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Each year businesses spend an 

aggregate of $40B on market 

research.  This is largely in an effort 

to mine new insights about 
customers’ unmet needs, or to test 

out new ideas to see if a large 

enough segment of their customers 

(or of the general population) will 

react positively to them. 
 

Businesses have begun to realize 

however that rather than – or in 

some cases, in addition to – 

spending millions each year on 

conducting market research in a 

simulated or hypothesized 

manner, they can often get better 

insights, and at less cost, by 

engaging customers directly in a 

co-creative process.  When done 

properly, this can produce 

extremely useful outcomes.  But 

to make the process work, there 

are several important 

considerations that have to be 

taken into account, primarily 

around the steps to be used in a 

B2B versus B2C scenario. 

 

In a B2B scenario, the 

business can set up a special co-

creation laboratory where 

they have their customers’ staff 

come in and explore specific 

challenges together with their 

own staff, looking at numerous 

different potential solutions 

together.  An example of this is 

Cisco's Customer Co-Creation 

Workshops held at one of its 

Innovation Labs.  These labs / 

events are equipped with the 

resources needed to 

enable innovative experimentation 

between the two parties, 

as reflected in this video from 

Cisco... https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=MglxF1ALefM.  B2B co-

creation labs work best when 

similar peers are able to engage 

with one another, such as 

Designers with Designers, or 

Engineers with Scientists, as 

shown in this example with Cisco. 

 

In a B2C scenario, the business 

can once again set up a special 

laboratory – often part of a larger 

User Research lab within an 

overall Innovation Lab.  Here, 

Designers and Researchers can 

engage directly with would-be 

customers to explore certain 

problem spaces and their 

corresponding solution spaces. 

The business must be careful 

however to not let these turn into 

1970s-esque focus groups where 

customers are asked about 

solution spaces for which they 

have no context (which almost 

always leads down a wrong path). 

  

Thus, on one hand, Researchers 

can use this exercise as simply a 

means of observing how 

customers go about thinking 

about their challenges and the 

associated problem / solution 

space, so as to develop an 

empathic understanding of their 

needs, values, motivations, and 

priorities (from which they would 

then conceive the solution).  On 

the other hand, Researchers can 

in fact have customers directly 

lead the design of a final solution, 

but in so doing they must be very 

careful to ensure there are solid 

fundamentals behind the framing / 

conceptualization of the problem 

being addressed, as well as the 

solution taking shape – is the real 

problem being tackled, and does 

this solution in fact solve that 

problem? This is where lead users 

can often prove helpful. 

 

Anthony Mills  

Customer co-creation: A deeper path to 

empathic understanding 

                                                                                                                                            

Businesses have begun to realize…they 

can often get better insights, and at less 

cost, by engaging customers directly in a 

co-creative process 



 

 
 

 

 

 

          Better Business Focus  June 2015 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

          Better Business Focus  June 2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

          Better Business Focus  October 2018 

  

 18 

There are several different forms 

of B2C co-creation, including 

open crowdsourcing, co-creation 

workshops, open-source software 

code, mass customization, and 

customer-generated content. A 

classic example of the workshop 

approach was Heineken’s 

2012 Heineken Open Design 

Exploration Edition 1: The Club, 

which engaged designers from all 

over the world with a panel of 

100 veteran clubbers to conceive 

a progressive pop-up club in Milan 

intended to be representative of 

the next generation of clubs.  

 

A classic example of open 

crowdsourcing has been Cisco’s 

iPrize competition, aimed at 

finding the next billion-dollar 

business ideas – a venue that has 

led to such winning ideas as a 

sensor-enabled smart-electricity 

grid and others.  Linux and Firefox 

have been well-known examples 

of open-source code, while 

NikeID is a well-known example 

of mass customization.  

 

Examples of customer generated 

content have included Domino’s 

Pizza Mogul platform that lets 

customers create and sell unique 

recipes through the Dominos 

franchise, and the LEGO IDEAS 

platform that allows customers to 

vote on one another’s designs, 

with the winning designs 

sometimes becoming real 

products. This is not even to 

mention customer-generated 

content platforms like YouTube, 

Medium, and SlideShare. 

 

Customer co-creation is a 

powerful emerging method for 

lean and frugal innovation. It 

allows businesses to uncover 

numerous insights about their 

customers and those customers’ 

problem needs, usually in a faster, 

easier, and less expensive way 

than does traditional market 

research.  It also tends to yield 

more direct and reliable insights 

than does indirect market 

research.  Over the last several 

years countless companies and 

brands have begun making 

effective use of customer co-

creation, including such well-

known brands as DHL, DeWalt, 

Coca-Cola, Samsung, BMW, MTV, 

E.ON, Manchester City FC, Tata 

Group, and hundreds more. Many 

businesses can benefit from this 

method, and should therefore, 

give serious consideration to 

setting up a customer co-creation 

practice in the context of their 

broader innovation research 

work. 
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Anthony’s work builds on 30 

years of leadership in business, 
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broad and holistic perspective that 

is rare among business leaders. 

 He knows how to bridge these 

disciplines to deliver innovations 

that have a lasting impact on the 

business and its markets. 

 

Anthony also knows how to build 

and drive winning innovation 

strategies.  In his work, he uses 

strategic innovation to ensure the 

ongoing relevance and long-term 
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businesses. 
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Important Notice 
© Copyright 2018, Bizezia Limited, All Rights 
Reserved 

 

This article appeared in Better Business 

Focus, published by Bizezia Limited (“the 
publisher”). It is protected by copyright law 

and reproduction in whole or in part without 
the publisher’s written permission is strictly 
prohibited. The publisher may be contacted 

at info@bizezia.com (+44 (0)1444 884220). 
(Some images in this article are taken from 

Creative Commons – such images may be 
subject to copyright. Creative Commons is a 
non-profit organisation that enables the 

sharing and use of creativity and knowledge 
through free legal tools). 
 

The article is published without responsibility 
by the publisher or any contributing author 

for any loss howsoever occurring as a 
consequence of any action which you take, or 
action which you choose not to take, as a 

result of this article or any view expressed 

herein.  

 
Whilst it is believed that the information 
contained in this publication is correct at the 

time of publication, it is not a substitute for 
obtaining specific professional advice and no 
representation or warranty, expressed or 

implied, is made as to its accuracy or 

completeness. Any hyperlinks in the article 

were correct at the time this article was 
published but may have changed since then. 
Likewise, later technology may supersede any 

which are specified in the article. 
  

The information is relevant primarily within 
the United Kingdom but may have application 
in other locations. 

 
These disclaimers and exclusions are 

governed by and construed in accordance 

with English Law. 
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