Inquiry
outcomes and amplifying the relevance of such studies. CRPA introduces a structure where the
outcomes of a Design Science Research (DSR) methodology serve as a foundational platform.
This framework allows researchers and organizations to tailor and extend the research to meet
their specific needs more effectively. Additionally, the collective participation of organizations
in the same research project ensures more robust findings, as the research can be replicated
across various contexts for comparison. This communal approach strengthens the research
validity and fosters a peer network, encouraging organizations to recognize the value of
collaborative research and explore further opportunities.

The model facilitates data aggregation akin to a Client-as-a-Source (CaaS) platform
strategy (Trabucchi et al., 2017), creating beneficial cross-side network externalities for
researchers. This aggregation enhances the generalizability of results across diverse pilot
projects and contexts, achieving a level of generalizability comparable to multiple case
studies. This approach addresses a common limitation of traditional Collaborative Inquiry
methods, which often restrict the action or artifact to a single organization (B€orjesson and
Elmquist, 2011; Park et al., 2020).

Moreover, ongoing interactions among managers, researchers, and the Orchestrator,
alongside periodic contributions from other stakeholders like organizational participants and
Brain Trusts, foster a dynamic, iterative process. This continuous collective sensemaking
enhances the relevance of research questions, directions, findings, and contributions through
validation, reinforcement, and revision from multiple collaborative perspectives. Such an
environment, where stakeholders pursue aligned yet distinct value propositions, exemplifies
the essence of platform-based collaboration, creating mutual value and advancing
collaborative research (Trabucchi and Buganza, 2023).

6. Conclusions
This paper presents the Collaborative Research Platform Approach (CRPA) as a novel
framework to enhance innovation research through Collaborative Inquiry methodologies.
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Drawing inspiration from the role of platforms in the innovation literature (Cusumano et al.,
2019), we explore the potential of a platform-based approach to address the challenges and
opportunities in innovation studies, taking a Mode 2 approach, while embracing new future-
oriented research approach (G€um€usay and Reinecke, 2024). The IDeaLs case, an international
initiative designed to foster engagement in innovation activities while contributing to scientific
knowledge, is the longitudinal participatory case that let the CRPA framework emerge.

Theoretically, the CRPA framework offers several key advantages. Primarily, it utilizes a
platform approach to apply Collaborative Inquiry methodologies (Hevner, 2007), allowing for
comparing results across different companies, thereby addressing the issue of poor
generalizability, typically linked to Mode 2 approaches. Moreover, it is coherent with the
recent debates that critique the relevance of past-dependent research in a world that is
changing so fast (G€um€usay andReinecke, 2024). Indeed, CRPApushes researchers to propose
actively something new to help organizations foster innovation while developing knowledge
relevant both for theory and for practice. Furthermore, the creation of a community among
participating management teams provides a collaborative environment for sharing insights
and feedback across diverse industries, significantly enhancing the dissemination and
impact of IDeaLs research (Press et al., 2021; Buganza et al., 2022; Trabucchi et al., 2022a, b).
This community aspect not only facilitates the direct application of research findings but also
encourages the adoption of these insights in new projects and by additional companies,
enhancing the impactful dimension of research activities.

Design Science Research (DSR) within this framework is a foundation for a product
platform that evolves to meet the needs of various organizations or researchers seeking
specific data (Meyer and Lehnerd, 1997; Trabucchi and Buganza, 2019a). Themodular nature
of platforms (Evans and Schmalensee, 2016) further supports potential transactional
expansions, as evidenced by projects with companies outside the initial community
(Trabucchi and Buganza, 2023).

Besides, by exploring the application of collaborative inquiry as a platform, we provide a
possible third way of unlocking the tradeoff between theoretical relevance and practical
impact. The platform configuration ensures no compromise on either of the two. Moreover, it
allows us to research through traditional data-driven approaches (e.g. surveys or case
studies). In the IDeaLs projects, researchers had the chance to explore specific topics that
were not strictly related to the collaboration. The platform creates a space where it is possible
to conduct research using traditional methods but still somewhat “augmented” by having a
set of managers/companies already committed to the research, thus allowing the researcher
to collect higher-quality data.

In summary, this research has two main research implications—the first deals with the
platform thinking literature (Cusumano et al., 2019). Platforms have been widely considered
business models, but they are emerging as a lens through which various value-creation
mechanisms are read outside the business and strategic dimensions. Indeed, by framing a
research project as a platform, we do have the chance to see all the various opportunities (e.g.
further expansion; see Trabucchi and Buganza, 2023) or challenges in setting it up (see
Muzellec et al., 2015; Stummer et al., 2018), while corroborating the broader applications of
platforms as a tool to foster innovation.

The second main contribution is at the methodological level and deals with the
Collaborative Inquiry andMode 2 approach; indeed, this platform-based approach suggests a
hybrid of variousmethodologies like AR (Pasmore et al., 2008), CMR, and DSR (Hevner, 2007),
while reducing the typical issues of low generalizability of these research attempts, while
embracing a future looking research environment (G€um€usay and Reinecke, 2024).

This research underscores the versatility of a platform-based approach beyond traditional
business modeling, highlighting its role as a coordination mechanism for collaborative
endeavors. It demonstrates how companies can benefit from participating in Collaborative
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Inquiry projects, fostering a community of thought leaders, and enabling cross-pollination on
broader topics. This approach enriches the collaborative experience and amplifies the
research’s perceived value and practical impact. Indeed, this research may work as an
inspiring case for managers to see platforms as a lens through which reading collaboration
activities can be conducted. At the same time, for researchers, it can act as an example to
explore other projects at the intersection between theory and practice.

Finally, the CRPA’s most significant practical outcome is the transformative processes
initiated by companies through pilot projects developed to address specific challenges,
leveraging the artifacts and methodologies introduced by IDeaLs.

However, this study has limitations. The CRPA, while striving for broader applicability
and generalizability in Collaborative Inquiry, is inherently challenged by the specifics of
setting up and sustaining a research platform across multiple editions focused on innovation.
Additionally, the applicability of CRPA may be constrained by the research domain’s
specificity and the relevance of DSRmethodologies, such as workshops, in particular areas of
study. These challenges, while notable, maintain the framework’s potential to enhance the
generalizability and relevance of research outcomes, advocating for further exploration of
similar approaches in other management research domains.

References

Adler, N. and Styhre, A. (2004), Collaborative Research in Organizations: Foundations for Learning,
Change, and Theoretical Development, Sage, Thousand Oaks.

Bell, E., Harley, B. and Bryman, A. (2022), Business Research Methods, 6th ed., Oxford University
Press, Oxford.

Bellis, P. and Verganti, R. (2020), “Pairs as pivots of innovation: how collaborative sensemaking
benefits from innovating in twos”, Innovation: Organization and Management, Vol. 23 No. 3,
pp. 1-25, doi: 10.1080/14479338.2020.1790374.

Bellis, P., Buganza, T. and Verganti, R. (2023a), “What kind of intimacy is meaningful to you? How
intimate interactions foster individuals’ sensemaking of innovation”, Creativity and Innovation
Management, Vol. 32 No. 3, pp. 407-424, doi: 10.1111/caim.12568.

Bellis, P., Magnanini, S. and Verganti, R. (2023b), “Dialogue for strategy implementation: how framing
processes enable the evolution of new opportunities”, Journal of Knowledge Management,
Vol. 28 No. 11, pp. 1-32, doi: 10.1108/jkm-01-2023-0064.

Biemans, W.G., Griffin, A. and Moenaert, R.K. (2016), “Perspective: new service development: how the
field developed, its current status, and recommendations for moving it forward”, Journal of
Product Innovation Management, Vol. 33 No. 4, pp. 382-397, doi: 10.1111/jpim.12283.

B€orjesson, S. and Elmquist, M. (2011), “Developing innovation capabilities: a longitudinal study of
a project at Volvo Cars”, Creativity and Innovation Management, Vol. 20 No. 3, pp. 171-184,
doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8691.2011.00605.x.

Buganza, T., Bellis, P., Magnanini, S., Press, J., Shani, A.R.B., Trabucchi, D., Verganti, R. and Zasa, F.P.
(2022), Storymaking and Organizational Transformation: How the Co-creation of Narratives
Engages People for Innovation and Transformation, Routledge, London.

Bushe, G.R. and Marshak, R.J. (2015), Introduction to the Dialogic Organization Development Mindset,
Dialogic Organization Development: The Theory and Practice of Transformational Change,
pp. 11-32.

Caillaud, B. and Jullien, B. (2003), “Chicken & egg: competition among intermediation service
providers”, RAND Journal of Economics, Vol. 34 No. 2, pp. 309-328, doi: 10.2307/1593720.

Chae, B.K. (2012), “An evolutionary framework for service innovation: insights of complexity theory
for service science”, International Journal of Production Economics, Vol. 135 No. 2, pp. 813-822,
doi: 10.1016/j.ijpe.2011.10.015.

European Journal
of Innovation
Management

431

https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2020.1790374
https://doi.org/10.1111/caim.12568
https://doi.org/10.1108/jkm-01-2023-0064
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12283
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8691.2011.00605.x
https://doi.org/10.2307/1593720
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijpe.2011.10.015


Coghlan, D. (2011), “Action research: exploring perspectives on a philosophy of practical knowing”,
Academy of Management Annals, Vol. 5 No. 1, pp. 53-87, doi: 10.1080/19416520.2011.571520.

Coghlan, D. (2019), Doing Action Research in Your Organization, SAGE Publications, Thousand Oaks.

Coghlan, D., Cirella, S. and Shani, A.B. (2012), “Action research and collaborative management research:
more than meets the eye?”, International Journal of Action Research, Vol. 8 No. 1, pp. 45-67.

Cooke, B. and Wolfram Cox, J. (2005), Fundamentals of Action Research (4 Volumes), Sage
Publications, Thousand Oaks.

Crossan, M.M. and Apaydin, M. (2010), “A multi-dimensional framework of organizational innovation:
a systematic review of the literature”, Journal of Management Studies, Vol. 47 No. 6, pp.
1154-1191.

Cusumano, M.A., Yoffie, D.B. and Gawer, A. (2019), The Business of Platforms: Strategy in the Age of
Digital Competition, Innovation, and Power, HarperCollins Publishers, New York.

Eisenhardt, K.M., Graebner, M.E. and Sonenshein, S. (2016), “Grand challenges and inductive
methods: rigor without rigor mortis”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 59 No. 4,
pp. 1113-1123, doi: 10.5465/amj.2016.4004.

Evans, D.S. and Schmalensee, R. (2016), Matchmakers: the New Economics of Multisided Platforms,
Harvard Business Review Press, Cambridge.

Foroughi, H., Coraiola, D.M., Rintam€aki, J., Mena, S. and Foster, W.M. (2020), “Organizational memory
studies”, Organization Studies, Vol. 41 No. 12, pp. 1725-1748, doi: 10.1177/0170840620974338.

Frenken, K. (2006), “Technological innovation and complexity theory”, Economics of Innovation and
New Technology, Vol. 15 No. 2, pp. 137-155, doi: 10.1080/10438590500141453.

Gabriel, Y. (2000), Storytelling in Organizations: Facts, Fictions, and Fantasies: Facts, Fictions, and
Fantasies, OUP, Oxford.

Gawer, A. and Cusumano, M.A. (2014), “Industry platforms and ecosystem innovation”, Journal of
Product Innovation Management, Vol. 31 No. 3, pp. 417-433, doi: 10.1111/jpim.12105.

Goffin, K., �Ahlstr€om, P., Bianchi, M. and Richtn�er, A. (2019), “Perspective: state-of-the-art: the quality
of case study research in innovation management”, Journal of Product Innovation Management,
Vol. 36 No. 5, pp. 586-615.

Gregor, S. and Hevner, A.R. (2013), “Positioning and presenting design science research for maximum
impact”, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 37 No. 2, pp. 337-355, doi: 10.25300/misq/2013/37.2.01.

G€um€usay, A.A. & Reinecke, J. (2024), “Imagining Desirable Futures: a call for prospective theorizing
with speculative rigour”, Organization Theory, Vol. 5 No. 1, 26317877241235939, doi: 10.1177/
26317877241235939.

Hevner, A.R. (2007), “A three cycle view of design science research”, Scandinavian Journal of
Information Systems, Vol. 19 No. 2, p. 4.

Hevner, A.R., March, S.T., Park, J. and Ram, S. (2004), “Design science in information systems
research”, MIS Quarterly, Vol. 28 No. 1, pp. 75-105, doi: 10.2307/25148625.

Jaspersen, L.J. and Stein, C. (2019), “Beyond the matrix: visual methods for qualitative network
research”, British Journal of Management, Vol. 30 No. 3, pp. 748-763, doi: 10.1111/1467-
8551.12339.

Katz, M.L. and Shapiro, C. (1985), “Network externalities, competition, and compatibility”, The
American Economic Review, Vol. 75 No. 3, pp. 424-440.

Kenney, M., Bearson, D. and Zysman, J. (2021), “The platform economy matures: measuring
pervasiveness and exploring power”, Socio-economic Review, Vol. 19 No. 4, pp. 1451-1483, doi:
10.1093/ser/mwab014.

Kosslyn, S.M. (1994), Image and Brain, Vol. 15, MIT press, Cambridge, MA.

MacLean, D., MacIntosh, R. and Grant, S. (2002), “Mode 2 management research”, British Journal of
Management, Vol. 13 No. 3, pp. 189-207, doi: 10.1111/1467-8551.00237.

EJIM
27,9

432

https://doi.org/10.1080/19416520.2011.571520
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2016.4004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840620974338
https://doi.org/10.1080/10438590500141453
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12105
https://doi.org/10.25300/misq/2013/37.2.01
https://doi.org/10.1177/26317877241235939
https://doi.org/10.1177/26317877241235939
https://doi.org/10.2307/25148625
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12339
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12339
https://doi.org/10.1093/ser/mwab014
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.00237


Magnanini, S., Trabucchi, D., Buganza, T. and Verganti, R. (2022), “Collaborate as a flock in the
organization: how selection and synthesis influence knowledge convergence within a complex
adaptive system”, Journal of Knowledge Management, Vol. 26 No. 11, pp. 142-165, doi: 10.1108/
jkm-07-2021-0533.

Magnanini, S., Trabucchi, D. and Verganti, R. (2023), “Convergence in innovation: the perception of
synthesis in articulating a new strategic vision”, Innovation, Vol. 25 No. 3, pp. 305-327, doi: 10.
1080/14479338.2021.2012478.

Meyer, M.H. and Lehnerd, A.P. (1997), The Power of Product Platforms, Simon & Schuster, New York.

Muzellec, L., Ronteau, S. and Lambkin, M. (2015), “Two-sided Internet platforms: a business model
lifecycle perspective”, Industrial Marketing Management, Vol. 45, pp. 139-150, doi: 10.1016/j.
indmarman.2015.02.012.

Park, J., Mostafa, N.A. and Han, H.J. (2020), “‘StoryWeb’: a storytelling-based knowledge-sharing
application among multiple stakeholders”, Creativity and Innovation Management, Vol. 29
No. 2, pp. 224-236, doi: 10.1111/caim.12368.

Parker, G.G., Van Alstyne, M.W. and Choudary, S.P. (2016), Platform Revolution: How Networked
Markets are Transforming the Economy and How to Make Them Work for You, WW Norton &
Company.

Paroutis, S., Franco, L.A. and Papadopoulos, T. (2015), “Visual interactions with strategy tools:
producing strategic knowledge in workshops”, British Journal of Management, Vol. 26 No. S1,
pp. S48-S66, doi: 10.1111/1467-8551.12081.

Pasmore, W.A., Stymne, B., Shani, A.B., Mohrman, S.A. and Adler, N. (2008), “The promise of
collaborative management research”, Handbook of Collaborative Management Research, pp. 7-31.

Perks, H. and Roberts, D. (2013), “A review of longitudinal research in the product innovation field,
with discussion of utility and conduct of sequence analysis”, Journal of Product Innovation
Management, Vol. 30 No. 6, pp. 1099-1111, doi: 10.1111/jpim.12048.

Pettigrew, A.M. (1990), “Longitudinal field research on change: theory and practice”, Organization
Science, Vol. 1 No. 3, pp. 267-292, doi: 10.1287/orsc.1.3.267.

Press, J., Bellis, P., Buganza, T., Magnanini, S., Shani, A.B., Trabucchi, D., Verganti, R. and Zasa, F.P.
(2021), “IDeaLs: transforming in the digital era”, in IDeaLs (Innovation and Design as
Leadership) Transformation in the Digital Era, Emerald Publishing, pp. 35-47.

Radaelli, G., Guerci, M., Cirella, S. and Shani, A.B. (2014), “Intervention research as management
research in practice: learning from a case in the fashion design industry”, British Journal of
Management, Vol. 25 No. 2, pp. 335-351, doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8551.2012.00844.x.

Rapoport, R.N. (1970), “Three dilemmas in action research: with special reference to the Tavistock
experience”, Human Relations, Vol. 23 No. 6, pp. 499-513, doi: 10.1177/001872677002300601.

Reinecke, J., Boxenbaum, E. and Gehman, J. (2022), “Impactful theory: pathways to mattering”,
Organization Theory, Vol. 3 No. 4, doi: 10.1177/26317877221131061.

Rochet, J.- and Tirole, J. (2003), “Platform competition in two-sided markets”, Journal of the European
Economic Association, Vol. 1 No. 4, pp. 990-1029, doi: 10.1162/154247603322493212.

Roth, J., Shani, A.B. and Leary, M.M. (2007), “Insider action research: facing the challenges of new
capability development within a biopharma company”, Action Research, Vol. 5 No. 1, pp. 41-60,
doi: 10.1177/1476750307072875.

Sauermann, H. and Roach, M. (2013), “Increasing web survey response rates in innovation research: an
experimental study of static and dynamic contact design features”, Research Policy, Vol. 42
No. 1, pp. 273-286.

Shani, A.B., David, A. and Willson, C. (2004), “Collaborative research: alternative roadmaps”,
pp. 82-100, doi: 10.4135/9781412983679.n5, N. Adler, AB (Rami) Shani & A. Styhre (2012),
Collaborative research in organizations: Foundations for learning, change, and theoretical
development, 83-100.

European Journal
of Innovation
Management

433

https://doi.org/10.1108/jkm-07-2021-0533
https://doi.org/10.1108/jkm-07-2021-0533
https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.2012478
https://doi.org/10.1080/14479338.2021.2012478
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2015.02.012
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2015.02.012
https://doi.org/10.1111/caim.12368
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8551.12081
https://doi.org/10.1111/jpim.12048
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1.3.267
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2012.00844.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/001872677002300601
https://doi.org/10.1177/26317877221131061
https://doi.org/10.1162/154247603322493212
https://doi.org/10.1177/1476750307072875
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412983679.n5


Shani, A.B., (Rami), Coghlan, D., Paine, J.W. and Canterino, F. (2023), “Collaborative inquiry for change
and changing: advances in science-practice transformations”, The Journal of Applied Behavioral
Science, Vol. 59 No. 4, pp. 541-555, doi: 10.1177/00218863231204372.

Siggelkow, N. (2007), “Persuasion with case studies”, Academy of Management Journal, Vol. 50 No. 1,
pp. 20-24, doi: 10.5465/amj.2007.24160882.

Star, S.L. and Griesemer, J.R. (1989), “Institutional ecology, translations’ and boundary objects:
amateurs and professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39”, Social
Studies of Science, Vol. 19 No. 3, pp. 387-420.

Stummer, C., Kundisch, D. and Decker, R. (2018), “Platform launch strategies”, Business and
Information Systems Engineering, Vol. 60 No. 2, pp. 167-173, doi: 10.1007/s12599-018-0520-x.

Trabucchi, D. and Buganza, T. (2019a), “Data-driven innovation: switching the perspective on Big Data”,
European Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 22 No. 1, pp. 23-40, doi: 10.1108/ejim-01-2018-0017.

Trabucchi, D. and Buganza, T. (2019b), “Fostering digital platform innovation: from two to multi-
sided platforms”, Creativity and Innovation Management, Vol. 29 No. 2, pp. 345-358, doi: 10.
1111/caim.12320.

Trabucchi, D. and Buganza, T. (2022), “Landlords with no lands: a systematic literature review on
hybrid multi-sided platforms and platform thinking”, European Journal of Innovation
Management, Vol. 25 No. 6, pp. 64-96, doi: 10.1108/ejim-11-2020-0467.

Trabucchi, D. and Buganza, T. (2023), Platform Thinking. Read the Past. Write the Future, Business
Expert Press, NY.

Trabucchi, D., Buganza, T. and Pellizzoni, E. (2017), “Give away your digital services: leveraging big
data to capture value”, Research Technology Management, Vol. 60 No. 2, pp. 43-52, doi: 10.1080/
08956308.2017.1276390.

Trabucchi, D., Bellis, P., Di Marco, D., Buganza, T. and Verganti, R. (2020), “Attitude vs involvement: a
systematic literature review at the intersection between engagement and innovation”, European
Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 24 No. 5, pp. 1730-1762, doi: 10.1108/ejim-05-2020-0171.

Trabucchi, D., Buganza, T., Bellis, P., Magnanini, S., Press, J., Verganti, R. and Zasa, F.P. (2022a),
“Story-making to nurture change: creating a journey to make transformation happen”, Journal
of Knowledge Management, Vol. 26 No. 11, pp. 427-460, doi: 10.1108/jkm-07-2022-0582.

Trabucchi, D., Muzellec, L., Ronteau, S. and Buganza, T. (2022b), “The platforms’ DNA: drivers of
value creation in digital two-sided platforms”, Technology Analysis and Strategic Management,
Vol. 34 No. 8, pp. 891-904, doi: 10.1080/09537325.2021.1932797.

Weick, K.E. (1989), “Theory construction as disciplined imagination”, Academy of Management
Review, Vol. 14 No. 4, pp. 516-531, doi: 10.2307/258556.

Wheelwright, S.C. and Clark, K.B. (1992), Creating Project Plans to Focus Product Development,
Harvard Business School Pub, Cambridge.

Yin, R.K. (2013), Case Study Research: Design and Methods, Translated by Anonymous, Sage
Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA.

Zasa, F.P., Verganti, R. and Bellis, P. (2022), “Innovator or collaborator? A cognitive network
perspective to vision formation”, European Journal of Innovation Management, Vol. 25 No. 6,
pp. 567-588, doi: 10.1108/ejim-05-2021-0237.

About the authors
Daniel Trabucchi is senior assistant professor at the School of Management, Politecnico di Milano. He
also serves as a senior researcher in the LEADIN’Lab, the Laboratory for LEAdership, Design, and
INnovation. His research interests are focused on innovation management, especially in Platform
Thinking. He has been featured in the Thinkers50 Radar list in 2024. He co-founded Symplatform in
2018, the international conference on digital platforms that aims to match scholars and practitioners in
the field. He co-founded and is scientific director of Platform Thinking HUB, the community of
innovation leaders that aims to foster innovation through platform thinking, which is part of the Digital

EJIM
27,9

434

https://doi.org/10.1177/00218863231204372
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2007.24160882
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12599-018-0520-x
https://doi.org/10.1108/ejim-01-2018-0017
https://doi.org/10.1111/caim.12320
https://doi.org/10.1111/caim.12320
https://doi.org/10.1108/ejim-11-2020-0467
https://doi.org/10.1080/08956308.2017.1276390
https://doi.org/10.1080/08956308.2017.1276390
https://doi.org/10.1108/ejim-05-2020-0171
https://doi.org/10.1108/jkm-07-2022-0582
https://doi.org/10.1080/09537325.2021.1932797
https://doi.org/10.2307/258556
https://doi.org/10.1108/ejim-05-2021-0237


Innovation Observatories of Politecnico di Milano. He is also scientific director of IDeaLs, the global
research platform founded by Politecnico di Milano aiming to develop innovative ways to engage people
in transformation processes. He is a member of the scientific committee of the International Product
Development Management Conference EIASM-IPDMC and of the Board of CINet, Continuous
Innovation Network. He is Associate Editor and Social Media Editor of Creativity and Innovation
Management. He has authored more than 70 scientific articles, including peer-reviewed journal articles,
conference proceedings, and book chapters. He published “PlatformThinking –Read the past.Write the
future”, co-authoredwithTommasoBuganza, in 2023. Daniel Trabucchi is the corresponding author and
can be contacted at: daniel.trabucchi@polimi.it

Paola Bellis is Assistant Professor in the area of Human Side of Innovation at School of Management
of Politecnico di Milano. She serves as researcher of Leadin’Lab, the laboratory on the LEAdership,
Design and Innovation at the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano. She is also member of the
Senior Research Team of the Observatory Design Thinking for Business of the School of Management -
Politecnico di Milano. Her research interests are focused on the interplay between Innovation
Management and Leadership in the context of organizations and organizing. In particular, she has been
working on the role of team of dyads for the development of innovation in established companies,
moreover she focuses on engagement strategies for innovation development.

Tommaso Buganza is full professor of Leadership and Innovation at the School of Management,
Politecnico di Milano. He is also cofounder of LEADIN’Lab, the Laboratory for LEAdership, Design, and
INnovation. He is a lecturer in innovation management and project management, responsible for the
ProjectManagementAcademy, and coordinator of the innovation and training area at POLIMIGraduate
School of Management. He teaches innovation management, project management, and organizational
behavior at various levels, from bachelors toMBAs, executiveMBAs, and corporate classes. He has been
featured in the Thinkers50 Radar list in 2024. He is the chairman of the International Product
Development Management Conference EIASM-IPDMC. He co-founded Symplatform in 2018, the
international conference on digital platforms that aims to match scholars and practitioners in the field.
He co-founded and is scientific director of PlatformThinking HUB, the community of innovation leaders
that aims to foster innovation through platform thinking, which is part of the Digital Innovation
Observatories of Politecnico di Milano. Moreover, he co-founded and is scientific director of IDeaLs, the
global research platform founded by Politecnico di Milano aiming to develop innovative ways to engage
people in transformation processes. He has authored more than 100 scientific articles, including peer-
reviewed journal articles, conference proceedings, and book chapters. He published “Platform Thinking
– Read the past. Write the future”, co-authored with Daniel Trabucchi, in 2023.

Filomena Canterino is Associate Professor in the People Management and Organization area at the
School of Management of Politecnico di Milano. Her research activity focuses on organizational and
leadership models in the context of organizational change and innovation. She has carried out action-
research projects with Italian and international companies and research organizations, and has authored
several publications in international scientific journals.

Abraham B. (Rami) Shani is a Professor of Management (Emeritus) at the Orfalea College of
Business, California Polytechnic University. His research interest includes collaborative research
methodologies, work and organization design, organizational change and development, learning in and
by organizations, sustainability and sustainable effectiveness. His work was published in Academy of
Management Journal, British Journal of Management, California Management Review, Human
Relations, Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Journal of Change Management, Organizational
Dynamics, Sloan Management Review, and others. His most recent books (co-authored with David
Coghlan) are Collaborative Inquiry for Organization Development and Change and Conducting Action
Research. Since 2008 he is the co-editor of the annual research series, Research in Organization Change
and Development (Emerald Publications). He served as the Management Department Head and
Associate Dean at CalPoly and as the president of the OrganizationDevelopment and ChangeDivision at
the Academy of Management.

Roberto Verganti is Professor of Leadership and Innovation at the Stockholm School of Economics –
House of Innovation, where he is Director of The Garden – Center for Design and Leadership. He is also
in the Faculty of the Harvard Business School and is a co-founder of Leadin’Lab, the laboratory on the
LEAdership, Design and Innovation at the School of Management of Politecnico di Milano. Roberto
serves on the Advisory Board of the European Innovation Council, at the European Commission.
Roberto is the author of “Overcrowded. Designing Meaningful Products in a World Awash with Ideas”,

European Journal
of Innovation
Management

435

mailto:daniel.trabucchi@polimi.it


published by MIT Press in 2017 and of “Design-Driven Innovation: Changing the Rules of Competition
by Radically Innovating what Things Mean”, published by Harvard Business Press in 2009, which has
been nominated by the Academy ofManagement for the George R. Terry Book Award as one of the best
6 management books published in 2008 and 2009. Roberto has issuedmore than 150 articles. He is in the
Hall of Fame of the Journal of Product InnovationManagement and has been featured onTheWall Street
Journal, The New York Times, Financial Times, Forbes and BusinessWeek. Roberto is a regular
contributor to the Harvard Business Review.

Joseph Press is an Adjunct Professor of Strategic Design at the Parsons School of Design and a
Visiting Professor at Politecnico di Milano Schools of Management and Design. After a 10 years career
as an architect, including completing his Ph.D. in Design Technology at MIT, he pivoted into
management consulting. He capped his 15 years career at Deloitte by founding Deloitte Digital
Switzerland, an interdisciplinary team focusing on the design of innovative digital experiences for global
organizations across industries. He then became the Global Innovator at the Center for Creative
Leadership, where he led leadership programs to co-create solutions to challenges requiring systemic
transformation. To explore the intersections of his experiences in innovation, design, and leadership, he
co-founded IDeaLs with the Leadin’Lab at the Politecnico di Milano.

For instructions on how to order reprints of this article, please visit our website:
www.emeraldgrouppublishing.com/licensing/reprints.htm
Or contact us for further details: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

EJIM
27,9

436


	Leading impactful research: applying platform thinking to drive collaborative inquiry in the innovation field
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Collaborative inquiry main paradigms: action research, collaborative management research, and design research
	Framing platform thinking as a research collaboration tool

	Method
	Results: the IDeaLs research platform
	Introducing IDeaLs: the story behind the project
	Main topic definition and companies’ onboarding
	Starting the collaboration: the subtopics within companies
	The research protocol and the data required
	Implementing a design Science Research approach
	Value delivered to companies: how DSR, AR, and CMR approaches generated value for companies
	value obtained by researchers: aggregated data analysis and publishing

	Discussion: defining research platforms for studies in the innovation field
	Identifying a research platform framework
	Mapping the IDeaLs experience in the CRPA framework
	Mapping the IDeaLs experience in the CRPA framework as data-driven research process
	The benefits of the CRPA in comparison to other collaborative inquiry approaches

	Conclusions
	References
	About the authors


